THE SON OF MOUNT KYSSAVOU

Translator’s Note
In order to fully appreciate this book, it is necessary to have a basic understanding of the social context in which it was written.

Once this is understood, it is easy to see how the basic tenets apply to this day, but merely under a different social façade.

Greece under Ottoman Oppression & the Klepht
Greece and her people were under the yoke of the Ottoman Empire for 400 years after the fall of the Byzantine Empire.

Repressive laws of the Sultan, arbitrary rules of the pashas (regional governors) and burdensome taxes effectively reduced the Greeks to slaves.

Some men however refused to live under this system. Instead, they chose to take to the mountains as free men. These were the Klephts. The Klephts operated in teams. Some of them were marauders who would rape, loot and steal from Greek and Turk alike. Others ‘just did their own thing’, minding their own business and keeping out of other people’s way as much as possible. Yet others had a mission far greater than their own freedom. They had a dream to free their people from this foreign oppression. They worked together, conducting a social uprising and guerrilla warfare, and were the nucleus of the eventual freedom revolution of 1821.It is to them that this book is dedicated.
Social Hierarchies
The oppressor’s hierarchy fell under the pasha, or provincial governor, who was directly under the sultan. Under him was the Voevodi which would be the equivalent of a mayor of a large town, while the aga had dominion over smaller regions, like villages and equivalents of modern day suburbs.

To a large extent the oppression was maintained by the despised Janissaries, (Genitsaroi), who were genetically Greek but captured from infancy by the Turks and trained to fight and subjugate the population.
Despite their cruel and oppressive rule, the Ottomans allowed the church to operate with impunity. Since Mohammed was given refuge in St Catherine’s monastery many years ago, it was the Prophet’s will that all Muslims should honour and protect Christians. (After the schism this did not apply to the Church of Rome which was antagonistic both to the Eastern Church and to the Mohammedans), so it was that men of the cloth were uniquely privileged leaders, respected both in the eyes of the oppressed and the oppressors. (Unlike the village prefects and tax collectors who acted on behalf of the foreign oppressors and were feared and despised.) In fact, the accusation that the interests of church and the oppressors were often congruent is often borne out by reality, but conveniently overlooked, both then and by present day historians. 
Basilis was offered the post of a Deacon. In this society this was a ticket to universal respect, privilege, power and wealth. It was a dream to which many parents and young men aspired, but made available to the privileged few. 
A Metohi is a small self sufficient residence of monks belonging to a larger monastery some distance away.
“Captain” (Kapetan) while strictly speaking is a ship’s master, was nonetheless a term used for a Klepht leader.
Basilis, be a good boy, conform, so that you may lead a household

to accrue sheep, beasts of burden and cattle, Villages,  vineyards and boys to work for you.

- Mother, I refuse to sit around simply to lead a household,

To have vineyards and boys working for me,

To be a slave of the Turks, a puppet-boy of the  Land lords.
Bring me the light sword and the heavy gun,

So that I may fly like a bird, high amongst the mountain peaks

To traverse the mountains, through the bush

To find the hideouts of the freedom fighters and their Captains
To whistle like a one of them, to bring the comrades together

To fight the Turks and the Arvanites.
                                                           Folk Verse

….

Basilis, the Unknown Klepht of this song, expresses simply and succinctly the mindset of the free young Hellene during the years of Turkish oppression. He does not want personal wealth, fields and servants, so that he, in turn would not be a slave to the foreign oppressor and servant of its local chieftains. 
He wants to live free, in the mountains, with his comrades. In such a life of comradeship whose soul is the life and struggle to freedom, Basilis, is transformed to an impeccable human being who feels responsibility for all humankind, fights injustice, avoids vengefulness, and bloodshed, and is totally incorruptible.
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CHAPTER 1

Basilis Does Not Become a Deacon

Basilis, son of Bali was 17 years old when he completed his 6 year education at the School of Tyrnavou, upon which he returned to his paternal home, in the village of Aghias, in the prefecture of Larissa.

For the last ten days he walks around tirelessly, day in, day out, cherishing with all his senses, the place of his birth that he had grown to love in his childhood years. One day he takes to the pathways through the countryside, through wheatfields, where the ears of wheat rise to the height of his waist.

Alternatively, he navigates the ravines, ascending the Kyssavos mountainside, losing himself in the dales and streams. He forgets to eat, and even his home the whole day. It is only when the sun sets in the west, that he remembers his mother who awaits him anxiously, when he also hears his stomach rumbling. He then, without hesitation takes the path back to Aghias, prancing like a mountain goat through the thickets and fields, to run back home.

Over ten days he walks through ten villages in the fields and on the slopes of mount Kyssavos. At every village recognising people and making friends, Greeks, Turks and Albanians. He is open hearted, of few words, and sincere, thus gaining the people’s trust.

The day that our story starts, he sets off just after midday, towards Selitsany (now known as Anatoli), the highest village on mount Kyssavos, in search of Razi, a monk of PanAghias (the Madonna) monastery. While bypassing Retsani (known today as Metaxohori), he paused to observe the looms which wove silk-cotton cloth, or ‘Tsikme’, as the locals called it. He struck up a conversation with the weavers, from whom he learned a considerable amount. He spent some time with them, and as he once again set forth for the monastery, he heard a voice crying out his name.

· “Basilis  son of Bali, come over here, you are wanted”
It was the village shopkeeper.

Basilis returned, to be ushered into the shop. He was shown an old man, standing upright in the middle of the shop, and told-

“The Abbot would like to see you”
The deacon spoke to him with respect.

“Good day to you, master”
With the same respect, Basilis responded.

“Good day to you, Father”
“I am the servant of Abbot Michael. He sent me to summon you to see him. He would like to see you”
“ I praise the abbot, answered  Basilis, but today I intend going to the village of PanAghias. Upon my return tonight, I shall come to see him.

The deacon was surprised at this reply and remained silent. After a while, he said softly, as if to himself.

“The abbot will be very upset if you go to the Metohi of PanAghias. That’s precisely why he sent me to turn you back.”
These words and the manner in which they were spoken by the old deacon made him curious.
 “I don’t understand your meaning and your compassion for me”, he said, both calmly and seekingly.

“You will understand upon your return from the Metohi,” was the deacon’s reply, as he moved to leave the shop.

“Just a moment, said Basilis, somewhat shaken. If I return, will you tell me what you mean?”
“Return,” replied the monk “It is best for you.”
“I won’t return if you don’t promise to explain yourself”, countered Basilis.

The deacon again became silent, this time somewhat agitated, as if being put in a spot.

Eventually he said, firmly, as if he had made a difficult decision.

“I’ll explain as much as I can.”
This having been said, they returned together, the deacon on the mule given to him by the abbot, with Basilis walking alongside.

By the time they had entered Aghias, night had fallen. They headed straight for the home of Katsambaki, an uncle of Basili’s, whom the deacon had deaings..
His aunt welcomed them into the lounge where they were offered grape preserve and a glass of water. Soon afterward the abbot, accompanied by Basili’s uncle also came.

Basilis arose, kissing first the abbot’s, then his uncle’s hand, before returning to his seat.

His uncle Gogi was first to speak.

“Your visit to our house is both an honour and a blessing, o abbot. It is the second time after six years, I’d say”
“Yes,” replied the abbot. “That’s when I came to take little Basili to the Tyrvanos school” The abbot’s countenance was austere, but Basilis felt that nonetheless the former was very happy that Basilis had not gone to the Metohi of PanAghias.
 “I believe that your efforts and our expense were not wasted,” continued the abbot, looking towards Basilis.

Despite this statement having hurt Basilis, he nonetheless answered calmly.

“But of course not”
His uncle now took up the conversation.

“The abbot requested information regarding your progress and he is happy with your progress. And so, as he says, your efforts are not wasted, he has decided to appoint you as a deacon.”
Without giving Basilis an opportunity to respond, the abbot immediately carried on.

“Tomorrow is the first day of Pentecost, and I shall conduct the service. I was inspired by the Holy Spirit to appoint you Deacon of Aghiass, as was the will of your father. And so opens for you the great gateway of the church, with a shining future.

After your consecration, I propose that you accompany me on a visit to the Episcopy of Larissa. You shall be my steward. But if you want, I can send you to Mount Athos, to the Great School, or to Constantinople, to the great School of the Patriarchate.”
“A great kindness, o holy abbot,” chipped in Gogi.

Basilis, however showed neither eagerness nor gratitude, and this disturbed his elders.

His uncle asked curiously.

“Aren’t you grateful to His Holiness for his kind offer?”
“Don’t worry,” replied Basilis, “wherever you go, you will have the help and protection of the abbot….”
Abbot Michael was not to be taken in. He sensed the ambivalence behind Basili’s words and interrupted Gogi.
 “But of course, you may remain here if you so wish,” he said reassuringly to Basili.

After a short respite, he added. “Except that your progress within the church hierarchy will be compromised and you won’t pass the rank of a priest.”
“This doesn’t concern me, answered Basilis instantly. The Service of God is the same.”
‘Rightly so, rightly so” responded the abbot, anxious to terminate the conversation.

“So, tomorrow, right after the service, your consecration as deacon. Agreed?

The abbot expected a quick and decisive answer, and upon not hearing it, became anxious. “Agreed?” he repeated.

Basilis remained silent, though his eyes reflected the conflict of his thoughts.

Eventually he looked the abbot straight in the eye, and said

“I don’t know if this was my father’s wish.”
Had guns been pointed at them, the abbot and his uncle would not have been more shocked. When they regained their composition, the abbot asked.

“What then, was the wish of your father? Do you know?”
“No, but I want to know,” answered Basilis more brashly.
“I, as your uncle, and your mother’s brother, know your father’s wish,” said Gogi, agitated. “I brought you up from the time you were a small child, like a second father. Don’t you believe me?”
“I believe you, but I’ll confirm it. There are others that know, too.”
Upon uttering these words, he flushed heavily. He saw the abbot’s countenance fall sharply upon the deacon, and he realised his faux pas. 

Upon his return with Basilis, the deacon had said some things about his father which had upset him. He had asked him to keep this information secret, especially from the abbot. His last statement, however, was sufficient to make Michael suspicious.
When he realised this, Basilis said.

“I would like to speak first with brother Razi, who was a friend of my father’s.”
The abbot suppressed his agitation, changed his expression and said categorically.
“Your uncle had no objections. Indeed, I might also come to the Metohi after the consecration. The mountain breeze will do me good. The plains are boiling hot.

Without giving Basilis a chance to respond, the abbot was first to arise and greet him.

“May the Grace of God be with you, and may the Holy Spirit be your guide,” he said with his usual tone, which sounded more like an order than a blessing.

Basilis kissed his hand, bade good night and left.

No sooner had he left the house and before he had gone ten metres away, he heard a resounding voice, making him stop.

“Forsaken one! I told you not to let him go to Razi,

“I told you simply to bring him. Not to let the kid interrogate you!
Get out of my sight, you worthless being!”
It was the abbot, his voice frighteningly enraged, admonishing the deacon.

Basilis was shaken, almost as if the assault had been directed to him.

He didn’t hear the deacon’s reply, though he did hear his footsteps as he descended towards his partially underground monk’s cell to sleep. Basilis did not know what to do. The attack on the deacon stirred up within his psyche a storm of anger. For a moment he set off back to the house, with the intention of confronting the abbot. He then reconsidered, and was about to return home, when he again heard the abbot’s voice.

 “Whether he wants to or not, I’m taking him to Larissa after the consecration
If he stays here, he shall follow in his father’s footsteps and will become a lost cause.”
Gogi’s voice, weak, high pitched, and barely discernable responded.

“What if he doesn’t accept to be consecrated?

“He’ll accept it,” responded the abbot. “There nothing better for him to do”
Basilis had heard enough. He opened his stride and ran home.

“And what will you do, my child, if you don’t enter the church?” asked his mother when Basilis told her about the offer he did not feel like taking up.

“Whatever everybody else does, Mom. I’ll farm the fields, I’ll learn a trade, said Basilis firmly.

“What farm, my child? Don’t you know that our property is rented out by your uncle Gogi to pay the interest on his loan?

“What loan, Mom?”
When your father died, Gogi lent me two thousand grosia. They lasted us till you grew up and my cousin the abbot took you to the Tyranvos boarding school.

“I’ll make good the loan and we’ll take back the farm”
“We can’t do that, because the abbot has taken it as collateral from the time he undertook to pay for your studies.”
Basilis felt great turmoil within him upon hearing his mother’s words, but even he could not discern his own feelings.

It was the assault of the adult on a child’s idealism, though without the subordination and the despair of the child that has not yet found faith in itself.
His mother felt his turmoil.
“What are you thinking of doing, my child? She asked, her voice epitomising her fear and anxiety.

“I’m not thinking about anything, Mother. I simply won’t become a deacon”
“My child, what are you saying to me? Without the protection of the abbot, what will become of us? He will become extremely angry if you disobey him. I’ll tell you a secret. Your uncle Gogi has arranged a marriage for you with Kouma the merchant’s daughter, a beautiful girl with a substantial dowry. You will also become a priest. You’ll do well. Don’t throw away your promising future now in your grasp.

If you don’t accept, you will be doomed. Relentlessly you will work in the fields under others all your life, just as I have from the time your father passed away and I lost the farm.”
Basilis did not let this frighten him. He turned suddenly to his mother and asked.

“Mom, how did Dad die”
His mother hid the pain that this question brought upon her and answered hurriedly.

“From sickness, as do all people.”
“What sickness?”
“So many years have passed, how can I remember? I think pneumonia, she answered, as she became increasingly upset.

Basilis understood her anxiety and stopped the questioning. He merely said.

“I shall discover the truth, mother, seeing as you are hiding it from me.”
“I’m not hiding anything, she said hurriedly” After a while, however, she appreciated her son’s earnestness, and felt that it was wrong to waylay him further.

“I’ll tell you everything, my son. I cannot hide anything from you. But not now, tomorrow, after the consecration. It’s late now. Go to sleep.

“Good night, sleep well mother,” said Basilis, as he made for his bedroom.

“Sleep well, my son.”
It was the crack of dawn when Basilis awakened. He felt a strange sense of joy from a dream he had just prior to his awakening. The dream was so vivid and real that, when he awoke, he felt strange that the dream was not in fact true.

He saw his father standing beside his bed. He was armed, with a musket on his shoulder, and a sword in hand. He proceeded, beckoning Basilis to follow.

They ascended onto the ridge and were proceeding with difficulty through the dense thicket of the bush. It was dark, and they kept losing the path, but they did not lose faith. 
They proceeded, step by step, for quite some time. At one stage, he lost sight of his father, hearing only his voice beckoning, “Come here, come here.” Thus did they proceed, son following the father’s voice, while clearing brambles with the sword which appeared in his hand in some inexplicable way.

Eventually they arrived at a mountain peak, where he saw a crystal clear light appearing from afar, rising and eventually enveloping him in its luminescence.

It was an incredibly pure, loving light that brought great joy, like that which he felt upon awakening. 
There, on the mountain peak was his father resting, together with many others beside a bubbling, refreshing spring. Basilis drank of its waters, and then lay down with the others, basking in the embrace of the loving light.

This was when he awakened. He rose up and without a thought got dressed. He went to the tap, rinsed his face and prepared to leave the house. He felt his mind to be totally clear, never for a moment doubting himself, as a powerful, seemingly magical and magnetic form was attracting him. 

His mother heard him and sprang out of bed. ”What’s up with you? Where are you heading? She asked him bewilderedly, as he was preparing to leave.

“To the Metohi of PanAghias, mother. Tell the abbot that I have decided that I am not going to become a deacon.”
“What are you going there for, my child?”
“I am going to meet the monk Razi. You forget that that is where I was born and lived out the first three years of my life”
“How could I forget? Have I not spoken about it with you so many times?”

“We made it, though.”
“Yes, we did. We had deep love. Love is never lost, but is strengthens us in times of hardship. It sanctifies. But you, why are you going there, my son. I’m afraid.”
Basilis did not reply immediately. He stood motionless before her, looking her in the eye, with faith, and with courage. Eventually he said to her, tenderly but firmly. 

“Bless you, mother. Tonight I shall return. He bent forward and kissed her 4 times in the sign of the cross.

“Good bye, my son, and don’t be late. She kissed him and prepared to embrace him, but Basilis was already half way out the door.

His mother sighed deeply, tears welling in her eyes. She sobbed deeply and from the bottom of her heart, not having cried for many years. When she stopped crying, she felt a strange sense of lightness, as if a heavy boulder had been lifted off her chest.

CHAPTER TWO                                
Basilis Becomes a Klepht
When Basilis left Aghias , taking the path up the mountainside, the darkness had started to disperse, and the sky was taking up a gentle, light hue, lighting the path several metres ahead of him. He walked with difficulty, but his heart was at peace, and his head devoid of thoughts. However, when climbing the ravines leading to the peak, in their dark recesses he experienced a miracle. The scrub, and indeed all shrubs wildflowers, grass and vegetation came to life, freshly awakening from a deep sleep.

The sky was now starting to lighten up in full daylight, and all things took up their own form and colour. Basili’s spirit fluttered lightly like the mountain breeze caressing all that his eyes embraced. He felt like a brother to everything, with the trees, the tall grass, the little wildflowers, and even the dewdrops which rested upon them. His quick pace seemed incongruent with his serene spirit so he slowed his pace.

As he looked high towards the east, he saw the peaks of the Kyssavou Mountain, a blue line on the horizon. His heartbeat quickened momentarily as his spirit flew to the peaks.

He still had a few hours until his arrival at the Metohi.
A path without sunlight, in the freshness of the morning, accompanied by the chirping of the birds and the aromas of the mountain vegetation. 

Two hours after Basilis commenced his hike, his uncle Gogi woke up and prepared for church. He was curiously anxious about Basilis. He wanted to have him at hand, so that he could feel reassured, so he sent a servant to his home to summon him to come as soon as possible.

When the servant returned with the news, he could not believe his ears. It took him a while to accept, and eventually he said.

“That’s why the serpents were eating me all night!” (He meant that is why he was so anxious all night)

He woke up the abbot and they both started to think what they could do to save the day.

“When he gets to the Metohi and speaks with Razi, it will be too late. His mind will flee forever from the furrow we have ploughed for him. And who knows what path he will take?
“Shouldn’t we send the deacon with the horse to catch up with him?” asked Gogi slyly.

The deacon would never catch up with him, and neither can he make him return. 

“But you could ask the Aga’s servant to do you that favour.”
“What if Basilis does not obey him?”
“He will be afraid, and he will obey,” said the abbot. “Anyhow, you just do as you see fit, he added, making it clear that he was not willing to pursue the matter any further.

Gogi left, but the abbot’s idea sounded like a good one to him, so he started to think of how he could put it to action.

When Basilis was about a kilometre from  

The Metohi, the sun was already high in the sky. At this high altitude, the sun rises earlier, so that whereas lower down in the fields, there may have only been an hour’s sunshine, there will already have been 3 hours ‘breakfast time’ here.

Despite the hot sun, the cool mountain breeze dispersed the heat, making the walk pleasant. Suddenly, as he walked freely and carefree, he heard behind him the sound of a galloping horse approaching. Before he could turn to face the oncoming horse, he heard the rider call him.

“Stop!”
He stopped in his tracks. Upon approaching him, the rider, without dismounting, ordered him.

“Turn back. I have been instructed to tell you”
Basilis turned back and recognised Chalili, the Aga’s servant. He felt his heart beating faster. He hid his alarm, and asked firmly.

“Whose order?”
“You shall see when we get there. Follow me immediately.”
“I won’t follow unless you tell me under whose orders you are.”
“I am ordering you. Stop being difficult, because you will get yourself into trouble.

Basilis saw the wild look on the Turk’s face and sensed danger. However, he could not allow himself to succumb to his fear. Within him he felt a power that resisted the fear and gave him courage. His mind was working fast. He noticed that the servant was not carrying a weapon, except for a long knife hanging from his waist. He could flee from him.

“Sod you!” he blurted to the other’s face, and ran off.

The servant, enraged by the insult, drew closer. The path was narrow, so Basilis could run fast, whereas the horse could not. On the one side of the path was the steep mountainside while the other gave way to the gorge.

Basilis, while faster than the horse would not be able to maintain his lead for long. He had to ascend the mountainside which was very steep. He grabbed onto a bush to pull himself up, but the roots yielded, as the soil was soft and he slipped down again. Meanwhile, the Turk had gained ground on him. 
At that moment, Basilis did the unthinkable. With one mighty leap, he jumped across the treacherous ravine, falling on his stomach and hanging precariously on the opposing cliff side. The Turk arrived just above him. He bent down to grab hold of him. However, being somewhat overweight, he fell off his horse. He somersaulted and rolled straight down the deep gorge into the stream, before he could utter a sound.

Basilis fearfully saw the Turk tumbling down, but was helpless. Soon he could no longer hear him fall. He did not know what to do. Eventually he decided to go to the Metohi to summon brother Razi.

Before approaching the entrance of the Metohi, he saw a tall monk, bent with age, exiting the stone enclosure of the orchard. It was brother Razi, whom he had visited once when he was at Tyrnavos, who had told him to come and visit him once his studies were over. Razis also saw him, recognising him immediately and raising his hands in greeting.

“Welcome Basilis, son of Bali,” he greeted first.

“My respects to Abbot!”
“Come into the shade to rest”
They sat on the terrace, under a great walnut tree.

As not much was said, brother Razi noticed his anxiety and asked him what was bothering him. Basilis told all. Brother Razi was horrified, but he hid his feelings and said supportively to Basilis.
“Do not worry. Whatever happened, happened. Let’s see now what we can do to prevent matters getting worse. Let’s go to where the event occurred.

Upon arriving, they found the horse standing at the same spot. They stood on the edge of the cliff, looking into the ravine, but could discern nothing. At that moment, they saw a shepherd ascending the ravine a bit further down, chasing a goat that had strayed from the herd. As he approached, he opened the conversation.
“What are you looking for? He died on the spot”
“How do you know?” asked brother Razi.

“I was close by. I heard the scuffle and went to look. He died instantly”
Basilis felt his heart tighten with anguish, but no word issued from his mouth.

He realised that he was the cause of a man’s death, and he was so devastated and sorrowful, that his spirit impulsively committed to never raising a lethal  weapon to any person, ever. Brother Razi understood what Basilis was going through, and thought out the best way to handle the situation and advise Basilis, before he would ask for assistance.

He told him to return immediately to Aghias and say nothing. He would take care of the horse by sending it to Aghias with brother Pahoumi, who stayed with him at the Metohi, saying that he had found it without a rider in the morning.

However, should things take a turn for the worse for Basilis, he would run back to the Metohi, by another, secret path known only to shepherds (which he showed Basilis)

Basilis heeded the elder’s advice and returned home, where he stayed holed up and waiting for the worst.

Things however turned out differently to the way brother Razi had figured. When Gogi saw that the servant had not arrived, he went and reported it to the Aga. The aga was enraged that Gogi has engaged his servant without permission. Gogi apologised, pledging never to do it again. The Aga said that he would await the servant until the following day, after which he would search for him.

From the Aga, Gogi set out for his sister’s, that is, Basili’s house. Just before arriving, he saw brother Pahoumi leading Chalilis’s horse. A cold sweat enveloped him. He approached the monk and asked him what he was doing with the horse. Pahoumi replied that brother Razi had found the horse, rider-less, and told him to take it to the Aga.

Gogis had heard enough. He was so terrified that he changed course and set off straight home.

While Gogi did not go to his nephew’s home, Miss Nitsa, one of the Aga’s maids, and friend of Basili’s mother, did go and visit her late that night to tell her the news.

“When the Aga returned from his wining and dining and discovered that the horse had returned without his servant, he was furious. He instructed a janissary to apprehend the monk till the next morning and bring Basili to justice. “He may have become a murderer”, he mused. ”And I hang murderers upside down, even if the murderer is a child!”
She further claimed to have seen the aga talking with Gogi at dusk.
Basilis did not want to hear any more. Whilst not admitting it to himself, he could not escape the fear that he would be charged for murder. Could he, a child, murder a large bodied person such as Chalili? Who would believe it? He recalled the words of brother Razi. 

“If things take a turn for the worse, take the secret path and come to me.” He decided that he had no choice but to go.

“Mom, where do you have Dad’s musket?”
“In the cellar, my boy, why do you want it?”
Without a word, he took the weapon and hid it under his mattress, and said.

“At dawn I’m leaving. Let them look for me. Tell them I was away since yesterday.”
“And where are you going, my son?”
“Klepht, to become a Klepht, up in the mountains!”
When Basilis arrived at the Metohi, the sun had risen and Razi was watering his orchard. As soon as he heard his footsteps, he turned instantly towards the entrance, as if he had been awaiting him.

“Greetings, young man,” he called from afar, moving welcomingly towards him.

As Basilis approached he watched him, motionless, staring at him. Eventually he said.

“Just like father Georgis”
Immediately afterwards, he changed expression and asked him.

“Why are you armed, what’s up”
Basilis told all. When he had finished, the elder said.

“You did well to take the musket. You may have needed it on the way.”
He explained his plan to Basilis.

He must go through Mavrovouni to Pilio. At Zagora in Pilio he would meet a friend of his (taking with him an introductory letter written by brother Razi), whereupon he would be embarked on a ship to Odessa. There he would find a relative, a merchant cousin of his father. There he could work and accumulate wealth as well as improve his education, if he wanted.

When brother Razis was done, he noticed that Basilis was not taken by his plan.

“I have no intention of leaving my homeland,” said Basilis steadfastly.

“So then, what are you going to do?” asked the old man curiously.

“I shall become a klepht on Kissavos. Here where I was born.”
“Don’t you know, the freedom fighting movement has been destroyed years ago by Veli? Some sweared allegiance to the pasha, others disappeared, while still others who were not slaughtered became servants.”
“So was there nobody left?”
“Yes, here on Kyssavos, only old man, Thanasis is left, with two or three men. His hideout is in Dikorfo (a peak of the Kyssavos range)

“That’s who I’ll find,” said Basilis, with a decisiveness that the elder knew would be impossible to dissuade. ”But before I go, tell me, how did I lose my father?”
“I’ll tell you, but first you will hear how your father lived, so that you know. When he became a klepht leader he kept order so well that not one murder occurred throughout his leadership. Everybody respected him for his fairness and courage. He was known as ‘Captain Orderliness’by the villages. Even the Pasha of Larissa acknowledged him, giving  him the  freedom of Kyssavos.”
“Is it true that my father wanted me to become a priest?”
“Yes, as he, too was a priest before he became a klepht. But he could not tolerate injustice to innocents and the suppression by the Turkish overlords, so he became a klepht.”
“Now tell me how he died” said Basilis a bit hurriedly, fearing  that the Turks might catch up with him. The elder objected, somewhat shaken. “If you ask how he died, you shall seek revenge. I won’t tell you. 
I told you who and  what he was, and that’s enough. Revenge destroys the avenger. When Basilis explained that he had no intention of any wrong doing, he replied.

“With treachery. When Ali (a Turk) disarmed all the Greeks, father Georgis did not succumb, and remained a Klepht.

But kotzampashis (Greek tax collector on behalf of the Turks) Chadziloukos, elder, of Aghiass, invited him to come to some agreement regarding the handing over of arms, whilst setting up a trap. Your father trusted this man and came to see him. He was ambushed by the Turks and condemned to death by the pasha of Larissa.

Basilis remained speechless for a few moments, as if overtaken by a dream world.

He then looked the elder in the eye, seen him both as a brother, and as a father. He then arose to leave.

“Good bye, my son, and good meetings”
The old man was in no hurry to see him off, showing him the orchard.

“If you need me, don’t use the entrance. Jump the orchard wall and look into the window of my cell. A white curtain means you may enter freely. In event of danger, I’ll rig a black curtain. Take this flask with you for water, as well as this bag. It is Pahoumi’s, but I’ll find him another. There are bread and olives within. Go well, and God be with you.

CHAPTER THREE                                  
Basilis, Leader of the Klephts

For two days Basilis walked through the mountains until he met old man Thanasi. And what he went through those two days was unspeakable. Hunger and thirst, fear and yearning .The very day he left the Metohi he lost the path to Dikofto. With nightfall he was beset with fear, lest he be attacked by some wild beast. Fortunately, upon a small crest, he found a chapel. He saw on its wall a picture of Saint Ilia.

In the lonesomeness he found himself, the saint seemed very much alive, and friendly.

“Thank you, Saint Ilia,” he said.

These words emanated from the depths of his soul, without thought or doubt upon hearing them. He pushed open the wooden door. An oil lamp was burning on the Alter, offering some light in the darkness as night fell. He drank some water from the flask and broke some bread. He found that due to his anguish he was unable to swallow the bread. He lay down to sleep, but his head was buzzing like a bee hive in the spring. The chapel had no ceiling, but the floor was level and dry. He stretched upon the levelled earth and thereafter was taken by a deep sleep, which lasted until midnight.
Having slept early, he awoke and looked around, disoriented, not recalling where he was. Eventually it all came back to him, and he realised that, strange as it seemed, this was where he was.

He felt his stomach rumbling and remembered the bread and olives. He reached out for the bag, and as he fumbled around in it, felt a slight tickling sensation and a small bite. He withdrew his hand in shock, his heart pounding wildly, to find that his hand was overrun with ants. He shook it off vigorously.

He arose and threw out the bread and cheese. “If only I had hung up the bag with the food and not left it on the floor, this would not have happened. Just as well it was ants and not a snake.” He nodded off back to sleep.

From that moment on, however, he could not rest. He imagined that the  inside of the chapel roof was teeming, not only with ants, but scorpions, and who knows, possibly a snake or two nesting in the cracks. Unconscious though it may have been, he was fearful, and his imagination rekindled within him fear in numerous forms. Eventually he fell asleep once again, and was this time greeted by the light of day.

He took his flask for a swig of water, but it was empty. He had not thought of refilling it the previous evening at the last spring he had encountered. No problem, he thought, I’ll find water further up. “one day as a klepht like a breastfed child’” he said to himself laughingly. Say what you like, he was happy.

The whole of the second day he walked without food, becoming dizzy with hunger.

At nightfall he met a shepherd from Sarakatsani village, who directed him to Captain Thanasi;s hideout, but told him not to go the same night, as he was absent.
 “How do you know?’ asked Basilis dubiously
“Well, I’m his brother” said the shepherd plainly, serving only to deepen Basilis’s  curiosity.

Vlachava the shepherd invited him to sleep the night in his pen.
He also gave him a cape to protect him from the biting cold of the mountain night.

He also gave him milk in a wooden decanter. Basilis satisfied his hunger and felt reassured by old Vlachava’s kindness .He awoke again at the crack of dawn to seek out the klepht’s den. However, the old man stopped him.

“Don’t hurry,” he said. The leader will soon be passing through here.

Whilst awaiting the leader, they stayed together and spoke at length, though he did have itchy feet. He wondered how leader Thanasis would be and whether he would be welcomed.

As he saw him from afar, he was shocked. His face all bearded, he looked wild.However, as he approached and they started talking, he seemed somewhat gentler.

“Welcome, ‘Little Orderly One’”
“Pleased to meet you, Captain, “answered Basilis boldly, even though he found his nick name rather weird. 

“Yesterday I met brother Razi and found out all about you and your escapades. With ‘Captain Orderly’ we were like brothers, and seeing you are his son, it is fitting that I should call you “Little Orderly One”
“It’s not a bad name,”conceded Basilis instantly, but if as a klepht I need to acquire a new name, if it’s o.k., I would prefer to choose my own”
“What would it be?”
 “Kyssavitis, (son of Kyssavos).

The leader paused for a moment, looking him in the eye.

“O.k., as you wish, son of Kyssavos. We’ll call you Kyssavitis. Right. Let’s be off.”
The leader filled a large bag with food and started off, Basilis alongside him.

“Let me carry the bag, Captain,” offered Basilis with sincerity.

“At half way” said the leader briefly, indicating that he was not into unnecessary chatter.

They walked for over two hours on paths suitable only for goats. And when the path traversed a steep mountainside, it became even narrower, suitable only for rabbits, let alone goats. Despite not having walked through ravines for years, Basilis continued fearlessly behind his captain. His inner child reawakened, and it felt like it was only the other day that he was a child, when he loved to run through the ravines.

Passing through what was to be the last ravine, he experienced a dark and unbelievably green, flat area spanning about half an acre. “How wonderful it would be if we were to have had our hideout here,” he thought to himself.

This thought has barely left his mind when he heard laughter and voices emanating from the darkness, and he realised that this, indeed was their hideaway.

“This is father Georgi’s son.” Announced captain Thanasis upon their arrival. “He is to become a member of our team.” “Welcome!” The others all welcomed him together.

“Well that I have found you” responded Basilis returning the traditional Greek courtesy.

Two years had gone by from the time that Basilis had arrived at the den with Captain Thanasi. During this time he had grown significantly in his manhood. He learnt to gallop on horseback. His marksmanship was so good that he could shoot through a ring. He could jump so high that he could leap over the head of his standing comrade.

He became so strong that he could throw a rock further than all the others.

His moustache had covered his upper lip and his beard his jaw. He liked being unshaven, and only cut his hair as it covered his neck. His broad chest was forested with thick black hair, and his shoulders were as firm as cast iron.
The summer was spent under the peak of Dikorfo, so high that they could see not only Aghias and Larissa, but also the villages of mount Olympus and the Aegean in the east, past Aghiokampo.

The winter saw them at the Vlachava’s winter residence. They hid their kilts and wore capes and trousers, so as not to arouse the suspicion of the Turks. The few villagers that remained at the winter residence knew they were hiding under the guise of shepherds, but they took them as their own. Not only did they not betray them, but they protected them and warned them in instances of impending danger.

Despite all of this, however, Basilis felt that something was missing from his life. He had a good life, but was unhappy that he was isolated from other people. 

Not that he chose to re-enter life under the Turkish yoke, perish the thought. He did feel, however, that his life was meaningless if he could not be of service to his fellow man.

One day, he decided to confess his feelings to Captain Thanasi, who responded incredulously. “I don’t understand you. Aren’t you happy? Why do you want to get back into the old grind?”
“Yes, we are doing fine, conceded Basilis. But the people are suffering under the oppressive yolk. They toil merely to make the Turkish oppressors and their agents rich, with hardly enough left over for them to fill their stomachs”
“That’s why I took to the mountains, “said Thanasis, “so that I wouldn’t be subject to the taxes and burdens of oppression. What can I do for them? The poor man and his lot, as the saying goes.”
Basilis then realised how different Thanasi’s thinking was from his own. He turned and said.

“If we want, we can do something for the oppressed”
Captain Thanasis paused before saying.

“Even if I had wanted to, I can’t do it. I am old now and preparing for the ‘next world’.”
As he said, so it came to pass. A short while later, Thanasis fell off his horse and broke his leg. His men saw him, rushed up and put him on a stretcher made from boughs of trees. Back at the den, they splinted his leg with a plank and asked him if he wanted to be taken down to the village to see a doctor. 
He refused, saying, “My time has come. Let me die free, as I have lived. I have no further need for life.” 

The men honoured his wish and tended to him. He asked for no more than that his flask be filled from time to time with water. He did not eat a thing for days, until one day his energy fell so much that he asked for the flask to be brought to his lips in order to be able to drink. His voice however was as clear and as strong as ever.

One morning he said to his men. “Today I shall pass away. I hand over my command to Kyssavitis. Obey him and remain united”
“We swear to this” responded his men.

“Dig a trench near the den and lower me in. I shall observe and pride over you from there.” He did not get to say anything else, before dying, shortly thereafter.

Basilis remained silent the rest of the day. He took up a post above Thanasi’s grave and stayed there until nightfall. Speechless, he fell asleep. The next morning after breakfast, he said to his men.

“I relieve you of your oath. You are older and have been Klepht longer than I. You shall elect your leader.” “We want you as a leader not only because the Captain ordained it, but because we all choose you to lead us,” said one man. The rest agreed with him.

And, with that, Basilis became captain, and his mission began.

He did not stay the whole time guarding Vlachava’s hut and enjoying his hospitality. Rather, he descended to the villages from time to time to see how the people were doing, and offering help where it was needed. Captain Thanasi had also given him two thousand Grosia, which he had hidden at the den. From this fund, he had, on many occasions assisted people who were in danger of losing their fields because of debt, or to widows who were unable to feed their children.

With the passage of time, his name started becoming known. The oppressed population felt a sense of relief and young men took the courage to come and join him. Within two years of taking leadership, his following increased tenfold, from four to forty.

They did not change den. They did however build other huts out of branches, so that they would be sheltered from the rain. Before that, the men had to sleep in the open, on the ground, with oak leaves as their mattress.

The mornings, before the men took up their posts, were spent playing around, running, jumping and stone throwing contests. Their voices and their laughter was so strong as to carry so far that it took a while for their echo to return to them from the distant mountainsides. And when they took quoits, they played like little children.

Whatever one was to say, or even imagine, regardless as to how creative one’s fantasies may be, could not quite comprehend the joys of this camaraderie. However, should one aspire to get an inkling of such a life, all it takes is to spend the summer in the mountains of Greece.

The achievements of Basilis and his men were many, and we cannot elaborate on them all. That’s why we shall relate only the most significant and original ones.

If you also love Basilis and his men, come and check out his activities for yourself, or, better still, join in and take part! Since our participation is only in our fantasy, there is no risk involved. To the contrary, we can but only benefit from the experience.

CHAPTER 4                                                      
Hadjiloukos Calls in the Loans.

Early in the morning Hadjiloukos, the chief tax collector of Aghias, left his house. He had with him his servant Strati, a strapping young sixteen year old.

Down the road and into the fields they went. After a while the tax collector stopped before a wheatfield, saying, “This field is mine.”
Further up the road, at a walled orchard with almond trees and fig trees, with a small cottage at the far end, he again laid claim “This, too is mine.”
“The cottage, too? “asked Strati.

“Of Course,” he replied quickly, as if in the danger of losing it. “Didn’t you know that if you take a piece of land, you automatically own all that is on it?”
“I didn’t know that.” Replied Strati, rather upset. This property was his grandfather’s, where Stratis spent every summer. He ate figs and shelled almonds with his friends. And how much fun he had had in this little cottage….

Hadjiloukos did not notice how upset Strati had become, and proceeded further, when Strati eventually plucked the courage and said.

“Master, can’t you wait just another year? Maybe by then my grandfather may have managed to pay off his debt. Wouldn’t it be a shame for him to lose his property and his home?”
“What are you trying to tell me?” was his master’s response. “Five years have I waited, and the interest has since trebled the debt. I informed him as well as the others. This Easter I’ll take all they have if they don’t settle with me. I will not extend their credit any longer.

He proceeded further, stopping at five or six more properties, with cotton, clover and wheat. And with pointed finger, said.

“And this is mine, and this, and this,” his eyes glazed with greed.

Eventually he arrived at one of his own properties where a worker was ploughing his field. As they had by now walked far from the village, the old man was too tired to walk back, so he asked for one of a pair of horses which was pulling the plough to ride back.

“How is the man going to plough with one horse? It will collapse.”
“No it won’t, just feed it well, and cut the chatter.”
The worker protested

“I can’t plough with one horse. The soil is very hard and compact.”
“Just you gather your tongue and learn how to speak to your master, answered Hadjiloukos threateningly. Otherwise, I shall sell you as a slave to the Turks.

“As if I’m not already a slave, murmured the worker, uncoupling the horse and helping his master onto it.

“I’ll ride ahead, you follow, he said to Strati, breaking into a gallop.

Strati followed his master a while, but inside he was boiling. He felt his head was splitting from his master’s behaviour. He had an idea. With his master now out of sight, he turned back toward the farmhand.

“My master told me to take the horse and ride to the village of Retsani. Since its Easter Saturday, take the day off.”
‘So much better for the horse,” said the farmhand loosing the horse. “But I don’t have another saddle.” He said, giving him a blanket instead.

Stratis hopped on and dug in his heals, sending the horse quickly into a gallop. “Don’t force him, he’ll collapse” called the farmhand, who loved his horses no less than humans.

It was midday when Stratis arrived at the Klepht’s den.

He sought high and low for them, when two men in shepherds clothing stopped him. “what are you doing here?” they asked.

“I am seeking Kyssaviti, can you take me to him?” 

He was led to a place under a pine tree and told to wait with one of the men, while the other went off in search of his captain.

Stratis spoke at length with Basilis about the pending loss of properties of numerous villagers the next day.

Basilis said he would give it some thought, but meanwhile Strati was to return quickly without a word of their meeting.

The whole evening Basilis was pondering, until, that night at bed time, he summoned his men. 

“Tomorrow we shall arise early, and celebrate Easter at Aghias.”
He explained his plan to them…
Just outside the village, the Aghiastes were gathered at the church of St George to celebrate Easter. Even though the service was still in progress, many were already outside roasting lambs on the spit.

The first out of the church when the service ended were the village elders (who served also astax collectors of aga), who sat under the large plane tree in the churchyard.

A Table and chairs had already been set up there. Most of the parishioners followed the elders, with only a few staying behind tending to the lambs on the spit.

It was an old custom of the Hellenes to congregate outside the church after the service every Sunday and exchange news and do business.

At such meetings the community elders (Greek representatives of the Turkish regime, or rather prefects and tax collectors) would announce the taxes and debts owed by the villagers.

Today, Easter Sunday, the meeting was postponed to the court of law where matters of debt were to be decided on.

First and foremost, Chadjiloukas removed a list from his bag with all who owed the Pasha taxes. 
Whoever was able to pay received a bill of receipt and was able to return to the Easter festivities. 

Whoever was unable to pay would beg him to accept part payment and renew or extend the credit, so that they could pay as soon as they were able. It was up to the creditor as to whether credit would be extended. But extension of credit also meant hiked interest rates, making it even more difficult for the poor to pay off.

Eventually, when it became evident that the debt could not be paid, the creditor would seek an injunction in the court, taking possession of the debtor’s property. 

It was indeed a black Easter for many villagers who lost their fields and homes. The secretary had  already written over the deeds of ownership to Chadjiloukos.

“Please,” begged a villager, don’t take my orchard. I need it to feed my children. Take me instead as a slave.”
“Do you have outstanding debt?”
“Where am I going to get the resources to pay it off?”
“You should have thought about that before you borrowed money.”
“How was I to know that the debt would end up being five times what I had borrowed? How am I to pay so much interest? I can barely pay the heavy taxes you levy me for the Turks.”
“Are you now insulting the Turks? With that tongue of yours, you’re heading for big trouble. I have nothing further to say, so now off with you.”
The secretary started writing Chadjlouko’s new title deeds.

The old man withdrew upset and mumbling something under his breath.

At that moment all hell broke loose.

Three horsemen thundered onto the churchyard, stopping behind the assembled villagers.

“The Klephts!” they all cried. Some froze with terror, while others excitedly waited to see what would come next. 

“Fear not, fellow Christians, stay put! We have come to join you. Don’t let us interrupt you”
Basilis dismounted and stood beside the elders. They were beside themselves. Most disturbed of all was Chadjloukos, who started trembling like a leaf. For a moment it appeared to him as if father Giorgis, Basili’s father, had come back to life, so much was his son’s likeness.  
He regained his composure on realising who he had in front of him.Kyssavitis. He feared revenge for the betrayal of Basili’s father. But the Klepht had no such intent.

“What do you want from us?” he stammered.

“Nothing, carry on as you were,” answered Basilis.

This gave the elders courage, and Chadjiloukos arose and shouted.

If you do not want bloodshed, return from whence you have come. Otherwise I shall summon the Turks to the village and they will capture you. In any case, we shall not continue until you depart.

He got up to leave. Others, on seeing that the Klephts were only three in number, took courage and got up as well. Just then, within the masses, some twenty men, dressed in shepherd’s capes, arose, brushing aside their capes to reveal their hands on their muskets.

They were the Klephts of Kyssavitis, having arrived singly from different directions to avoid suspicion.

Meanwhile others, marksmen, took up positions on guard. Until now, there was no disturbance, as the Turks left the Greeks to celebrate their Easter in peace at the church of St George with the large plane trees.

When they saw so many armed Klephts, the elders sat, crumpled in their seats. The rest of the people followed with bated breath.

“Seeing as you don’t want to continue with the Easter festivities, we shall, said Kyssavitis, proceeding to the secretary, who skulked away, conceding his seat. “I don’t want your seat, said Basilis. Give me the papers and take your seat to write if necessary. He then returned to the crowd.

“Whoever lost their property today, come forth and reclaim them”, he bellowed.

From the crowds a number of people rushed towards him. He took the credit notes and gave them to the debtors. One of them set fire to his with his lighter. Others came up to him in turn and set their’s aflame from his. A rumble of happiness and laughter broke out.

Somebody took the courage and shouted “What about us, that paid our debts threefold?” Your turn will come,” smiled Kyssavitis broadly to him.

He aimed at Chadjiloukos and eyed him sharply.

“Hand over your (money) pouch!”
The elder handed it over without resistance, but noticeably so upset as to be close to a heart attack.

Kyssavitis emptied it out on the table. A lot of money indeed!

He took the papers and read out the names of all who had paid, and the people came running. “How much did you pay?” – “Two hundred, one hundred was the loan and one hundred interests”. And I still owe another 50 in interest. “I’ll keep the loan amount, to be fair, and refund you the interest, because that is unfair. Take your credit note and destroy it.” You are now debt free. 
The villager took his money and the document. “Thank you master,” and bowed to kiss his hand, which he withdrew sharply, saying. ”I am neither a master nor a priest.” Now go away in peace.”
Soon the debtors had taken their documents of debt and their interest payments back, and returned happily to the crowd.

On the table a small pile of money had remained.

 “We are taking this,” he said, and we aren’t signing Chadjiloukos any deed of debt.”
A peal of laughter arose from the crowd, which was awaiting the opportunity to express their newfound joy. It echoed back from the mountainsides.

At that moment a horse was heard galloping. A rider was rushing towards the village. The elders were prepared. They had secretly planned to send someone to summon the Turks.
As soon as Basilis saw this, he ordered two of his men who were particularly fast on horseback to turn him back, without harming him. They were off in a flash.

They soon caught up with the treacherous rider, though found it difficult to apprehend him on horseback.. The one blocked the small wooden bridge and the other the narrow pass over the stream which led to the village. The fugitive, seeing the paths blocked, sought to jump over the stream a bit further upstream. 
Here the stream was both wide and deep, and the horse halted suddenly in fear, throwing the rider off and into the stream. The pursuers ran to retrieve him, but he was already unconscious from the fall.

“Now what made you go and run off like that at the call of the elders? Look at you, poor chap!” said one of his pursuers. The placed him back on his horse and returned to the church.

Meanwhile, Basilis had gathered his men and was preparing to head back for the mountains in case the rider had escaped.  When he saw his men return with the would-be informer, the men relaxed. Nevertheless, it was time to go. The mission was successfully completed, and staying there would only lead to bloodshed, which the men did not want to cause, especially during Easter.

That is why Basili’s parting address was “The celebration is over. Happy Easter. Christ is risen!”
“Truly he is risen! Happy Easter!!” Yelled the crowd with joy and love in their hearts. Some called invitingly,”Come to the eateries for a bite!”
That’s most welcome, as we shall arrive too late to prepare a meal, but we can’t hang around here any longer. We’ll take the food with us.”
So great was the people’s joy and gratitude that they competed amongst themselves who would be first to offer some of his food. In no time there was more food than could ever fit into the five bags they had with them.

“Enough, enough,” shouted Basilis and his men, but nobody seemed to hear, as more and more food came their way, everybody insisting that their contribution also be accepted. When their bags were full, people provided more bags, until all had given something. Basilis knowingly did not stop them, not wanting to deprive anybody the joy of giving.

The men loaded some bags on their backs and on their horses, and started off.

“Goodbye, and have a good ride back!”, shouted the villagers. Christ is risen! Happy Easter!” and some added”Here’s to freedom…”
As the men were leaving, Chadjiloukos, who had become as yellow as a lemon from bitterness, called his servant Strati.

“Take the horse and ride straight to the Aga, to tell him the news.

Stratis hesitated before saying “I’m not going, master.”
“You dare to disobey me!” was the enraged response. “Run along, immediately, or I’ll hand you over to the Aga, who in any case wants you as his servant.”
Stratis was enflamed by the insults and threats from his master. “Very well, master, I’m off!”
He guided his horse to the unlighted road, and spurred his horse to flight.

Not towards the village, but towards the mountain heights, to meet up with what were to become his new comrades….

CHAPTER 5

Basilis, Best Man of Anatoli.
It was mid March. How sweet the days during March in Anatoli, the highest village of the Kyssavos range. The walls and fences around homes and orchards were draped in green. The wild roses had bloomed and dispersed their aroma through the narrow winding streets of the village.

It was not, however the greenness or the rose scent which brought deep joy to the villagers. It was the warmth of the sun, which after such a prolonged fight with the cold, eventually managed to emerge victorious, bathing the people with the warmth they had longed for so.

People got out onto their roofs and verandas, finding something to do outside, under the warm rays. The older people sat on a stool in their orchards, or, bent on a stick, walked around the village, taking in the luminescence which warmed their old bones.

The youths took to the fields and countryside early in the day, relishing in the warmth of the sun, offset by the cool mountain breeze.

In the thickets around the village, nature was expressing its sweetest and most lively period.

The grass raged wildly, gulping in the warm rays of the sun all day, and the pine trees were clothed in their green outfits for the year. The pine cones were so green that they were hard to discern, even from close by.

The newborn birds and butterflies were trying out their wings. They flew with passion up the mountain slopes, but were soon grounded again, as their wings, or possibly their hearts, were too weak for distant flight.

It was not only the young birds which flew, but the hearts of the young men and women. With the power of their fantasies, they flew far., soon also to be grounded to reality. How bitter the truth of reality seems to the hearts of the young, after their distant flight in the clear blue sky of love.

Who would believe that within such great joy of nature, in the sweetness of May, that a young maiden, Maro, daughter of Lenio, spent this time drowning in tears? Alas, that was the truth.

Every morning, leaving home wearing her kerchief about her head, she would rush through the narrow winding alleys of the village, ignoring the few villages she had met,  making her way to the surrounding bushes. There she burst into tears until reaching the pen with her sheep, where she wiped her eyes dry and bade her grandfather good morning. They milked the sheep, and her grandfather took the milk too the village, while Maro herded the flock all day.

Today was another such day. When the old man left, Maro released the sheep from the pen, allowing them to run freely to graze in the pastures.

This morning, however, Maro felt somewhat differently. Strange. While still crying on her way down, as she normally was want to do, she somehow did not feel so devastated and drowned inn sorrow as usual. Her heart gained renewed vigour, where from, she did not know. She felt that she was finding herself once more, a self that had been lost for so long.

When she rose up to the hilltops and heard a flute playing a Klepht’s song, she sighed and said to herself.

“If only I were a man, and I, too would have joined the ranks of the Klephts!”
Soon she broke out into song. Though she could not become a Klepht, she could still sing their songs. 
Her clear voice, gurgling like a fresh mountain spring, flew with the wings of the wind to the furthest reaches of the surrounding mountains. It was a lengthy song, with a slow rhythm.

Trees, do you desire to blossom,

To wither,

In your shade, I’ll not sit,

In your cool cover,
I just look forward to the spring

The beautiful summer,

For the acorn to open into the oak

To give of her shade,

For the country folk to take to the mountains

  
To be joined by the lasses,

To strap on my sword


To grab my gun

To take to the mountains


Beside the cascades

To find the liars of Klephts


Dens of captains

No sooner had she finished her song, when she felt the presence of someone close by, listening to her singing. She was not mistaken. She turned and saw two strapping young men under a pine tree. Embarrassed, and not knowing quite why, she didn’t move, while the young men moved towards her.

Her eye fell upon the swords strapped to their belts. “Klephts” she thought fearfully.

The men, none other than Basilis and Stratis, greeted her politely.

“Good morning, young lady.”
“Good morning to you, too,” blurted Maro boldly.

“We are Klephts, and we want to know if there are Turks in the village.”
“No,” she responded. “We have no Turks in our village.”
“Very well, just don’t tell anyone you saw us, understood?” and with that they turned and made off hurriedly.

Maro, on a stroke of irresistible impulse shouted “Captain!”
The men returned, and Basilis asked.

“What do you want?”
“To say a couple of words to you”, she answered edging closer to him.

“Take me back with you too your den. I’ll dress like a man.”
Basilis held back his laughter.

“And what do you propose to do with the klephts? What reason do you have to desert your flock and head for the mountains?”
“I have a reason.”
Basilis sobered up upon noting the sobriety of the girl, feeling a deep grievance behind her words.

“Is anybody perchance hounding you for some reason?” asked Basilis compassionately.

The sensitivity with which her question was answered laid open the pain in the girl’s soul, which she had briefly forgotten with the singing.

“They are taking away my fiancé,” she managed, breaking out sobbing before she could complete her sentence. Basilis drew closer to say something to her, but her uncontrollable sobbing drowned any further conversation. When he saw that tenderness was not paying off, Basilis took up a different approach.

“So you want to become a klepht to take revenge?”
“Yes, she cried;” her sobbing slowly abating.” Will you take me?”
Basilis found himself in a difficult position. Instead of answering immediately, he waited for her sobbing to stop, and then said.

“This is not possible, but if you tell me your problem, I may be able to help you.”
“Will you bring me back my Konstandi?”
“If he wants to” he answered.

“He does want to, but he is afraid of his father and Zambiti”
Tell us the story from the beginning,” he said tenderly to her, looking her trustingly in the eye. Maro regained her courage, and with the faith and trust of a small child, told her story, which ran along the following lines..

She had met Konstandi as a child. They had met many times at play, even though he was from another neighbourhood. At some time, he told her. “When I grow up, I shall take you to be my wife. 
Would you want that? Yes or no?” She did not reply, but she liked what she heard. This statement proved to be their engagement. They grew up, and with the other joys of village life had the additional secret joy of their love, and they wove sweet dreams for their future happiness. But evil lurked in the shadows in the form of Zambiti’s daughter.

Zambitis was an Albanian herdsman whose forefathers had settled many generations ago in the village of Anatoli. He was amongst Anatoli’s first Tselingades.(prefect/law enforcer who acted on behalf of the Turkish oppressors) Zambitis was the title of this post given him, and by which he was known, so much so that his real surname was forgotten. He had a thousand sheep and two thousand goats. His family had apparently been Christian for many years. When the Turks decided to install an aga (a governor to rule over  (and tax)) Anatoli, Zambitis warned them that the Anatolites would kill the aga and no taxes would be forthcoming. That is why he proposed himself and was accepted as prefect and tax collector in the village.

He went to church but nobody knew what god he really worshipped. It was rumoured that in Aghias he had confessed faith in Mohammed. In this way, this two-faced Albanian got along with both the Turks and his fellow villagers, enabling him to have the last word in the village, always of course to his advantage. He named his daughter Triantafillia, though it was rumoured that she was not baptised as a Christian, possibly to make her eligible to a Turk.
Should one ask her hand, in which case he would also get away with the dowry which would have to be given in the event she married a Christian.

Konstandis had accompanied his father, the village mayor, a couple of times to their house, and Triantafillia had taken a fancy to him. She told her father that if she didn’t have Konstandi as a husband she would kill herself, thus making her father talk to Konstandi’s father, who in turn forced him to accept an arranged marriage. Konstandis refused, and his father in turn threatened that Zambiti would have him thrown out of Anatoli, and he would further lose the substantial sum of ten thousand grosia  Zambitis offered in dowry.

“How did you find this all out?” asked Stratis.

“Well, when faced with this situation, Konstandis acceded to his father’s wishes. His father then came to me and told me all, adding, “Be patient, with time you will forget him.” The day after tomorrow, on Sunday they will be married.
Maro was about to break into tears once again, when Basilis intervened, saying. “Don’t worry, this wedding won’t happen.”
-“But how? Erverything is set up. Who’s going to stop him?”
-“I shall,” said Basilis.

As Maro spoke, myriads of thoughts whizzed through Basili’s mind, seeking a way out of the injustice which was about to befall Maro. He related a very daring plan to Maro. Would it succeed?

“All will go well” assured Basilis, “provided you keep our plan secret.”
“I give my solemn oath,” affirmed Maro.

The Klephts left, and the shepherdess’s heart filled once more with joy. She was glad to have followed her intuition to entrust the captain to save her from injustice.

Sunday morning. Kyssaviti’s men were acting as if they were already at the wedding party from dawn. As if preparing for a triple wedding at their hideout.
In reality, they were planning to attend the wedding of Konstandi to Zambiti’s daughter, today in Anatoli.

The majority of the men wore their shepherd’s capes, looking like shepherds that had descended from the mountains to attend the wedding. Three even dressed like women, wearing long shepherdess’s skirts, kerchiefs on their heads. All of them had hidden under their garments pistols, and some even swords strapped to their belts.

Four or five carried clarinets or flutes, practicing the tunes every so often that would be played at the wedding reception. One even had a Tampoura, (traditional flute) and another a Gaida (bagpipes) that emitted such a sweet sound, that many of the men couldn’t wait to dance to its tune.

When Basilis saw that his men were prepared, he briefed them
“Right, proceed as planned. When we arrive in the village, we’ll split into three groups. One will encircle the village, entering from below. The second from the west, while the last group will proceed straight down. You shall all play your musical instruments so that they take us to be shepherds invited to the 
wedding. 
The three men dressed as women shall go on horseback, one per team, up in front, so that it appears that each group looks like a clan of shepherds, men and women. Are we ready?”
“Ready captain, shouted the men all together..

“Right then, let’s go.”
The men set off, but they couldn’t resist starting having fun right away, starting immediately to play their instruments, while others amongst the men leaped gleefully up into the air, as high as they were tall, in time to the music.

Never had such a joyful group, whether invited or not, attended a wedding.

Beautiful was the bride standing at the alter, but twice as beautiful was the bridesmaid beside her, none other than Maro. According to Basili’s plan, Maro had asked Konstandi that she should be bridesmaid, a favour which Konstandi accepted.

The villagers admired the bride, but more so her bridesmaid.. Most of them knew of her feelings towards Konstandi, and felt sorry for her. Only Konstandi’s father, Mr Grosides, was gleefully rubbing his hands together in delightful anticipation of the large dowry. He was already envisioning not only how much property, but precisely which properties he was about to acquire to extend his already large asset base.

Maro’s heart was full of agony. Every now and again she would turn to the entrance of the church to see who was entering. In just a moment the captain would be too late, the marriage rite was about to begin.

At the moment the priest had finished giving his best wishes to the couple, and about to ask the bridesmaid to cross over the wedding wreaths and rings to seal the betrothal, heavy footsteps were heard entering the church, and a bellowing voice shouted. “ Stop!”
A commotion ensued as the congregation all simultaneously turned towards the door and cried out

“Kyssavitis! Klephts!”
Basilis proceeded up to the altar, while the other two sealed off the church entrance, not that anyone was leaving. Everyone was too curious to see what would happen next.

The priest broke the silence, demanding of Basilis.

“Who are you, that you should disrupt this holy sacrament. What do you want?”
-“The sacrament you are about to confer is illegal, and that is why I am disrupting it,” responded Basilis.in a loud voice for the entire congregation to hear. Who gave you the right to marry a Christian with a Moslem Albanian girl?.”
The priest was speechless. The villagers though, were thrilled, because they all knew that what the priest was doing was impermissible, but none of them had had the courage to speak up.

-This wedding is invalid and thus will not happen,” proceeded Basilis. The service is over, unless the groom wishes to marry another, Christian woman, in which case all is well.” 

Pandemonium reigned in the church. Konstandis was thrown completely off balance, but was relieved. Upon hearing Basilis last words, he turned to Maro, who returned his look with a smile. For a moment he thought that this was all planned by Maro. Not that the thought angered him, it in fact made him the happier for it.

-“I’ll marry Maro, if she wants me.”
-“I do,” said Maro, taking her place beside him before the altar.

“Very well’” said Basilis’” turning to the priest.

 “You may now complete the rite to marry two Christians”
Without a word of dissent, the priest started blessing the newly constituted couple in front of him, when a villager pointed out

“Now that the bridesmaid is the bride, we don’t have a bridesmaid or best man”
-“True, agreed the congregation.”, when a lone voice piped up

“Let the best man be Kyssaviti!”, to the unanimous agreement of all.

Basilis could not turn down the offer.

He exchanged the wreaths and rings, and wished the newlyweds a blessed and joyful marriage with a good line of descendents.

When the marriage ceremony was over, and the people were preparing to leave the church, Basilis said to the crowd.

“Today I have become the best man to this couple, but also to the village. From this day on, my men and I shall protect you. If Zambitis wants to stay on in the village, provided he behaves himself, let him be, but if he should try and harm even one villager in any way, he’d better leave if he knows what’s good for him.

Everybody made for the village square, a little further down. Ten sheep were roasting on the spit. Twenty two tables were set out side by side, taking up one side of the square.

Basilis put a few men in charge of guarding Zambiti and his three Albanian bodyguards, telling the others to get ffully involved inn the festivities.

There was no space to move on the dance floor as everybody rose to join the bride, groom and Kyssaviti.

…..Almost nobody was left sitting or standing, as all joined the dance which moved in perfect harmony, as if all the people had indeed become one.

Never again has Anatoli witnessed such a party. Indeed no villager could recall ever having been so joyful.

In the afternoon, Basilis  and his men had to return to their fold, while the villagers danced merrily way into the night.

As each person returned home, their souls were full of joy and love.

CHAPTER SIX     
The traitor and his Trap

That then is how Basilis became, literally  the ‘best man’ and the beloved of Anatoli. They were  so beloved, that every time the men came past, they were invited into the households to eat, and should they be there at night, the villagers would have them sleep over at their homes.

And when it was time to gather taxes for the Turkish oppressors, they didn’t leave it up to Mr Gosides to decide, but to Basilis, who sought to spread the taxes fairly,  and not to unfairly burden the poor. And as was fair, the majority of the taxes fell upon Grosides himself and the other elders who owned the most property and livestock.

When the elders, and especially Grosides saw this redistribution of the tax burden they were understandabley most upset, inviting Basilis to state their case. But Basilis stood his ground, saying “I cannot make what is fair to be unfair.”
And so the elders, per force of circumstance had to pay their due. Mr Grosides, however, could not accept this, and kept scheming day in day out, how to evade this new tax burden. He even went as far as scheming how he could possibly get rid of Kyssavitis, He bore deep resentment from the time he quite unwantingly had him as best man at his own son’s wedding. 
It wasn’t bad enough that he lost the ten thousand Grosia, but, to add insult to injury, Kyssavitis had distributed it to the village poor. This gave them some relief and a sense of propriety, so they were no longer as submissive to him as before. They even had the audacity to feed and host Basili’s men in the presence of Zambiti, the supposed law enforcer.

Grosides went to speak with Zambitis about doing something about it. The latter advised him to rather lay off and accept their fate, as Basili’s men were not to be taken lightly.

“So are we going to let Kyssavitis leach away our livelihood and let the villagers off lightly at our expense? To not respect the rule of law?”
“Don’t hurry, his time will come, the sly fox, to quote the saying, gets trapped with all four legs together.”
So said Zambitis, but Grosides refused to take things lying down. When the time came to submit his tax to the district collector of the Aghiass periphery, he sought out Hadjiloukos, who also believed that the time to strike back was not yet right. 
The Turks would not ascend the mountains to fight Kyssavitis, because he would be fortified in his den, and also have the advantage of height, so important in a battle situation. He could only be caught using sly tactics, and should such an opportunity arise, Hadjiloukos told Grosides to let him know.

Grosides submitted his tax and returned to Anatoli without further ado. However, his mind was constantly scheming ways of doing away with 

Kyssavitis, without risking his life, which he treasured as much as his purse.

November. On the 21st the metohi of PanAghias, half an hour from Anatoli, was hosting a fete. Despite the bitter cold, the Anatolites and a few villagers from surrounding areas came to attend the service conducted by father Razi, and to enjoy the fete.

Despite the bitterly cold northerly winds and the news that snow was falling on mount Olympus, the sun had scattered the clouds and sent its rays to encourage the villages to brave the cold.

The festivities were held under the great thousand year old walnut tree, the pride of the area. First and foremost in the festivities was brother Pahoumis. Not only with the food and wine, but also on the dance floor. When at one point the dance leader retired, Pahoumis cast off his black clergyman’s gown, to dance with his trousers and waistcoat, like an ordinary villager.

“It is my turn to lead the dance, he said, taking the leader’s place. He danced the manly Tsamiko, with and without high leaps, and bending over backwards till his head touched the ground. 
The young man who was his second held onto the handkerchief and stood firm with all his might so as not to fall, so strongly did Pahoumis pull on the handkerchief.

“Good for you, Pahoumi, you youthful old man! May you always be well and dance with the same vigour,” cried the villagers who were infected with his joy. Pahoumis was over 60, but with his athletic build looked more like a forty year old, if not younger.

“I’ll indeed be well, and shall christen your grandchildren,” he answered joyfully, making everybody laugh.

 “And with Kyssaviti as godfather,” said someone.

“Right you are, Kyssavitis and I will grow old together.”
“How so;” asked another. You are some thirty years older.”
“I’ll tell you the secret, even though I had promised not to tell anyone. When I turn eighty, I’ll stop ageing, and await Kyssavitis to reach my age, so that we shall age together.

More laughter form the friendly gathering.

“And when do you intend returning your soul to God?” asked another.

“We don’t think about these things at this stage. When we turn a hundred and fifty, we’ll decide,” again to more laughter. 

Amongst the crowd were some of Kyssaviti’s men, both to rejoice and to find out the latest news from the surrounding area.

Early that afternoon, the fete came to an end, as the northerly wind became increasingly cold, and it looked as if it were about to snow.

Soon thereafter, Basilis arrived with a few of his men. 

“Hi Pahoumi!” he greeted from afar.

“Welcome captain, he responded, proceeding to welcome him.

“Any news from the lower villagers?” Basilis asked the monk and a few other men who were there from the morning.

“All is well, captain, Peaceful. Nobody has seen Turks preparing for battle or any other suspicious movements, they answered him.

 “So the rumour that the Turks are sending out a mission to get us are untrue. “We won’t change our plan.” Said Basilis.

“Let’s go in and chat,” said Pahoumis. “But first eat something.” The congregants have left us many snacks.

“First we talk,” said Basilis, “and then we can eat. We are tired now, as we have been walking from this morning.”
“Whatever you say.”
Basilis and his men had planned to spend the winter in Antoli. Not to split into little groups and hide with relatives in the various different villages.

There were no Turks in Anatoli, and furthermore the villagers were very fond of basilis and his men. More than half could stay in the church outside the Metohi. 
The other half would be hosted in various homes in the village. Seeing as theTurks did not pursue them, out of fear or indifference, they would continue their mission to other villages within range. Whenever there was any report of unfairness and exploitation of the poor, they would endeavour to put right the excesses of greedy people in power. 
Without ever spilling any blood. This was an absolute rule set by Basilis, even though many of the men had enlisted to avenge the death of a loved one. They soon got to understand that this strategy of Basilis was real manhood, and not just a beastly urge to kill.

The plan was carried out. In one corner of the church, the men set up a fireplace and chimney. They brought straw to use as a mattress, so as not to sleep on the cold hard floor. The bought pots and cooking utensils from the village coppersmith. Pahoumis, an excellent cook trained by his father in Larissa, was pleased to do the honours.

In the mornings when the men had no urgent matters to attend to, they would spread themselves around the village helping the villagers with various tasks. They would cut wood to be used in construction or for firewood, dig the orchards or mind the livestock.

March. After the first sunny days of February, the winter returned colder and with even more snow. From the morning fine snow was falling and the Anatolites hardly ever ventured outdoors, save to chop wood for their hearths.

The men, while no strangers to the cold, now that they felt a sense of comfort,

and security, also stayed indoors until the snow and freezing weather was over. This was the opportunity for which Grosides had been waiting. 
The villagers found it strange to see him, wrapped in fur coats, on his mule making his way down to Aghias. He told his kin that he was going to see a lawyer there to write his will, as he was getting old and he needed to get this done before he died.

Not many days had passed since that trip, when, one afternoon, Maro was in the orchard, outside the village, to check for weather damage to the fruit.

In the distance she heard a voice call her name. She saw a young herdsman gesticulating for her to draw closer. While finding this strange, she nevertheless felt the urge to go.

From the moment he first called, she thought she recognised the herdsman as Panaghis, from the village of Retsani who she knew from the time she, too herded livestock. Upon coming closer, she saw that it was indeed Panaghis.

“What’s up , Panaghi,? What are you doing out here in the cold in such weather?” she asked him.

“Bad news” he said. “Two hundred ?Turks have gathered in Retsani. They prohibited anybody leaving the village until tomorrow.”
“What is their purpose, did you find out?”
“How should I know? But I would imagine their  mission is to capture the klephts in Anatoli..”
Maro was shocked.

“I’m running off to tell them,” she said, starting off hurriedly to the village. At that moment, something dawned on her, making her ask Panaghis. “How did you dare to leave the village? Weren’t you afraid?”
From his eyes she could see that, even if he had the courage to leave the village, he was terrified with the prospect of returning. If the Turks saw him, he would be in mortal danger.

“Come with me,” she said. “You will stay at my house until the Turks are gone.

The herdsboy followed her.

When they arrived at the village, it was already dark.

Maro ran to a few houses where she knew Basili’s men were being hosted, to tell them the news. They had not returned yet from their chores, and their hosts awaited them to tell them.

Maro was prepared to brave the bitter cold to go to the Metohi of PanAghiass to inform father Razi. Luckily, though, she saw Pahoumi, who had come to the village to do his shopping. He quickly mounted his little donkey and returned to the Metohi
He ran up to Basilis and his men, who were lounging around the hearth. One was darning his shirt, another reading one of the few books which father Razi had there. Yet another was mending his shoe.

”Bad news.” He spouted, barely having entered. “Defend yourselves.”
He told them all he had learned from Maro.

The men were shocked, but not given to panic.

“How are we to know if all this is true?” piped up Nikos, always the spirit of contrariness. Did you see any Turks outside as you were coming?” he asked the monk.

“No,“ he answered.

Basilis then spoke.

“Listen, men. We have no reason to disbelieve Maro. Even if it is not true, we have nothing to lose by being prepared.” 

“What do you have in mind, captain?” asked a few.

‘We’ll leave, said Basilis.

Many were upset on hearing this. However, although nobody felt like leaving the warm comfort for the bitterly cold and dark mountain, they also were itching for a fight.

“Why don’t we fight?” asked Dimos, a sprightly young lad. We are well enclosed in the church, with its surrounding wall. “We will shoot many turks, causing the rest to flee,” added Thodoris.

“It’s a good opportunity for us to teach them a good lesson,” said another man.

“Even if we were able to do this, it would benefit neither us nor our people;” said Basilis. The revenge of the Turks would destroy the village. They would send a full army and burn down the whole village. Would you want this fate to befall the Anatolites who have trusted and hosted us as brothers?”
“He’s right,” said the majority, agreeing with the captain.

“And are we to take flight like cowards?” asked the proud and brash Nikolis.

“The one that leaves is not a coward. Coward is the one who is afraid to leave when he must, and prefers to stay holed up at the fireside.”
“I am not afraid of the cold or the night,” said Nikolis, digging at what his leader was implying.

“Let’s get going!” hailed out a man standing upright with his musket in his hand.

“Just a moment,” said Basilis. The Turks may have already laid an ambush for us, waiting for us to leave at night, to be picked up like trapped rats. “We won’t leave from the entrance. We’ll leave from the orchard, behind the church. Not all together. One by one. 

The next one follows after the count of thirty.”
“What about the others? What will happen with them?” asked Stratis

“They have been informed, and they will flee.”
“What if they stay and fight?”  

“No, they are cut off and scattered. They are in no position to fight.”
As per Basili’s instructions, as night fell, one by one the men made off into the night.

The Turks had surrounded the area, but Basili’s men took a secret path out, totally escaping the former’s notice.

For the men who remained in the village, however, things were not so simple.

They arrived late at the village, at the time the second squadron of Turks had encircled the villagers awaiting darkness to deepen. The Turkish soldiers were freezing cold by the time they would have entered, but they dared not disobey their leader’s command.
When they eventually entered the village, some took to the streets, while others entered the houses, seeking out the Klephts. They were, however, unsuccessful. Most of the men had already left, and were stealthily making their way out of the village, hiding behind walls and melting in the shadows. When they saw a Turk waiting, gun in hand at the end of a road, they would take another road, or wait till he moved on.

Suddenly as shot rang out. What happened? A rider was hurriedly riding through the central village square. It was Grosides. He had left his home and was making his way for Zambiti’s house.
He wanted to feel safe that night, as he knew what was about to happen. As you would have guessed, the day he had descended to Aghias, he had not gone to do his will, but to contact the (Turkish) authorities. Despite rationalising that his actions were justified, deep within him he knew that what he had done was an act of treachery. This fear and remorse haunted him to such an extent, since that morning that he chose to go to Zambiti.

The moment that he was riding across the square, he heard male voices approaching the plane tree. ”Klephts’” he thought in panic, his fear instantly clouding his mind. He yanked the reigns to turn his horse, and dug his heals to put it into a gallop. ”Stop!’ he heard a voice call behind him, but instead of stopping, he continued, all the faster. As he reached the far end of the square, a volley of shots was heard, one of which struck him in the back, right in his heart. He twisted violently, falling stone dead off his horse.

The Turks ran straight towards his body. Ironically, it was the Turks, and not the Klephts who he feared were calling him, and subsequently shot him. It was thus literally his own guilt that killed him.
At the same moment three of Basili’s young men ran to the scene. They had just returned after having been out of the village and were thus unaware about the Turkish siege. They were shocked to find themselves surrounded by Turks, and made as if to draw their knives, but found themselves at the business end of ten Turkish muskets. 
They had no option but to allow themselves to be taken captive.

And so it was that, alive or dead, Grosides was unable to exact his revenge, but instead found himself to be the cause of three young men being taken captive and delivered into slavery. He lost his own life. Was it because he loved his purse more than life itself?

CHAPTER SEVEN         
The Bridge of Aghiass Sotiras Village

That whole night Basili’s men were arriving from different paths. Frozen from the northerly winds coming down from Olympus, they entered the cave, hoping to escape its chill.

-“What’s this now? How are we going to make it through this weather?”
-“I know a way,” said one of them. The others asked curiously.

“Won’t you tell us?” someone enquired.

“We’ll wait till it’s over.”
Many laughed at this tease, while others were so numb with cold that they couldn’t get themselves to respond at all.

They did not dare light a fire, as it would be seen in the night sky from Anatoli and would give away their position.

At dawn, when the sun peeped out of the clouds, they emerged from the cave and sat against the base of the rock face, lapping up any rays of sun which managed to reach them from time to time. 

As soon as they warmed up a bit, they took a count.
 “Three men are missing,” said Stratis.

“It’s Dimos!”
“And Bagias!”
“And Minas!”
Shouted the men, looking around and not finding the three men.

What could have happened to them? Did they get killed, captured, or did they simply get lost?

“we shall wait till noon, if they still do not arrive, we shall have to find out what happened t them,” said Basilis. ”Don’t forget, we are all brothers in our team. Who wants to go with Thano to the village?”
“Me, me!” shouted numerous voices at once.

At around midday, the men started off for the village. They wore their herdsman’s dress, and carried shepherd’s crooks, but under their capes they hid their pistols and knives. 

They hadn’t been walking for an hour before coming across somebody from afar ascending toward the hide. When he came closer, the men hid behind some trees and ordered him to stop.

It was Panaghis, the young herdsman. Maro had sent him to the hide to inform them about the latest events.

He told them that the Turks had captured three of their men and had taken them to Aghias at the crack of dawn, to be hanged. He added that the majority of the Turks had left, but that a group of twenty soldiers remained for an unspecified period.

The men returned to the hide with the youth, and when Panaghi retold his tidings to all the men, Nikolis jumped up and said.

“We must go and get those twenty Turks. Its our turn to go, encircle and pulverise them.”
“Yes,” agreed Thodoris, the brave young fighter. “we outnumber them and we shall beat them. They will pay many times over for the loss of our men.”
“Instead of thinking in terms of revenge, it would be better to think in terms of freeing our own comrades,” said Basilis.

“Is that possible?” asked Thodoris doubtfully.

“Everything’s possible,” countered Basilis, “provided you think it out properly and act decisively.”
“What do you have in mind, Captain?”
“I have no plan in mind, as I don’t know what the Turks intend doing. If we don’t find out where they have our men, how are we going to make our next move?

“One of us will go down to PanAghias to find out,” offered Thodoris.

“Too risky. Besides, it’s not easy to find out their military secrets.”
“I say we should send father Pahoumis,” suggested Stratis.

“Good idea. Pahoumis is as sly as an old vixen, and he may well find a way to uncover their plans.”
It was almost noon when Pahoumis, followed by his donkey, which was laden on both sides of its saddle.

Pahoumis loved his donkey as his child, or a loving wife, so to speak. When it was loaded, while he could have put the load on one side and sat on the other, he never did this.

And so it was today, too. Despite the load being small, a cask of fresh cheese and a container of honey. These were gifts given to him by Maro to offer to the governor of Aghiass.

The reason he has offering these gifts was not for the usual reason of currying favour with the Aga and favourable treatment, as was usually the case in such instances, but  to wean out what the Turks were planning to do with their captives.

He did not go straight to the Aga’s house, however, stopping at a restaurant on the way.  

It was buzzing with Turks who had come for there midday meal. Upon entering he was struck by the aroma of brazed meat and spiced rice.

He ordered an Adjem Pilafi (rice with vegetables). He didn’t like the brazed beef the Turks were eating.

Furthermore, Pahoumis seldom ate meat, except during feast days. While eating, he cocked an ear to listen in on what the Turks were saying. Nothing relevant to his mission was said, however.

When he had finished eating he had a glass of water and arose to pay ten cents, the cost of his meal. Near the counter were standing a few Turkish cavalrymen, waiting to pay for their meal. He did not lose the opportunity to shout loudly in Turkish to the chef.

“I come from Selitsani with offerings for the governor. Could you please direct me to his house? The cook directed him, having taken his payment. 
Pahoumis exited the restaurant to be stopped by a soldier.

“I hear you are from Selitsani, what’s the news from up there?”
“I’m actually from a small satellite of the monastery, hours away from the actual village,” said Pahoumis.

 “Haven’t you heard that we have captured Kyssavitis, the chief partisan?”
“No, haven’t heard a thing. I only have my donkey to talk with,” joked the monk disarmingly. “How should I know what’s happening in the world around me?”
“O.k., go. I just wanted to see whether the Greeks were under the false impression that he had managed to escape,” he said, re entering the eatery.

Pahoumis was content for the moment. He had grasped at a thread which he would proceed to unravel. He knew that the Turks had announced that they had captured Kyssaviti. And the Turk’s question to him was to ascertain as to whether the people had believed it. Maybe the Turks themselves, with the exception of their leaders also believed that Kyssavitis was amongst the prisoners. But why should they be playing at this game? he asked himself. Was it to find out if Kyssavitis had any friends in Aghias, Greeks or even Turks, who would try to save him? 

Pahoumi’s mind was ticking over fast, examining different possible alternatives until arriving at the governor’s mansion. 

The guard stopped him at the door. Pahoumis told him that he had brought the governor offerings. The guard told his master the Voevoda (an officer senior to the Aga, but under the Pasha), who then authorised the monk’s entrance.

“What would you be bringing us, monk?” asked the governor in his deep, authorative tone, his hands crossed over his ample bovine stomach.

“Fresh unsalted cheese and thyme honey, o master, said Pahoumis, bowing deeply as was the custom.

“Vai, vai aferim, sweet things!” said the governor in his language. ”And where would you be from?”
“From the Selitsani monastery,” said Pahoumis, who was looking forward to this question.

“Vai, Vai, from Selitsani, said the sly governor, feigning indifference. “And what news from there, old monk? Did you ever see that partisan chief Kyssavitis again?” he asked, without changing the indifferent tone of his voice, while focussing his gaze on the monk’s eyes to check his reaction.

Skilled as he was at his game, he was no match for the monk
”How would he appear, since you have him locked up in the castle prison? God has taken pity on us and saved us from that rascal.”
“I was only joking, to see if you believed that he had escaped, as many foolish people believe.” said the governor, still scrutinising the monk intensely for any sign of reaction.

“Do they say such things? May their tongues be cut off! Why don’t you shut them up once and for all?

“What do you mean by that, old man?”
“Hang them, o lord, hang them from the plane tree in the square, so that all can see and any potential mischief maker be scared into submission.”
“Quite right, old monk,” said the governor, continuing his subtle interrogation. However Pahoumis was playing his part so well that he had no doubt the monk was indeed an opponent of Kyssavitis, and in favour of the Turkish domination. In so doing, the monk succeeded in finding out what he needed.

“I would have hanged him, but I had promised the pasha of Larissa to send him the partisan chief to do with as he pleased. Tomorrow at midday they are leaving under heavy guard for Larissa. Whoever wants can go there to see them hanged.

This was the information Pahoumis needed. He had no doubt that this was indeed the Turkish plan. Had the men been hanged locally, the people would have seen that Kyssavitis was not amongst them. And so in his attempt to entrench the lie exposed a very useful truth.

Pahoumis greeted the governor and left, heading straight for the Metohi. However his donkey was rather reluctant to proceed, so he took the secret short path. He couldn’t wait to return to the metohi to tell the awaiting Panaghi who in turn would tell the men in their hideout that night

Pahoumis then did something which you may find strange, but it was certainly not the fist, second or last time he did so. He leant forward and whispered something into his donkey’s ear. He then caressed his head, gave him an almost gentle whipping on the rump, and then, after baying a couple of times, the donkey made off.

 “Welcome to the metohi,” said Pahoumi, as if talking to somebody else, as he took the path to his quarters, allowing the donkey to return to his.

Midday the following day.

“There they are, they are now in sight,” shouted Stratis from the peak off which he could see Aghias in the distance. He removed a red kerchief from his belt and waved it in the air, signalling the rest of the men.

“They’re coming!” shouted Basilis to his men, gathering them to motivate them a final time before the start of their mission. By this time Strati had descended from his vantage point and joined his comrades.

“We’ll take the path down to be outside the Turkish village within half an hour,” started Basilis. “I chose this route, because after the Turkish village the road ends up in the fields. 
The Turks will take about an hour to get there from the point Strati had spotted them. We will hide in the bushes lined up near the road. The one end of the line will be at the bridge off Aghias-Sotiras,(Holy Saviour) just outside the Turkish village. That end will be manned by Stratis. I’ll be at the other end, about a hundred metres up. 
But beware! No one is to move before the sound of the cuckoo, made by Stratis. And most importantly. Nobody will raise a firearm. All our work would be lost and we would place ourselves in danger. 
If anything goes wrong we’ll retreat up the hill without a fight, unless anyone’s life is endangered, in which case he can shoot in self defence. If Pahoumis has not encountered any hindrance and done his job as planed, all will go well and we’ll free our brothers. Ready?”
 “Ready!”  replied the men.

“Right, off we go!”
The entourage which accompanied the 3 prisoners to Larissa was impressive.

In the lead were some twenty cavalrymen beating drums.Directly behind them followed the three prisoners with their arms bound together behind their backs with a single chain. To their left and right was one janissary respectively, followed by some twenty soldiers.
About ten metres behind them was a crowd of civilians, both Greek and Turkish, on their way to work in the Turkish village (now known as Neromili) Amongst them was a dervish (Turkish monk) with his hooded head bent down, behind his heavily laden donkey. If one were to look closely, one would have recognized the donkey as Mentios, none other than Pahoumi’s trusted friend. That’s when one would have realised who indeed was under the hooded dervish outfit.

Just when the cavalrymen had crossed the bridge, one at a time, (as the bridge was too narrow to accommodate two horses astride), Pahoumis egged on his donkey to run forward. It was at the bridge as soon as the cavalrymen had crossed, with ‘dervish’ Pahoumis urged his donkey to go first, preceding the infantrymen. 
The Turkish officer stopped him, saying, ”Where do you think  you’re going, dervish. Wait. You will go last.”
“Please let me go.” He said in Turkish.” I’m taking food to the tekke (Turkish monastery) and I’m in a hurry.”
“We are in a greater hurry,” insisted the officer impatiently.

The plan was in danger of failure.

“You may not be abusive to a holy man, a servant of Allah;” said the ‘dervish’, austerely. Another soldier intervened.

“Let the old man go. It’s a shame.”
The officer was taken aback, but before he had time to respond, Pahoumis had already pushed his donkey ahead. The moment the donkey had stepped onto the bridge timbers, Pahoumi skilfully and inconspicuously yanked at the rope securing one of the the bags on the donkey’s back, releasing its load of broad bean seeds.

“Oh, no, woe is me!” said Pahoumis, bending over to gather the seeds.

The Turkish soldiers burst into laughter at the old man’s misfortune. The officer however, was angry, ordering two soldiers to help him gather the seeds quicker. Together they put all the fallen foodstuff back into the bag. The gathering and reloading took quite some time, as the bag on the other side had meanwhile slipped under the donkey’s stomach, much to the donkey’s discomfort. It was necessary to unload the donkey, straighten the saddle and reload it again from the start.

“Blessings of Allah be upon you!” Pahoumis wished the two soldiers that had assisted him, as he turned to carry on. But no further than five paces later, he again pulled the rope releasing the knot that he had tied himself, this time on the right bag, releasing half its load of lentils on the bridge.

A roar of laughter issued from the Turkish soldiers. Mentios starte baying loudly and kicking wildly, as the saddle had slipped under his stomach. Pahoumis made as if to steady it, while secretly releasing the knot on the other bag, releasing its contents as well. Now the full load was strewn all over the bridge.

A pandemonium of laughter arose from the soldiers, and even the prisoners could not help laughing at the dervish’s misfortune.

The officer was now beside himself in rage. He ordered the same two soldiers to throw all of the spilled pulses off the bridge, and that the dervish and his donkey get sent back immediately.

“But it is food for the Tekke,” said a soldier. It is a sin to throw it into the stream.”
Again the officer was stuck for words. He bit his tongue and ordered a number of soldiers to help gather the seeds and reload the donkey.

By now the cavalry had proceeded quite a distance from the bridge, effectively cutting the Turkish forces in two, with the more threatening cavalrymen effectively excluded. This was Pahoumi’s intention, a plan which he had cleverly devised and executed with great dexterity.

This was the moment Basili’s men were awaiting. The call of the cuckoo sounded loud and clear from near the bridge. Suddenly 30 klephts appeared on the road, sword in hand, encircling the Turks. Basilis was quite clear. The plan to free the prisoners would work only if not a shot was fired, as this would alert the cavalry with disastrous consequences. That is why his primary command to his men was,” Don’t raise your guns, or you will have me to deal with!”
The Turks were caught completely by surprise, at a loss. “Nikoli and Thodori, gather and bring!” Before you could say ‘our father’, the Turks were unarmed, and because the weapons were many and heavy, it took five men to carry them up into the bushes.

Basilis ordered two more men to release the captives, which was also done inn a flash.

“Run into the bush! “he instructed his men. He stayed with only five men to keep guard over the Turks until the rest of his men could get away.

“If you value your lives, don’t make a sound as we leave. You are unarmed, and we will silence you once and for all.”
As for Pahoumis, he forgot all about the bags and the pulses, and ran back with his donkey to the Metohi.
CHAPTER 8

Basilis and his Men                           

“The deer is mine!”
“No, it’s mine!”
”I’m keeping it. You can’t have it.”
“Hand it over, otherwise I’ll beat you up!”
Such was the conversation between two of Basili’s men. They had gone for a walk and not far from the den came across a little deer. It bolted out of the bushes, just ahead of them, and ran towards the stream

The two, Dimos and Thodori, ran towards it.

Run to the other side of the stream, said Dimos to the other, and hide near the path by the crossing.. Thodoris crossed the stream upriver from the crossing, which was knee deep, and crouched behind a tree near the path. 
Dimos chased the deer which ran towards the crossing where the men had laid stepping stones and the path on the other side to escape. As the deer pranced off the last stepping stone to the other side, Thodori lunged forward and grabbed it by the neck. They returned to the den arguing as to who would have the deer.
Quite some men who heard their shouting came to see what was up. When they heard what the fuss was about, some laughed while others advised them how to settle their dispute. Advice which neither was prepared to take, preparing to fight it out.

“We’ll call Basilis to solve their dispute;” said one, and so it happened.

When Basilis asked what had happened, Thodoris asserted that the deer was his, as he had caught it. Dimos countered by saying that it was due to his chasing it that Thodoris was able to catch it. When they had finished, Basilis said.

“I would like to see the deer.” 

Thodoris brought it from the tree where he had left it, released the rope with which he had tied it, and picked it up from its hind legs. The deer was thrashing around fearfully, its little heart pounding in panic.

“What are you doing, can’t you see that she is pregnant? Can’t you see her stomach?” shouted Basilis angrily.

“We didn’t notice,” said the two, eyes lowered.

“Didn’t you know that this is the mating season? Luckily you have not killed her, with her child in her womb.”
Dimos and Thodoris now felt their rivalry give way to great shame with their wrongdoing, and the worse was that they didn’t know how to make up for it. 

“What should we do now?” asked Thodoris. “What is your advice?”
 “Do you need ask? Let her free to go back to her home and give birth. Is this not the right thing to do?” he asked , looking around at the numerous men who had now gathered around him.

“That’s right, they agreed. Let’s free her.”
Without further ado, Thodoris lowered the deer, which immediately came back to its senses and ran like mad, or, to be more precise, fled like only a deer can.

When the deer disappeared from sight, Basilis turned to his men and said

“Men, the gentle animals of the bush have done us no harm, and therefore we should not kill them.

“Not even rabbits?” said Thodori, who was very fond of rabbit stew.

“Not even rabbits, or partridges. Is it right to take their lives for a mouthful of meat? When I hear the partridge chirp, I am filled with such great joy I vow never to harm it. And when I see a rabbit, I sit and marvel at it.

“Me too,” said Stratis.

“If we come across a fox or wolf, should we not kill it?”
“The wolf and the fox are predators” Should they attack you, kill them. If they however do you no harm, why should you harm them? They also have a right to live in the mountains and forests.

”How about when they come down to the chicken runs and wreck havoc?”
“Rest assured, the home owners know what to do. That’s why they have dogs to scare the predators away.”
 “I heard that a large black bear was doing the rounds on Olympus last month. It may come here, too. If I see it, I’ll shoot it,”said Thodoris.

“I’ll do something else,” said Basilis.

“What,” asked Thodori, joined by others.

“I’ll run away, as quickly as possible.” 

Everybody laughed for some time, until eventually Thodori asked.

“But why, captain should we not shoot it?”
“Because you can’t kill a bear with a musket, Thodori. However, if you see it, run and tell us, so that we know where its den is.

After the episode with the doe, Dimos and Thodoris were cured once and for all from their urge to hunt the animals and birds of the  mountain. While they could get over this affliction, Androulis could not get over his, his thirst for money.

Androulis had joined the men about a year ago. Before that, he used to wander around the mountains on his own, as the Turks were searching for him. He had stolen a significant amount of money from the Turkish post office in Larissa. He had hidden it in his house for a while, but when he submitted his tax, the teller suspected that the money was stolen, and asked him where he had got the money from. Androulis lied to him and rushed home. 
He feared that it would not be long before the Turks were informed and that he would be arrested. He bound up the money in a parcel there and then and made for the Kyssavos mountains. There he placed it in a tin to protect it from the damp, and buried it in a cave.

After being alone for some time on the mountain, he realised that he could not stay alone much longer. He thus sought Basilis out. He lied to him that he had assaulted an Aga and for this reason the Turks were pursuing him, purposely omitting to mention anything to do with the money. Basilis later found out the truth from somebody else, but did not let on that he knew. He awaited the day that Androulis would, on his own accord overcome his overwhelming attachment to the money and tells the truth.

In fact, the opposite happened. Not only did he not divulge his stash to share it in the common purse with the men,  but every time he took taxes from the rich, he would keep it for himself, making off quietly at night so that he would remain undetected and adding it to his treasure trove in his secret hiding place.

While Basilis and the others gave freely of their money to some poor girl to pay her dowry in order to set up home, he would give not a cent, not to anyone or anything other than himself. That is why he was disliked by the others. Indeed, Stratis once asked him,
“Why are you hiding your money? Buried money is like a buried corpse. Let it flow, like living beings.”
“Money does not decay like corpses, and the more you have, the stronger you are.”
That is what Androulis thought. Instead of opening his eyes and seeing how unloved and cut off from his comrades he 

was due to his stinginess, he thought that he had to accumulate even more money, so that he could become powerful to buy respect and love from others. Maybe this mentality had stuck with him from the time he was very young and working for the tax collector Archondaki, who had a large, bulging purse, and Androulis noticed how the villagers would stop whatever they were doing and bow down to him whenever they saw him. He thought that in so doing people loved and respected his rich master. As a child he did not understand that when people feared and went out of their way to show respect for someone that they could not also truly love them

One evening in June Strati was hurriedly ascending the path to the cleft peak, rushing directly to his leader’s hut. He found him sitting outside, cross legged on the grass with some ten men.

“Hi, “he shouted from afar.

“Welcome, Strati,” they answered.

“I left my post at Anatoli because I felt obliged to tell you something that happened today” Androulis captured of the son of father Dimitri and demanded three thousand grosia from the priest, failing which he would never see his son again.

Basilis was perturbed at hearing this.

“How did this happen? How did you find out? He asked agitated.

“Pahoumis came this morning from the Metohi and told me. Two days ago, Androulis and two other comrades of ours, Nikolis and Panagos,  passed the Metohi
with a ten year old boy, father Dimitris of Retsani’s son..

The child was on his way to the church for the vesper. He liked hearing the preacher and often went there. Androulis had followed his movements for some time and knew them well. 
He ambushed him on the path, and forced him by gunpoint to come with him. The child cried with terror, but had no option but to obey. than went and told Pahoumis to inform the child’s parents that they had to pay 3000 Grosia for his release. He went to Retsani and told father Dimitri, who said that he did not have that much money. Now Pahoumis wants to know what can be done.

“Shame on him, cried some men. How can he do such a thing to such a young  and innocent child?”
“We need to save the child” said Basilis, continuing. “This man”s sickness for money knows no bounds. Now, how are we going to find him?”
“Nobody knows. He merely instructed that the ransom be left at the peak of the Mavrorahis mountain. He furthermore insisted that one man, alone, must take it to the chapel of Ai Lia right on the peak. Upon receipt of the money, he will free the chilld.”
“Therefore,” concluded Basilis, Androulis would be in the Mavrovounis area. Tomorrow we’ll go find him.”
All day Basilis and two other of his men searched the mountain. They could not find Androulis or his cohorts. They were either very well hidden, or elsewhere. At nightfall, the three of them sat at a spring and shared some bread and cheese. They were far from their base, and would have to sleep over outdoors, on the mountain. As it threatened to rain, Dimos suggested they climb to the peak and sleep in the Ai Lia chapel itself.

Approaching the chapel, they were surprised to see light shining from a window. They assumed that someone must have lit the oil lamps (which burn in Orthodox churches for symbolic rather than lighting purposes). As soon as they neared the chapel, however, they heard a voice call. ”Don’t move, or we’ll shoot. Who are you?” It was Androuli’s voice. 
He had already installed himself and his cohorts in the chapel for the night.

“It is Basilis, Dimos and Stratis,” answered Basilis. “I want to talk with you.”
“We have nothing to say, Kyssavitis. Come closer and we shoot.”
“I haven’t come to get shot, old chap. I’ve come to talk..”
“What do you have to say?” enquired Androulis.

“Free the child so that we can take it back too its father.”
“No way. For me to release the child so that you can take the money? Who are you trying to fool, Kyssavitis?

From these words, Kyssavitis could see that Androkle’s mentality could not even comprehend anything further than money,

And could not even understand that Basili’s intention had nothing to do with money, but merely the return of the child.

“If you at least let us spend the night in the chapel, so that we don’t get rained on tonight…? ventured Basilis, wondering if Androulis had any feelings for his former comrades, and thus hoping to be allowed within range of the child.

“Forget it. Who told you to hunt me down, anyway?”
“Now how long do you intend keeping the child?” asked Basilis.

“Seeing you want to know, I have given them up to tomorrow to bring the money. Otherwise they will never see the child again.”
Basilis knew that he meant business. He gave his gun to Strati and shouted.

“O.k., Androulis, I have disarmed. I’m coming to speak with you face to face. It is up to you if you have the heart to shoot me. 

Having said this, he started walking to the chapel. Androulis let him enter. He went straight to the child and patted him on the head. “Don’t worry. Everything will turn out fine. Tomorrow you will be at home.”
The child raised his gaze and looked him in the eyes with a look which Basilis could not quite figure. He noticed however, that his look was dead pan, without the liveliness of a child.
“What’s your name?” he asked him, not because he didn’t know it, but because he wanted to hear his voice.

“Haralambis” answered the child, with a voice as lifeless as his eyes.

 “What’s wrong with the child? Have you kept him hungry or has he lost his voice? He asked Androuli. He has not eaten anything from the time we captured him, was the answer. I shouted at him and slapped him to make him eat, but he is obstinate.

‘Do you expect him to want to eat with yells and slaps?” asked Basilis.

“That’s how I was brought up,” responded Androulis.And at other times I was left hungry for two days. No harm came to me.”
“You were harmed, but you didn’t realise it, Androulis. If you weren’t harmed, you would not have put the child through all this, nor would you have this addiction for money.”
“So why did you become a klepht, if not for the money?”
“I didn’t do it for money, Androulis, but you, that can only think of money, and no further, imagine that all people think the way you do. There’s no point in talking further. I just want to know what you intend doing if you don’t get the money.”
“I won’t hand him over. I’ll keep him prisoner for as long as I can or I’ll sell him to a Turk as a slave.”
-“And if the child should get sick in your hands and die, doesn’t that possibility enter your mind? You’ll have nowhere to stand should that happen. You know that”
-“What do I care? It will be his parent’s fault for caring more about money than their child.”
-What do you guys say, “ Basilis asked, turning to the other two men.

“Whatever Androulis says, they replied. We will share the money. The priest is rich, and he’ll pay. If he doesn’t have it all, he’ll pay whatever he has.”
Basilis gathered that Androulis had promised his cohorts an equal share, so gaining their loyalty, at least until they had laid their hands on the money.

He thought of their last words and saw an opportunity to negotiate.

-“That’s all very well, but how is the father to know, should he have only 200 instead of 3000 that you will accept it and release the child?”
-Let him work that out for himself. Or does he want us to go and tell him?, asked Androulis sarcastically.

-You can’t go, I can understand that, could I possibly go on your behalf?”
They agreed. Basilis, before leaving told Haralambi that he must eat in order to be able to walk home the following day. The child, upon being spoken to in a kindly manner, and after seeing Basili’s sincere attempts at having him freed, felt somewhat encouraged and a bit more optimistic, and regained his appetite somewhat. In fact, even before Basilis suggested he should eat, he was already about to ask for some food.

They walked for many hours before arriving in Retsani at midnight, going directly to father Dimitri’s home. He was somewhat taken aback at being visited at such an hour, but when explained as to the purpose of their visit, he calmed noticeably. 
They spoke at length, agreeing eventually that he should send a thousand grosia that he had gathered with a note of credit to pay the balance of 2000 within a year. Of course, it would have been impossible to accumulate this sum in only one year, but if Androuli accepted this, within a year, anything could happen.

Having come to this conclusion, father Dimitris hosted the three for the night. At daybreak they set out back to the mountains, to report back to Androuli. Later, father Dimitris would send a man with the cash and credit note to bring the child.

The governor of Aghiass, who happened to be at Retsani at the time, heard about the kidnapping. Father Dimitris himself told him everything, including the fact that he was sending 1000grosia. The sly governor thought of a way of taking advantage of the situation. Instead of having two bands of brigands on Kyssavos, would it not be an idea to appropriate Androuli and thus weaken Basili’s hand? He knew of Androuli’s lust for money and that he could thus easily be bought over. 
He told father Dimitri not to dispatch his ransom until that night, while he made an alternative offer to Androuli.

The governor sent a courier to Androuli granting him amnesty, and if he came down to him and paid him homage, that is to willingly submit to him and give his allegiance to the Turkish  authorities, he would give him the armed custodianship of Retsani.

He would also have an annual salary of 500 Grosia . He just had to take under his wing as many of the brigands that he could.

What do you think was Androuli’s response? He was of course only too happy to accept. He even came down that selfsame evening, releasing the child and knelt at the feet of the governor. 

And that is how he gained armed custodianship  of Retsani, gaining money and power, as was his dream, with the villagers fearing and submitting to him. Even then, he never realised that nobody really loved him. Maybe it was because the only thing that mattered to him was the money and love and compassion were totally foreign concepts to his closed heart.

Now that you have read the story of Androuli and that of Dimo, you may think

that the life of Basilis and his men was all problems, suffering and troubles. Noting is further from the truth. They had many a happy moment, and I would like to relate some of them to you. Their greatest joy, which cannot possibly be described, was the joy of freedom. For these men, who forsook the slavery of Turkish domination in their flight to the mountains, freedom was something very much alive, which they experienced every moment of their lives, like the mountain air which they inhaled, the health of their bodies and the song of the gurgling waters in the streams.

Now which of the other joys can I try to describe? During the summer nights the men would be on a high hill and overlook the whole plain of Larissa, or mount Olympus, or the Aghiokampo and the Aegean. At night they would sleep outside, so that when with the descent of darkness the stars lit up, they had the joy of feeling a personal friendship with one and all of them, year after year.

One young man, Harris, even knew the names of many of the stars and the position they took in the heavens in spring and in summer. He would gladly point them out to those who asked him. That is why many called him ‘astrologer’ which was the name he was known by, rather than his Christian name. Not only did he know the names and positions of the stars, he also knew many beautiful tales about the various stars and constellations, the sparkling, the Night Star, the sun, the moon, the North and South Stars. As Harris was the astrologer, so was Anastasis (the) Botanist. And what earned him this title? He knew almost every single plant on the mountain by name, and not only.

He knew all the different plants medicinal properties as well as their various uses as perfumes, not to mention their value as food and flavouring, as well as the deadly poisons. He would often disappear for a day or two. Upon his return he would show them strange plants he had found, leading them to practically inaccessible mountain regions and dangerous cliffs where he risked his life gathering. 
He didn’t gather them just for fun. He dried them and had them ready to treat any comrade who had fallen ill. Even village folk knew about him, seeking him out to recommend and provide herbal remedies, when the need arose. Even the governor of Aghias, when he suffered with sharp pains in his stomach (was it possibly from overeating?)When the doctors couldn’t treat him successfully, sent a servant to go and get a herbal remedy from ‘Tasi’, with the promise of paying him if and when heis health was restored. Tasi sent the remedy with directions, and he did become better, but failed to pay him, waiting for Tasi to come asking for his money. Tasi did not ask for money, because his motivation was not money but the joy of restoring people to good health with his knowledge, whenever he could.

Also much beloved was young Grammatikos, a fifteen year old who had run away from Souvrias Monastery in Pilio, where his mother had enlisted him. They called him Grammatikos because he spent most of his time reading. When he left the monastery he had with him a full bag, but it was not full of food. You know what is contained. It was with this bag that he presented himself to Basilis, asking to join his men.

When the men saw what he had in his bag, they burst into laughter.

“Is this what you’re going to fight with?” they asked. 

Basilis could understand the child and answered on his behalf.

The boy will not fight. He will be our secretary. That was the name he was to be known by. Most of his time he spent reading under a pine tree or in his hut. Reading had always been his passion, and he left the monastery because he was not allowed to read his beloved books and the monks threatened to burn them. He hid them well, but, seeing as he couldn’t read them, he may as well not have had them. One day he spoke to father Razi who had moved there from the Metohi, who told him about Basilis. 
From that day on, Basilis occupied his mind, as if he had known him all his life, even though he had never met him in reality. Eventually, one day, without divulging his intent to anyone, he decided to sneak out of the monastery , before even  the crack of dawn,  so that nobody would see him escape. He walked for three days from Pilio until he found Basilis, carrying his heavy load of books on his shoulder.

Amongst the books were some on physics and mathematics, and every time the others would ask him about the wonders of nature, he could explain for hours and in great detail how the mountains were formed, as well as the plains, the sea, about rain, springs, rivers, thunder and lightning, the seasons and the weather.

Basilis would enjoy listening to him, and often said.

-“This little chap with his books knows more than I ever knew all those years at a desk.”
He didn’t only have the gift of reading and understanding, but also of remembering all he had read, particularly if it was written poetically, or in verse. That is how he learnt by heart the Tourio and other dongs by Riga and other Klephts songs. He also wrote and sang his own songs. 
Whenever something exceptional happened, or there was partying, during Easter or some other festivity, when least expected he would break into song. Everybody would become silent as they knew that he had just come up with a song matching the occasion.

That is how life was in Basilis group of men. The passage of years was not noticed.
They eagerly waited spring to taste the joys the mountain had to offer. They had no intention of exchanging their way of life for any other, until something incredible happened, whereby Basilis nearly lost his life, thus transforming the life of all his comrades.

CHAPTER NINE                                         

The New Village                                     

Perched on the steep northern slopes of the Kyssavos range was the village of Dentrohori. A beautiful village, with many streams and trees. Just outside the village was a large plateaux of over a hundred acres. It was blessed with rich, friable soil which could support most any crop.

Dentrohori consited of fifty houses, all in all. Half Turks, half Greeks. Including two or three vlach (similar to gypsy) Houses. They all lived happily together, without any form of antagonism. Their village used to be the estate of the pasha of Larissa. They had made an agreement to offer half of the harvest to him, but not pay any other tax, or to send their sons to fight for the pasha, as was then the norm. They were thus carefree. They gathered their harvest from field and trees, and they had their livestock near their homes all year round. A contented, peaceful lot. If there was a bad year, they would help one another and draw from the previous year’s harvest if necessary, thus averting hard times.

However, the last two years were not good for Dentrohori.

Tsetlis, an Albanian criminal would pass through the village from time to time, pillaging without concern whether the villagers would have enough left to live by, without discriminating between Greek or Turk, rich or poor, he would pick on anyone in his path, often the same person again and again.

Who was Tsetlis?  From a child, he was a servant of the Aga of Retsanis. The aga was a harsh and cruel man. He continuously cursed and assaulted little Tsetlis. He made him work day and night, sending him to the basement to sleep with his dogs. He would even lock him inside, for fear that he should escape during the night. When he was angry with him, he would leave him hungry. 
Little Tsetlis could not bare to be treated like a dog, and many a time he refused to obey his master. The aga would then get a farm supervisor, a monstrously huge Turk, who would beat him up with goads, sticks with protruding knots, used to goad cattle when ploughing.

Tsetlis suffered great physical and emotional pain, but he could not lift a finger to this monstrous man. One day, however, when he was thirteen, he snatched the goad from his hand and struck him on the head, hitting him in the eye, disorienting him and making him fall. Enraged, he lunged at him with a knife. He then ran off to the mountains. He lived for two years on the mountains living off stolen sheep, like a wolf. 
During the day he would hide in a secret cave in the mountain, venturing out at night to look for something to eat, a typical predator. One day he took ill and he went to a village to seek medical help, but was arrested and taken to the Aga, who threw him into prison. 
At one time, Tsetlis asked him “how long are you going to have me in bondage?” The cruel Aga answered, “Your whole life.”
From that day, no other thought passed his mind other than how he was going to escape from that prison cell. No easy task, as the prison and his cell in particular was heavily guarded, his feet were shackled and his hands chained.

Twelve years did Tsetlis languish in jail. One day his hands and legs were freed so that he could chop down a tree inn the yard, he lunged and struck at the guard. 
However, he could not exit the prison yard walls, as there were many guards. He ran and released another six inmates from their cells. These prisoners also sentenced for life rushed the open doors and struck down the guards with the same chains used to chain their hands together. They took their weapons and fled. All this happened so suddenly, that by the time the Aga could react, the prisoners were already far away.

From that day onwards, these people lived as criminals, pitilessly grabbing whatever they could lay their hands on without any mercy. Sometimes alone, other times in pairs, and yet other times all together, raiding homes and farmyards. Nobody dared resist them, as they would kill mercilessly anybody who tried to resist.

When the people of Dentrohori realised that these attacks were not about to stop, and had become a frequent and ongoing occurrence, they called upon the pasha for assistance. They asked him to bring an army to rid them of the marauders. They further wrote him that they would not be able to offer him his dues, as the marauders simply took them out of their hands, and they could do nothing about it. 
The Pasha ordered the governor of Aghias to capture Tsetlis. The governor sent a patrol of twenty janissaries. Tsetlis found out from an informer of his about this endeavour too capture him. Instead of fleeing to the safety of his cave, he planned a daring and bellicose plan. 
He entered the village just before the janissaries and entrenched his men in various houses. He threatened that anybody leaving his home would be killed. 
When the janissaries arrived in the village, the split ranks and went to various houses where they would spend the night. That is where the knives of the murderous thugs awaited them. Only five or six managed to escape and flee into the woods.

From that day, Tsetlis became the master of the village. To avenge them for requesting assistance form the pasha, he told them that he would take  the entire crop, leaving them hungry  The same applied to all livestock births. He would take as many kids and lambs as he wanted, and sell the rest to a merchant that he would bring himself. He would keep all the money.

The prospect of hunger hung over the villagers. 
The village elders tried to negotiate with him, to give him an equivalent amount in goods and money, but in annual instalments. But he was not interested.He wanted it all. 
Now. In addition to the six escaped convicts he had with him originally, he now had an additional thirty men, a considerable gang. Amongst them were Turkish outlaws, Albanians and Greeks that he had met from as far a field as Macedonia and Epirus, the northernmost provinces of Greece, having picked them up on his expeditions. 
Some he had forced to join,  others were with him because he gave them a substantial cut of the loot, while .there were also some who were merely fugitives of justice who had found security in the group. 
One factor they had in common was their vicious ruthlessness, possibly because they saw no future for themselves to be accepted back in society, and finding a way to punish the society which had turned against them. The fear of persecution from the authorities gave them nothing to lose, making them all the more egoistic, avaricious and ruthless.. 

When harvest time arrived, the situation became critical. Most of the villagers refused to harvest their crop, knowing that it would be taken away from them. All their effort of harvesting, threshing and winnowing would be wasted. If he wanted it, let him go do the harvesting himself.

Tsetlis was furious. Neither he nor his men were knowledgeable in harvesting, having learned to live by the gun off other people’s work. Besides, laying down their arms to work would make them vulnerable. If you can’t be serene and focused you cannot work. Despite this, out of desperation, he entered the village and told the village elders one night that if the harvest was not complete within ten days, he would burn down the entire village.

His parting words upon leaving the village were, “Ashes, that’s what will be left of your homes!”
That really struck terror into the hearts of the Dentrohorites. Now their very homes, all they had, and their shelter was threatened.

In their desperation, a young lad, Kitsos, suggested that Kyssavitis be called upon to help them. 
The elders were afraid of even further backlash form Tsetlis, after what happened when they asked help from the pasha. Kitsos pointed out that things could not get any worse, and offered to go himself in search of Kyssavitis if he was given permission. 
After much laboured discussion, the elders accepted his proposal. If Kyssavitis took their cause, he could possibly save them from their plight.

And so, that night Kitsos took the path to the cleft peak, to find Basilis and his men.

Many of Basilis men had strong reservations about assisting, the strongest objector being Thodoris, when Basilis announced that they should take up the cause to assist Dentrohori.

“Dendrohori is the estate of the pasha, what business do we have to go save his servants? Let him do it himself. Most of them are Turks, anyway. Why should we help them?”
“The Dendrohorites are in danger,” answered Basilis. Tseltis will raze their village to the ground, and they will be without shelter. The small children will die without shelter. The men will have to leave, and the women will have to go begging in other villages for bread to eat. They will be exterminated. Is it not a grave injustice to allow this to occur?”
“An injustice, a great shame it is, but what’s it got to do with us?”
“They asked for our help;” answered Basilis. “Even had they not asked, the right thing to do would be to go and help them, in any case. We are not helping the Pasha, we are saving the villagers from injustice. Even if the pasha himself asked me to flush out Tsetli, I would go.”
It is a deed of justice. That is what counts.”
“What about us, why is he (the pasha) unjust to us? Why doesn’t he let us live in peace and freedom in our villages? Is that not unfair?”
“Just because the pasha is unjust, does that mean that we should also be unjust?” probed Basilis. “In that case, how do we differ from the pasha Thodoris? If we are indeed more righteous than the pasha, now is the time to prove it. Now that we will assist the Dendrohorites.”
“Rightly said,” interjected Stratis. The problem, though is that the thugs are many, and well versed in guerrilla warfare. How are we going to take them on?”
“That is a good question,” answered Basilis. We must not open a front. Many men on both sides will be lost.”
“So then, what are we going to do?”
“My plan is to seek shelter in the villager’s houses and not let Tsetli’s men approach, until he gives up and goes away.”
As was the plan, so did Basili’s men take up their positions in the village houses.. The Dendrohorites completed their harvest and took their newborn livestock to the shelter of their homes, upon Basili’s advice.

In exactly ten days Tsetlis with some twenty men and many mules started to descend to the village. He had with him a merchant from Aghiass who would buy all the surplus. 
He intended getting the Dendrohorites to use their own mules to take their livestock to Aghiass on behalf of the merchant. He rubbed his hands in glee at the thought of his barbaric revenge on the Dendrohorites. His thirst for revenge went even further than than what he could rationalise. Maybe it was because of what he had gone through at the hands of his cruel master as a child. Or the twelve years in jail, in what should have been the best years of his life, his hands and legs bound in the dank squalor of the dungeon, where he saw not a soul, and could not do a thing. Who knows…..

As he neared the village, a shot thundered through the air, halting him in his tracks. He then saw a boy galloping down towards him from the village. The reigns in one hand, and a white cloth inn the other .It was Kitsos. 

He slowed down upon approaching Tsetlis, coming to a stop near him.

“What do you want?” asked the rouge.

“I have a message from Captain Kyssavitis.”
“Talk.”
“If you value your life, don’t come near Dendrohori. Kyssavitis and his men are holed up in the village and they will shoot you. And you would do well to leave the Kyssavos range, and stop your thieving, because if he finds you he won’t spare you. That’s what he has to say, and he awaits your response.”
The thug cursed violently before saying to the boy;

“Tell him to leave the village before dawn, otherwise that will be the end of him. As for you Dendrohorites, you will pay dearly for your disobedience. Now go”
Kitsos did not wait to be sent off. He turned his horse and made for the village, like the lightning bolt that precedes the storm.

The night fell gently. As dawn approached however, the silence was broken by a barrage of shots. Tsetlis had gathered his entire gang during the night and advanced to attack Kyssavitis in the village. Around the village were stands of bush, allowing him to bring his men close to the village undetected.

Now with their salvo of shots, they announced their arrival, and awaited Kyssaviti’s response so they could pinpoint his positions.

When you fight with a jackal, it is just as well to use the guile of a jackal, thought Basilis. That is why his men took up positions in the houses around the periphery of the village. He placed some men in the inner homes as well, telling them to fire the first returning shots, giving the impression that his men were all in the middle of the village. Upon ascertaining that his opponent’s shots came from the centre of the village, this prompted him to instruct his men to occupy the first houses on the edge of the village. His men carefully crept up towards the houses, sometimes bent down low, and at other times crawling snakelike along the ground to avoid detection.

Basili’s men allowed them to come close to the houses. That was when they fired their first volley, hitting five of the attackers, putting them out of the battle. Tsetlis realised how he had been tricked, and ordered his men to withdraw to the ridge of bushes where they took cover. Their shots from here went wide, however, as they were out of range. 
They were also not in a position to gather their wounded. With the coming of day, it was easier for Basili’s men to spot their attackers as they moved through the bushes.

That is when Basilis opened a window of the house he was holed in and shouted at the top of his voice behind the wall.”Tsetlis, go have your wounded taken away. We won’t shoot.”
Tsetlis heard him behind the ridge, and, after some ambivalence made a funnel out of his hands and shouted.

 “On your word of honour?”
-“On my word of honour.”
Upon hearing this reassurance, Tsetlis sent about ten men to go and evacuate his wounded. Two were dead.

“When he found out about the loss of two men, Tsetlis shouted.” You have killed two of my men. You will pay dearly for this. I’ll destroy the lot of you.”
“Run off, so that you can be spared,” shouted Basilis.

“Better to be killed than retreat. Do you take me to be a coward?”
Basilis did not answer, but started thinking. If that was Tsetli’s response, even in his compromised position, he was obviously a seasoned warrior who knew what he was doing. The battle was destined to be long and cost many lives.

Basilis was right. By nightfall, Tsetlis had made three assaults from various positions. Nine men had been hit, three of them Basili’s. The villagers were curled up, their hearts pounding in terror in their homes. The children cried every time they heard shots, while the women closed their eyes tightly.

Tat night all was quiet once again. 
Basili’s men remained on guard, knowing that Tsetlis usually struck at night. It was only at daybreak that they took shifts in taking short catnaps, while comrades kept up their guard.

In the morning shots broke out again.

Tsetlis shouted out to them. “If you do not surrender, we will keep you captive until you die of hunger. You can’t escape.

 “We don’t need to go anywhere. We have enough food for the rest of our lives

You will starve keeping guard over us.”
That day, Tsetlis was less active, with only one assault, leaving three of his men dead and one of Basili’s wounded.

The third day broke without a shot. Basilis felt uneasy. He wondered what Tsetlis was up to. He feared that he was limbering up for a massive combined, full on assault. Bsilis wanted to avoid such a conflict, wanting to minimise bloodshed if possible, unlike the bloodthirsty Tsetlis. All that was on his mind was how to spare the Dendrohorites from this man. However, if he was to bear the brunt of a full assault, he had no option but to respond without mercy. Many lives would be lost, and if Tsetlis made it to the village he would burn it to the ground. All would be lost. 
These thoughts were racing through Basili’s mind, and he was upset that he could not avoid further bloodshed. Until, in a flash, he was inspired by the solution.

Tsetlis, Basilis rightly assumed, had decided on an all out assault. He did not want to remain exposed outside the village. He feared that the Turks may have found out about the siege of Dendrohori and could send a battalion to attack him from behind. He had to strike, and strike now, irrespective of cost to his men. All that occupied his mind was the overwhelming burning urge for revenge.

Stealthily and slyly, Tsetli’s men prepared for the final assault, though not without fear, as the shots of Basili’s men were accurate and deadly, as they took cover inside the walls of the houses.
As he prepared to mount his assault, a voice, Kyssaviti’s was heard from the village.

“Hey Tsetlis, we haven’t heard from you since this morning. What’s up?”
-“Here I am. You’ll soon hear from me.”
-“What are you planning, an assault? You’re going to come horribly short again.”
Tsetlis could no longer hide his plans.

“An all out assault. It’s either me, or you.”
Basilis did not answer immediately. Now he knew his enemy’s plan. |Just what he had feared. He, too was decided. He shouted back as loudly as he could.

“You’re right. It’s me or you. Why should so many men be lost? Let’s get it out between us.”
When Tsetlis heard this, he paused to take it in.Taking a glance at his men, he saw from their eyes that they agreed with Kyssaviti’s proposal. That was enough for him.

“I accept, Kyssavitis. If I win, your men leave the village, right?”
“Right, but if I win, you take your men away from Kyssavos.”
-“Right, word for word. I’m coming out of the fields with ten of my men. You come out with ten of yours.”
When they came face to face, they looked each other in the eye. They were of the same age, but Tsetli’s face had aged from years of viciousness. By contrast, Basili’s face reflected the youthfulness one would find from a joyful life of service. Despite this, Basilis could not help but feel a sense of compassion and sorrow at his countenance.

As if in a flash, he felt that he saw before him a lost brother, that he had met again after many years. He had taken a bad path in his life, but he still never ceased to be his brother. Just as instantly, this feeling was gone, possibly because he knew that he would not possibly be able to stand up to this  vicious and wily beast feeling this way.

Almost immediately they came to grips. They clashed so heavily with their swords that Tsetli’s broke at the hilt. He realised with terror that he was now defenceless.

Kyssavitis stopped, not wanting to take an unfair advantage.Casting away his sword he again equalled the playing field by saying. Let’s fight now with clubs. They unharnessed their clubs from their belts, stocky wooden ones edged with metal. For twenty minutes they fought, their heads and bodies drenched with sweat, as their chests heaved with their deep and laboured breaths. 
Tsetlis was wounded on his back, and Kyssavitis on his left hand, although with the ferocity of the fighting neither noticed the pain or the blood rushing from their wounds. The spectators observed with bated breath. At some moment Tstetlis drew a knife from his belt, in an automatic and unconscious response. Basilis saw this, but had no knife to counter it. He knew that Tsetlis was about to make a final lunge at him with the knife. That is what Basilis feared, not the club. Without waiting for tsetlis to strike, Basilis managed to strike Tsetlis on the left, knife wielding arm, sending the knife hurtling to the floor. He threw his club aside, and bent down to retrieve the  knife with his good right hand, but Basilis kicked it away before he could get to it. 
Tsetlis was now crouched over before Basilis, who raised his club over his opponent’s head. He has shaking from exhaustion and pain, and saw the opportunity to end the fight. Nevertheless, he restrained himself.

When Tsetlis realised that Basilis was not going to finish him off, he wailed.

“Hit me, get on with it,” shaking not only from pain and exhaustion, but also fear and humiliation.

The strange thing is that while Basilis wanted to smash his opponent’s head, some other force held his hand back, and it stayed poised upright, trembling in the air like a twig in a windstorm. Despite all the wrath of the fight having been focused on this final blow, the opposing force somehow overwhelmed it.

The tension was overbearing, not only for the fighters, but for the spectators.

“I don’t want any mercy, strike!” wailed Tsetlis again.

Just then, the feeling that Basilis first had when they had squared up before the fight returned. He again saw him as a lost brother. He tossed his club away.

“Get up so that your arm can be bound, because it appears that it is broken.

Tsetlis waited fearfully to see what Basilis would do to him, now that he was beaten and prisoner. Within his he had  some vague hope, but he did not have the spirit to follow it up. When Basilis, however, told him that he was not intending to turn him over to the pasha, he believed him. That was his real fear. Asisde from that, Basilis could do with him as he pleased.

The pasha of Larissa had heard of the events and came to Aghias. He sent a scout to have Basilis turn over Tsetlis to him and receive the reward offered for his capture.

He also 

assured him that he had  nothing to fear from coming to Aghias.

Basilis was not afraid, so he returned with the messenger to Aghias to see the pasha.

“I don’t want a reward, because I cannot turn Tsetlis over to you.I have given him my word. In addition, there are another thirty odd men, who in the absence off Tsetlis would still carry on with their criminal activities. If you killed Tsetlis that would only enrage them.”
-“So what do you then propose?”
“I say that the more you chase and persecute people, the more you anger them. If you treat them fairly, they become pacified. Half an hour away from Dendrohori there is a fallow known as Neopygi (Newsource). I suggest that you give them permission to set up a village there, so that they can become farmers, shepherds, craftsmen and not a bunch of hunting dogs. It’s your call.

The pasha, overcoming his initial anger at Basilis not turning over the criminal, gave the suggestion some thought.

After a while, he asked. 

“Will they accept this offer?”
“But of course. Do you think it anybody likes be continuously pursued and never having a moment’s respite?”
“Very well, then, I shall draft a fireman (proclamation/instruction) handing the land over to them.”
The pasha thought further to himself. What with all these events, Basili’s social status had risen considerably, in fact, so much so, that he now had greater influence than the ruling regime. It was based on another principle, one of fairness, respect and compassion,

And not on the fear, violence and terror or the ruling regime. He turned and said to him. “ So much for the criminals. We sort that out.Now, how about you? How long are you going to be running around in the mountains of Kyssavos? Haven’t you had enough of continual conflict and guerrilla tactics? Why don’t you rather come to my court and become a high ranking officer? You can take as manyas your men with you as you want.”
“Pasha, I didn’t take to the mountains to steal, and conduct violence and warfare, To the contrary, I did this to protect the people from the violence, war and theft waged upon them by the strong, the officers of your regime. In addition, I have never shot at any of your men, despite the many occasions that they were out to kill me.

There is no way I shall enter your court, as I was born free, and free is the way I’ll die. Your court is peopled by slaves. If you would like peace in this area, give me the run of Anatoli, so that I don’t have conflict with the janissaries. 

The pasha did not lose the opportunity of befriending Basilis, seeing as he could not buy him.

-“What you ask shall come to pass. I shall draft the instruction and you will take it with you. And when you feel like it, come past Larissa to get your salaries for upholding the defensive force.

This was a sly offer by the pasha. If Basilis accepted his money, the temptation of more money could slowly lure him into his fold.

-“Very well, we’ll see,” said Basilis who was well aware of the motivation behind the pasha’s generosity.

When Basilis returned to Dendrohori and handed Tsetlis and his men the instruction with title to setting up a village at Neopygi, they couldn’t believe their eyes. Could it be possible, that from hunted criminals they could suddenly become freehold owners?

 “It will take a lot of work,” said Basilis. “We will help. This year, we’ll erect huts. As from next year, we’ll work on building houses. If the Dendrohorites want, they may give you a portion of their crop, sufficient to feed you till you get your own crops going.

-“Only with pleasure,” countered the Dendrohorites.

“O.K., we’ll make that a loan, to be returned when we harvest our own crops.”
Not only Tsetli’s men, but a considerable number of Basili’s men asked his permission to settle there. Basilis proposed the ‘original’ name of Neohori (new village) for the new village.It was also symbolic, as these men who could not return to their original homes now had an opportunity for a new start.

And so it came to pass. The new village was built. Now, how the Neohorites set about planting their crops and orchards, how they collected and resold wood from the forest, how they sought out  wives from surrounding villages and nearby islands…. is a story all of its own.

And so, Basilis remained with almost half of his men where they lived freely in Anatoli, where they maintained law and order in just about the whole Kyssavos range.

CHAPTER 10     
The Corale
So the years rolled by. Bassilis was protector of Anatolis, but his name was heard and hailed in all the Kyssavos range villages and the surrounding foothills. It gave hope to the oppressed and rest for the regime.

Truth be told, however, while his presence brought a hidden joy to the Greeks, nothing actually improved their lot. They remained subjects of the sultan, whose wishes and laws were unpredictable and uncontrollable. While the farmers and craftsmen laboured hard, heavy taxes left them with barely enough to feed their families. 
Hadjiloukos and other tax collectors were of course enamoured with the Turkish regime, offering them many gifts, while they exacted taxes to suit themselves, and laying the biggest burden on the poor. They would get agricultural products at a dirt cheap price and resell at a handsome profit.

All very well. Somehow, after many years of exploitation, the people were getting used to seeking out a living.
The worse was something else. It was the sneaky, grasping and barbaric janissaries.Nobody could harness these wild soldiers when they turned violent. Whenever their wages from the Turks were overdue, or whenever they felt like it, they would run amok, raping, looting and destroying wantonly. They were above the law, and woe betides anyone who tried to stand up to them! Not even Basilis and his men could do anything, as they would strike in great numbers at night, loot the whole day and return the next day to the security of their fortress.

So it was that the people were always vulnerable, having to bear the brunt of theses attacks, the only hope anybody had was they would not personally fall victim.

This was the ongoing story of life in those days, until the historic year of 1821.

It was a morning in May when Basilis was resting under the plane tree outside the Metohi. His mind was free of thought as a secretive joy blossomed within him.
The air that he breathed was scented with thyme, mint, and so many other aromatic herbs which grew lusciously all over the mountainside. He felt the fresh, fine mountain air fill his lungs and then spread throughout his whole body.
It was not, however, only the fresh mountain air and the sunshine which brought joy to him. This was a strange joy of the soul, not just the body. Like a premonition of something beautiful, like a much yearned for meeting, like a hidden dream which would become a reality.

It is from this wonderful state that he emerged when he heard footsteps ascending the path towards the plane tree. He sat up and looked. From the stone entrance a very old monk appeared, somewhat bent and hunched over. Basilis jumped up and ran to welcome him, noticing that he was labouring with his breath from the incline.

The old monk asked for some water, which Basilis brought in a glass on a tray. The old man sipped the water slowly. By the time he had drunk it all, he had not only quenched his thirst but also regained his breath. It was only then that he spoke.

“Greetings, Captain Basilis.”
“Welcome, father” answered Basilis.

Then they remained quiet for a while, until the monk asked.

“Well, won’t you ask me how I knew who you were and called you by name?”
“You must have noticed various battle scars and other marks which I am known to have,” The monk looked at him with surprise. “Well, as you say, I looked for certain identification marks. How do you know?”
“I knew. I don’t know how. Maybe from your eyes.
-Will you believe what I have to tell you? Do you trust me?”
-“Yes, I trust you. Tell me, who sent you?”
“Father Razi sent me.”
As soon as Basilis heard this, he felt his heart race. A strange joy, mixed with some unidentified fear filled his soul. He didn’t show these feelings which, after all were not quite clear to him. He asked the monk.

“And what may his message be?”
-“He wants to see you.”
-“But how, he is in Pilio.”
-He wants you to go there and see him.”
- ‘Go to Pilio?” asked the incredulous Basilis, as if to himself.

The monk did not answer, leaving Basilis to his thoughts. Truly, within a few moments many thoughts raced through Basili’s mind, but all the more impressing upon him that whatever the reason, it had to be important. He had something of great significance to share with him that he could not convey through another. Despite this, he asked the monk.

“Do you know what he wants?”
The monk dithered for a moment, as if he had been put in a spot. He then said.

“I don’t know exactly why he wants you. But even if I had known, it would have been of no value for me to tell you. You need to go yourself to see him.”
Basilis did not venture further. The monk’s words were measured and it was of no use questioning further. The decision to go and see father Razi in Pilio had anyhow been born in his soul

The old man, as if aware of his decision, advised,

“I came from the Mavrovouni (Black Mountain). It is the shortest route. Have you been that way?”
-“Yes, many a time. In fact I know the Mavrovouni as well as the Kyssavos..”
- “Once you have passed the Mavrovouni, take the path along the Platano stream.

When you arrive at Makri Gefiri village, cross the river and head through the bush towards Pilio. At Makrinitsa village, the first house that you see half a kilometre out side the village is father Zisi’s.  Enter it. Somebody will be waiting for you to take you to father Razi, at the Souvrias monastery.

“Thank you, when should I set off,” asked Basilis.

“As soon as possible. The quicker the better, isn’t that the saying?.”
“Consider it done.”promised Basilis. “Do you have any other request for me?”
-“No, just a piece of advice, if I may,”
-“By all means, go ahead.”
-“In order to prevent any misfortune en route, I’d advise you to change your image.”
Basilis knew exactly what the monk meant. To shave off his beard and moustache. He laughed.

“Your wish is my command” smiled Basilis. “ Will you then come with me?”
-“No, I have another, further trip. I’m going to Thessaloniki..”
-“All this distance by foot? Why don’t you take a ship?”
-“Better by foot. I want to go past Olympus. I have orders.”
Basilis questioned no further, as he saw that the monk was reluctant to divulge any further information.
“I just wanted to rest today”, said the old man, ”would there perchance be a bed at the Metohi?”
-“But of course. Come inside to rest,” invited Basilis.

Early the next morning, Basilis was ready to leave. He had already shaved off his beard, and also cut his hair. He washed and took a change of clothing, which he wrapped in a bundle and placed in his large shoulder bag. He also wrapped a loaf of bread and many olives in a clean cloth for the road.

He went to the monk’s cell to see if he had awakened. He knocked. No reply. He gently pushed the door open. It was empty. The monk had left already.

Without further ado, he was off, pausing only to ask Pahoumis to hand over command to Strati, and that he would not be long, at most ten days.

During the whole of the two day journey, Basilis felt the same deep joy that he had felt the morning the old monk came to see him with Razi’s message. His pace wasw light and swift, like a deer. He was no sooner down the side of a ravine, than he had already scaled the other side. He hardly felt the passage of the peaks, one after the other. At midday, he felt that he had just started, and at night, he was reluctant to stop. He even forgot to eat, drinking frequently from the mountain springs along his path instead.

His first overnight was in a mountain cave, the second in a shepherd’s pen. The third day he was at Makrinitsa, where he headed straight for father Zisi’s abode

-“Good and just was your cause, as Klepht leader and guerrilla.”
Said father Razi .

They had already met a while ago at the abbot’s quarters of Souvrias monastery and were in deep conversation. 

“This mission, however, is something else, even more good and just. To do away, once and for all, with tyranny from our land. One law for all, the law of justice.No more a law of the sultan, another of the governor, another of the tax collector, and another of the janissaries”
-“and another of Kyssavitis;” added Basilis, as if in jest.

Father Razis however, appreciated the meaning behind his words.

-“You’re right. Kyssavitis too has his say in his area. And no matter how much better and more just it is, it is still Kyssaviti’s personal rule. When you shall pass away, so shall your rule and your assistance to the oppressed. 
The uprising which is occurring, however, will transcend all the banners, whether the sultan’s, the janissaries, the pasha, and the Klepht. One flag shall fly, the flag of brotherhood, representing one law, that of righteousness.

Basilis did not need to hear any further to get the gist of the uprising. Besides, nobody but father Razi could communicate directly with Basili’s soul, to resonate with his deepest thoughts and his noble intentions. All the mysterious and unexplained joy that he had experienced from just before he received the message, and accompanied him on his trip now had a meaning.

This is how Basilis felt. As if all he had heard was indeed the materialisation of his deepest wish, a life force arising deep within his soul, his motivation, like the fresh spring water which gave him the power to think clearly and correctly, surpassing all his own, personal difficulties and issues. To overcome issues of the ego, power trips, petty squabbles, temptations to be angry and unruly. To do what is good, in a word, the dream of justice and love between people.

They had been talking for a long time, before there was a knock on the door. 

The monk opened the door to two armed men, captains of Pilios.

He introduced the men and left them to talk. 

Basilis found out that the whole of Pilios was in uprising, and it would not be long before the castle in Volos would be stormed and the Turks hounded out of there.

However, to assure the success of the uprising in the province of Thessalia, Aghias had to be taken. This would be the responsibility of Captain Kyssavitis.

When Basilis told them how small his force was, some fifty men all in all, the others told him that it was his responsibility to enlist the cooperation of all the villagers of Aghias and the other villages of the Kyssavos range. To join into one united force, and strike the Turks and all who sided with them. Most importantly, he must keep the plans secret for now, so that enemy forces could be taken by surprise.

If he could not muster enough men, he was offered well equipped reinforcements for the attack.

Basilis listened attentively. He knew the people of his area the way no outsider did. He had his doubts as to if and how the local leaders of the Kyssavos would go with this plan. He had no doubt that there was nothing the people wanted more than their freedom, but their fear made them bow their heads in submission to whoever had power over them. What would he have to do to promote a united spirit of uprising amongst them? This was to be his predominant concern.

Before closing the discussion, the captains told him of the Filiki Eteria, a society which had as its aim the freedom of the Hellenes. They asked him if he wanted to become a member and swear allegiance, taking an oath of obedience.

Basilis answered. “My word is my oath. I give my word to do everything I can towards the freedom of the oppressed, but reserve the right to use my discretion and act accordingly. If an order appeared unjust to me, I would not be able to follow it. That is why I’d better not swear allegiance.” 

The captains did not insist. All they asked for was to be informed as to progress in the assault of Aghias, so that reinforcements could be sent. Basilis committed himself to comply.

It was late afternoon when Basilis neared Aghias. He lay down in a trench in a wheat field. He was well concealed by the shafts of wheat. As he lay between two rows of wheat, he looked straight up and could see nothing but the blue sky, framed by the rows of wheat on either side. It seemed to him as if he was not on earth, but suspended somewhere in the infinite. He couldn’t tell how long he was in this state, but when he somehow returned suddenly to his senses, his concerns about motivating a united uprising were clearly answered.

 “I’ll tell the truth;” he said to himself, steadily and straightforwardly.

This was the decision of his heart that made his feet unconsciously walk him towards Aghias, rather than straight back to his men. Now he knew why, and could see how he was being led to the realisation of his soul’s commitment.

Despite his itching to set off at once, he waited until nightfall before setting off at a quick pace towards Aghias. He headed straight for his paternal home. He found the key in the hole in the wall where he hid it as a child. He unlocked, entered and lit a candle. The shutters faithfully hid the candle light from the outside.

He took a piece of paper, ink, and a quill. He sat at the table and wrote what he had decided.

“Deat elders of Aghiass and honourable chief tax collector Hadjiloukos!

I, Kyssavitis write you this message that shall bring joy to your hearts. Before I say anything else to you I have this to say. May you be forgiven, and forgive me, too for whatever we have done to one another over the years. Let us cleanse our souls of all enmity so that we may accept the big message- the freedom of our Nation, the resurrection of our crucified people. You would have no doubt also heard that at the Moria and Roumeli the revolution has been declared and the oppressed is fighting and is winning his freedom. Having come from Pilio I bring you the news that there the people are armed and are fighting for their life and freedom.At any time now, Volos will be freed.

I ask you.Is it not our responsibility and honour to free our place, Aghias and Kyssavos, even at the risk of our personal interests? What’s the point of doing well ourselves, when the people are oppressed and support our privileged positions with their sweat and blood? So, I say this- Even if you lose your position and wealth in the uprising, the free nation and the just laws will ensure your wellbeing and you will not be without.
I, as you know, have nothing to envy. I am free, and the Turks praise me, instead of the other way round. Not only have they promised me armaments, but wages. But I have never wanted them, because I know that this money is from the sweat of the poor, and I’d rather my hand burn than take it. I don’t worship money. I don’t need it. And whenever I took your money, I shared it amongst the poor and my men. Neither do I seek praise and honour. I earn it with my deeds. My only concern is the freedom of the nation. Therefore advise and encourage the people to prepare for the uprising and to assist me. or in a few days, I shall enter Aghias with arms. I do not want slaughter or bloodshed. That is why I shall notify the Turks to withdraw and go to Larissa or wherever else they want to go for security, and to let us rule our place with the norm of justice and freedom. Should any Turkish or Albanian families wish to stay, they are free to do so. We are not sending them off. But the members of the oppressive regime, and the janissaries, they had best leave, so that the place can be freed of tyranny, and so that they can save their skins. If you see Androulis, show him my letter.

It’s for him, too. I cannot see him, because he is antagonistic towards me. However, I consider him to be my brother, as I have said to him, and worthy man of the nation, and I extend my hand to him.If he wants, he can play his part in the battle, and he’ll be my right hand man.

Brothers, Aghiates! This is the sacred hour, the hour of Resurrection. Let everyone give of his best, his offering to the Easter of Disenslavement, the honourable battle of freedom. Let us cleanse, once and for all, the shame of injustice, the exploitation of tyranny, the subservience, and fear. Let us raise our heads up high, to look God in the face.

I have no more to say to you. I greet you and wish you a happy arrival in the free Aghias.

Your brother, Captain Basilis Kyssavitis.

Dawn had hardly broke when Basilis gave the letter to a trusted friend, to be given in turn to the elders that day. He then set off immediately for the mountains. He felt free and a childlike freshness of spirit, like when he first set off, as a child, to join the klephts. He felt as if he was starting his life once more, but with a new, more beautiful and deeper meaning.With a feeling that embraced not only his place and its people, the memory of his father, the oppressed, but beyond. To all people, to live fearlessly and freely, in justice and love.

This was his vision, one which he felt could easily be spread to others. Who would not want such a world? What is needed, he thought, is truth. He was not to hide anything from anyone. Openly, transparently, he would share his intention to all. For all to be united under the flag of freedom. How could he make secret plans? How can freedom be gained through lies? Is truth not the first step to freedom? Truth, freedom and justice, can they be separated? If  these concepts give meaning to a person’s life, how then anyone be true to one and not the others?

It was with these selfsame thoughts that enlightened his mind the previous evening, when he was observing the sky from the wheat fields that he was motivated to write the letter and address it to the elders of Aghias. He felt cleansed and unburdened having written it, and with the same intent proceeded to Anatoli., to meet up with his men.

For three days, Basilis and his men toured the surrounding villages, spreading the initiative of the uprising to the people., motivating and encouraging them to take part in the battle of Aghias., to free their part of the country. And it was not a few people who sought out their weapons from where they were hidden, preparing to follow Kyssavitis. The one would encourage the other, so that  a great enthusiasm flared like wildfire from village to village.

 Many looked forward to the day, or night, when Kyssavitis would encircle Aghias, so that they, too would take part in the freedom struggle. They saw it as a special feast day, a kind of second Easter. Many already knew that the surrounding of Aghias was due to happen on Sunday night, the eve of the Pentacost. By dawn they would be in Aghias and freed the village. If the Turks put up a resistance, they would be attacked. But they were few in number, and would rather surrender than lose their lives. They would be disarmed and held hostages to be exchanged for Greek prisoners from other battles. This summarised Kyssaviti’s plan.
On the Friday before the attack, disaster struck. Janissaries struck the villages, gathering all the villagers to the village square, where they ordered them, through threats and violence to hand over whatever weapons they had. For fear of their lives, many yielded and handed over their arms. When a few started handing over their arms, the others followed in a snowball effect..

How did this come about?

When Hadjiloukos read the letter, he was not interested in sharing its altruistic ideals. All he saw was that his interests were being threatened. This was what mattered to him. Ali Pasha had appointed him chief tax collector, a position of great prestige and wealth. Something which he would under no circumstances forfeit. He therefore convinced the elders that they were obliged to help save the place from destruction, as he put it. He had already shown the letter to the Turkish governor so that he could prepare to squash the rebellion.

In order to achieve this, they first had to disarm the people of Aghias and surrounding villages of the Kyssavos. Initially, it would be a plea, supposedly for the benefit of the oppressed. If and when this did not work, the villagers would be forced to surrender their weapons through whatever threats or violence it took. So started a massive propaganda campaign against the klephts, and at the same time, the janissaries were sent out to the villages to disarm and bully the villages into submission.
Basilis heard of this on the Saturday morning. He was obviously deeply grieved by Hadjilouko’s betrayal, but was not given to panic. His decision to fight for freedom was deep within him, and nothing could deter him.

-“When the villagers see us, they will find their courage again and come and join us.” He said to his men.

“But with what weapons are they going to fight?” aksed one of the men.

-“With whatever they have at hand, with scythes, clubs, whatever they can lay their hands on. We shall also hand out any weapons we may have to spare. I have sent a message to Androuli who will also come and help us.” 
-“Androulis? Do you believe that he will assist us?”
-“I hope so.”
Dawn breaks. Basilis has occupied the hill overlooking Aghias. Behind him are the mountain ridges of the Kyssavos. Besides his fifty men, another two hundred and fifty men from the surrounding villages swell his ranks. He prepared him for combat on the ridge behind him. 
He knew that he would have no chance of launching an attack, as the Turks by now considerably outnumbered him.He did however hope to sustain their attack before launching a counter attack. To pursue them back to the Aghias Castle. Then he would enter the town and create an uprising amongst the people. That’s how he would win the battle. Suddenly a rolling of drums loudly broke the night sky. It was the cavalry heading the attack.  
Behind them a considerable distance away, were the infantrymen, janissaries and others. The infantry proceeded straight, while the cavalry veered left to encircle them. 
Basilis decided to retreat to the right, gaining height, to be in a better fighting position, where he and his men knew every rock and cranny. 
As he prepared to issue the order, a villager he had posted as a lookout reported that the very pass they were going to take was blocked off by Androuli and his men. 
He realised that he was now completely surrounded. Androuli, instead of being with him, had sided with the Turks. Forever wanting to think the best of everyone, even now, he asked himself what lies he must have been told to have done this.
But the worst was still to come. A villager, risking his life, ran up to him and reported that, not only had the villagers of Aghias surrendered their arms and not started their rebellion, they were actually roped in to help the Turks, following and supporting them in the attack.

Basilis realised that he was about to be trapped, with no way out. His only way out, to save his life and the lives of his men would be to withdraw to the mountains.

But he had made his commitment, from deep within his soul. His vision of freedom and unity had taken full possession of him. Just as a subdued, oppressed person feared losing his life and paid for it with his freedom, the person who loved freedom never feared losing his life in his quest to attain it. What is life without freedom, it is death. It is not life. 
While Hadjiloukos feared losing his wealth and  rushed to side with the foreign oppressors, Basilis would keep his word. What value is there to wealth and status without justice, without equality with others? When your fellow countrymen are poor, is your wealth not as an alien entity, a sickness of your body?
And Androulis, who made himself out to be a brave man. Where is the valour, when you strike your own brother? It is barbarity, inhumanity. And it is pathetic, slavish submission to side with the Turk, merely because he is stronger.
These were the thoughts that rushed through his mind as Basilis heard these tragic tidings, and while his men awaited orders. With a firm, fearless voice, he shouted.

“We are surrounded, from all sides. We have an obligation to tell the villagers that came with us the truth. Whoever wants let him return to their villages, before the cavalry arrives.

“And us, Captain?” asked Stratis at his side.

“We shall fight. But don’t think that I am holding you to it. Whoever wants is free to leave. I cannot take back my word. I don’t put my life above freedom.

“And if we give our lives, what of freedom?” asked a man, doubtingly.
“Whoever give his life for freedom is already free,” responded Basilis. Only in this way can the oppressed be enlightened to someday command his freedom.”
“Will they ever learn, or are we to lose our lives in vain?” asked Dimos.

They will learn. Life without freedom is a lie, it is sick. Sickness torments the unfree and pushes him to seek the remedy. And the only remedy is freedom.

The word had spread amongst the villagers, most of whom quickly started running back to their villages. Few remained, committed to victory or death. Nearly all of Basili’s men held firm, while two or three more were ordered by Basilis to leave.
Two of them were family men with an obligation to protect their children.

Another was Grammatikos. Basilis did not want such a good brain to be lost, before it could ripen and give of its fruit. He told him to go to Pilio, to father Razi, who would in turn send him where he should go.
The battle lasted an hour. Basilis and his men were well dug in and survived numerous assaults. Towards the end, however, numerous cavalrymen came in from the rear. His men had to split, fighting on both fronts, and thus dividing their firepower in two. The Turks were many, and encroaching faster and faster on the men. Most of the men were killed or injured, leaving only Basilis and Stratis at his side. 

A blue light of dawn started emerging from behind the peak, like the one where he dreamt of his father leading him to the mountain peak.

“We’re surrounded, Captain,” shouted Dimos as he saw a number of janissaries approaching him with their yataghans (large, curved fighting cutlasses) in hand.
“Counter attack!” we must not be taken alive!” shouted Basilis, sword in hand..

They arose at once to break the circle. Dimos and Stratis fell on the spot. Basilis battled with a janissary, sword to sword, when his sword snapped off at the hilt.

“I have captured you alive,” shouted the janissary, not realising who he was dealing with. Basilis refused to give in, committed to fight to the death. He put his hand to his belt, to draw his pistol which he knew was unloaded. 

The janissary was fooled and pulled out his pistol. Basilis made as if he was taking aim, giving the janissary the opportunity to shoot him dead.

That Easter was indeed a Black Easter.for the people of Aghias and the Kyssavos range. However, with the entire trauma following the failed uprising, they had a secret comfort. Those that had offered to the uprising in whatever way felt that they had contributed something towards freedom, as if offering a gift to the Crucified One.
When passing Basili’s closed house, the villagers would make the sign of the cross. Indeed, when worshipping through saints Basil and George, they had Kissavitis in mind.

They felt him standing up high, between heaven and earth, God and man.

People always seek to fly beyond the bounds of their humdrum life, beyond time and space. Embracing the everlasting and the timeless. But they never succeed. That is why their only consolation is to, in their prayers, secretly converse with those few people who with their life and death surpassed their little self and took their place between heaven and earth, between God and man, between time and timeless perpetuity.
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