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1

In which John makes his debut as a mime artist in a Greek café and his cellist son encourages him in a rash decision

It was the sort of rain you expect climbing an exposed hillside in the Lake District in February or tramping around the edge of a Scottish loch: cold rain, driven hard by an easterly wind, stinging the face. It was not the sort of rain you expect in Greece. With the benefit of hindsight I should have seen it as a harbinger of worse things to come. If I had known then, as I struggled to find my rental car in the vast car park of Athens airport, what the next couple of years were going to bring I would probably have turned around and caught the next plane back to London. The fact that I didn’t says more about my stubbornness than it does about my common sense.

Ahead of me, if I ever managed to find the blasted car, lay a long drive that would take me across the Corinth Canal onto the Peloponnese peninsula. The last leg of the journey involved crossing two mountains and by the time I reached them it would be dark. The mountain roads of Greece are pretty fearsome at the best of times. The double lines in the middle of the most treacherous stretches are not so much laws that must be obeyed on pain of severe penalties as helpful guidelines. They do not tell you: ‘If you overtake at this point you will probably be killed and if not you will be fined heavily and disqualified for dangerous driving.’ Instead they say: ‘It’s probably wise not to try it, but if you do overtake and get killed don’t say we didn’t warn you.’

But at least there is beauty in the mountains and on a summer’s day the breathtaking scenery lifts the spirits. On a black night in driving rain there are no views at all and the only things to see are the little roadside shrines, candles burning inside some of them to mark the passing of the poor unfortunates who had made the same journey as I was about to make and had either ignored the road markings or were the victims of someone else who had. I once tried counting the shrines. I gave up by the time I had calculated that there were roughly two of them for every mile of road. Not the best odds, I thought.

Still, there would be some consolation at the end of the journey – assuming it did not end with a blazing wreck at the bottom of a cliff or on a hairpin bend squashed by a big Greek truck. I was driving to what would one day be my new home in the Peloponnese. There was already a home there when I bought the land – though ‘home’ is stretching it a bit. It was a dilapidated old cottage whose only inhabitants for the last seven years or so had been a colony of rats. But it was in a stunning location – right on the beach – and high above it, cut into the hillside, in an even more stunning position, were the foundations of what could become a glorious villa. All I had to do was get it built. That’s all.

Waiting for me in the cottage would be Daniel, the builder who had become a friend. He was working on making the cottage habitable and would then start work building the new house. He was a charming and clever Englishman who had come to do some work in Greece twenty years earlier and liked it so much he stayed. He had learned to speak the fiendishly difficult language so well he was indistinguishable from the natives – which was good. As I was to learn to my great cost, he had also learned the Greek approach to life in general and building in particular, which was bad. But I did not know that on this bitter winter’s night. All I knew was that he had promised he would be there when I arrived from London. He would have a fire blazing in the grate, of course, and maybe a hot meal on the cooker. He might even have uncorked a bottle of the local wine – pretty rough but very drinkable and the perfect restorative after a hellish four or five hours on the road.

I got there eventually, but he had not. No Daniel. Therefore there was no fire and no food. I also discovered, after fumbling around in the secret hiding place under an old tile, that there was no key to the cottage either. I considered my options. I could try breaking in. This would not be easy because the windows were shuttered and I had no tools and it was dark: not city dark, where your eyes grow gradually accustomed to the background light from a thousand street lamps but the kind of total blackness you get only when you are many miles from a town and there is not a sliver of moon or a single star in the sky. I could wait for Daniel but I knew there was a very good chance that, like Godot, he would never come. One of the ways he had adapted to Greek life, as I should have realised, was that ‘I’ll be there at seven tomorrow evening’ really meant: ‘I might be there at seven tomorrow. Or eight. Or the day after tomorrow. Then again, I might simply not come at all.’ Mañana may be a Spanish word but they learned it from the Greeks.

I considered other options. I could try sleeping in the car, but it was getting very cold and I would probably be frozen solid by morning. Or I could simply walk into the water and put an end to it all. But the water in my bay is pretty shallow until you’ve crossed the reef and it would be very painful having to clamber over the reef in the dark to get to the deep water. Death by a thousand coral cuts would be unpleasant: death by a thousand sea urchin spines is surely worse. And anyway there was a slightly less melodramatic option: I could get back into the car and drive to Metamorfosi, the village above my property, to seek help.

There were two obvious flaws with this plan. One was that I spoke no Greek and the other was that the locals speak no English. For all its appeal, this was not the charming little Aegean village so familiar from the cover of holiday brochures: pretty whitewashed villas with tumbling bougainvillea, pink roof tiles and blue shutters clinging to the side of the hill, the streets full of colourful tavernas whose owners make their living from British holidaymakers and realise it is just as important to speak a little English as it is to have bright pink taramasalata on the menu to satisfy British palates. Metamorfosi is not like that. It is authentically Greek.

‘Authentic’, I’ve come to recognise, is a tricky sort of notion. We all claim to want it when we’re in foreign parts – but only up to a point. What we actually want is our version of it. A bit of ‘authentic’ food is very nice – just so long as there’s no risk that it will give us the runs in the morning and there’s something on the menu that the kids will eat: preferably something involving chips, beans and either sausages or fish fingers. And, of course, it’s terribly annoying if the locals haven’t taken the trouble to learn even a little of our language. How on earth are we meant to communicate? Authenticity is all very well, but let’s not overdo it, eh?

The closest thing to a cheery taverna in Metamorfosi is a slightly forbidding café – not quite the sort of place where plates are smashed to loud bouzouki music on boozy Saturday nights. The coffee is highly authentic and quite delicious, I’ve no doubt, if you drink it with four or five spoons of sugar in a very small cup. If you don’t take sugar it tastes like mud. Starbucks this ain’t. Not that it mattered on that grim night because it appeared to be closed. In fact, when I pushed the door it opened and I found myself on the set of that strange film An American Werewolf in London. Or at least that’s what it felt like.

I was the American and dozens of pairs of eyes swivelled towards me. What appeared to be half the population of the village was here in this room behind the little shop, warming themselves in front of a fire of olive logs. In one chair was a pile of old clothes which moved when I looked at it... then got up and made its way very slowly to the door. Inside it was a tiny woman – bent so far over that her face was almost level with her waist – and very, very old. The proprietor said goodnight to her and nodded to me in recognition. I recognised him too. He had served cups of mud to my son Christopher and me when we had first come to Metamorfosi on one of our house-hunting trips. That had been some months earlier on a beautiful sunny day, when the idea of finding a house in Greece had seemed such a lovely idea.

Christopher (much more of him later) speaks good Greek, though not as good as Daniel. Nor has he yet, after eighteen years of living in the country, become a real native, though I fear he is learning. He had asked the proprietor about the property and the man had shaken his head very slowly from side to side. Were we really, honestly interested in buying it? Didn’t we realise that the owner was asking a ludicrous amount of money for what was no more than a derelict cottage and a building site? Why, in the name of every Greek god who ever existed, would a couple of foreigners like us want to buy such a place in Metamorfosi? And if it was such a good idea to build a big villa in that particular spot why had it been abandoned for several years?

That conversation had taken place many months ago and, in spite of his warnings, I had gone ahead and bought it. Now here I was, on this bleak winter’s evening, wondering why I had not heeded his advice and returned swiftly to London.

The proprietor said something to the other villagers (to his credit, there was only the merest hint of a snigger) and they looked at me half in wonder and, I suspect, half in pity. What then followed was the most bizarre game of charades I had ever played. You try it. You try acting out the pantomime that says: ‘I am the foreign idiot who spent a small fortune on a derelict cottage and now cannot get into it because the key is no longer in its hiding place and the builder has not arrived and I have nowhere to sleep and will somebody PLEASE HELP ME!’

I try to picture now what I must have looked like then, standing in front of this audience and doing my best to mimic the action of a key being inserted into a lock, then vigorously shaking my head to illustrate that the door would not open because the key did not, in reality, exist and then affecting a look of despair. Actually, I think I did the despair bit rather well – not that it made any great demands on my acting skills since it was entirely genuine.

My audience sat through this bizarre pantomime entirely impassively, seemingly unmoved even when I got to the despairing scene. You’d have thought that their winter nights were frequently disturbed by strange Englishmen (it took some years to get around to my Welshness) bursting in on them and providing an impromptu floor show. When it was clear that I had finished they discussed my performance at some length. I half expected them to hold up score cards, the way they do at ice skating contests, but instead one of them uttered a name – Babageorgos – and it was clear that salvation was at hand.

I knew the name. He was the old man who had been keeping an eye on the property for half a century or more. He, of course, would have a key. A search party was formed to find him and I tagged along. He was also very old – perhaps not as old as the bent-over lady, but certainly in his eighties if not his nineties. He had clearly been dozing in front of his fire, but he insisted on leaving his house and coming with me down to the cottage. Maybe he didn’t trust me not to lose this key too, but I think he was just being friendly.

And so I spent my first night alone in Villa Artemis, a rather grand name for a decrepit cottage. Not quite alone, as it happened. My sleep was disturbed by a thriving colony of rats who clearly regarded it as their home, though they did have the good grace that night to confine themselves – albeit noisily – to the roof space above my bed rather than pay a social call on me personally. They became more sociable with the passing of time, as Christopher’s Greek auntie-in-law was to discover when she slept in the same room some months later and woke to find a pair of them sitting at the end of her bed regarding her with great curiosity. The auntie-in-law did not return. But I did.

I have spent many days and nights since then in that little cottage, some more eventful than others. Here are a few of the things that have happened during the building of the new house that made me wonder occasionally whether it might not have been wiser after all to wade into the black water on that winter’s night:

•a small but scary earthquake;

•the worst forest fire in the history of modern Greece;

•a drunken, incontinent, over-familiar peacock;

•an angry old man accusing me of stealing his olive trees;

•assorted contractors demanding vast amounts of money for work I never ordered including one who has not set foot on the property since I’ve owned it;

•assorted foremen builders who actually did carry out some work but would have been more help if they, too, had never turned up;

•the threat of invasion by people-smugglers who scared one contractor so much he lit flaming torches at night and planted them on the beach;

•Greek bureaucracy

That last entry is the one that still, after all this time, causes me to whimper pathetically. I know I will not do justice to it in the pages that follow. It deserves a book all of its own. Dealing with Greek officialdom is like trying to wade through a lake of treacle wearing a heavy overcoat and lead-lined boots with your eyes blindfolded, knowing that if you ever make it to the shore there will be another official waiting to push you back in again. And then jump on your head and hold you down. If anybody ever again complains to me about the British planning process or British plumbers or British builders in general I shall take them to Villa Artemis and feed them to the rats – having filled in the appropriate forms beforehand, obviously.

But we persevered in spite of everything and now a splendid villa sits on the hillside overlooking what may be the most beautiful bay in the world. There are, admittedly, one or two minor problems still. The water that comes from the bathroom taps has an annoying tendency to electrocute unwary guests and the swimming pool seems determined to slide down the hill into the sea – which rather defeats the point of having one, I suppose. That’s because some abnormally heavy rain has undermined the terrace on which it’s built. Not that the rain will matter too much in the long run if we get any more earthquakes because the whole garden will disappear – and maybe the house too.

But let’s look on the bright side. The job is, more or less, complete and for that I have to thank Christopher’s beautiful wife Peppy, who is a Greek lawyer capable of playing the bureaucrats at their own game, and Peppy’s father Thakis. He is a civil engineer who not only makes the best stifado on the planet and several other classic Greek dishes besides, but is capable of putting the fear of God into incompetent officials. And then, of course, there is my first-born son, Christopher.

Christopher is an optimist. He sees every cup as half full and every opportunity – no matter how fraught with risk – as a golden one, to be seized with maximum enthusiasm and minimum caution. For Christopher, problems do not exist. The future stretches away to a golden horizon and the sun rises each morning on a world of opportunity and harmony full of joy and prosperity for all – except, possibly, in the few hours after waking with a hangover. When someone makes a promise to Christopher he believes deep in his soul that the promise will be fulfilled. It does not occur to him that the person making it may well be a gross incompetent barely capable of erecting a shelf in the kitchen, let alone a seven-bedroomed villa on a steep hill, or an unprincipled rogue and vagabond – or possibly a combination of both. Christopher believes in the milk of human kindness and that all will be well in the best of all possible worlds, no matter that every scintilla of available evidence and experience suggests exactly the opposite.

In truth, the world would probably be a better place if there were fewer crusty old cynics like me and more trusting young souls like my son. It is also true that his virtues are perfectly acceptable (if not desirable) in a musician, which is what he is. He has made his living as a cellist since he left the Royal College of Music in 1990. One of the proudest moments of my life was watching him in his first solo concert playing Elgar’s cello concerto. He was clearly transported with the beauty of the music – and so was I, the nervous father in the front row, watching him. But the qualities needed to play divine music on a cello are not exactly the same as those needed to oversee the building of a house in Greece.

It would be unfair to blame Christopher for the various crises we endured and it is certainly true that I should have exercised a little more control. Every time he phoned me in London to tell me that he had just hired the finest building contractor on the mainland of Europe, who was absolutely guaranteeing to complete the whole job on time for the price of little more than a decent bottle of wine and a cheese sandwich, I should have caught the next flight to Athens, driven at speed to his home and tied him to a chair until the scales fell from his eyes. But I never did. The truth, of course, is that I wanted to believe him. More to the point, I needed to believe him: I had no choice. Supervising a difficult building project is bad enough if you’re on the spot but if you’re a thousand miles away and can’t speak the language, it’s impossible.

So his natural enthusiasm invariably trumped my instinctive caution and it would not be until several months later, when the finest contractor in Europe had turned out to be incapable of building a doll’s house from Lego bricks, that he would reluctantly agree that, yes, on balance it might not have been the wisest choice and the money thrown at him might have been better used lighting the barbecue. Not that he was unduly dismayed, because by then he would have found another contractor and this one really was the finest... you may fill in the rest of this sentence as you wish.

Nor can I blame Christopher for setting this whole thing in motion – except in the widest sense that if he had not decided to move to Athens, the idea of a home in Greece would never have entered my head. But he did and I started going there regularly and hugely enjoyed our walking holidays in the Peloponnese and I became fascinated with Greece. It was at the end of one of our walks that I made one of my more rash decisions: to buy a building site in a meltingly beautiful corner of the Peloponnese. Not that it seemed rash at the time because Christopher encouraged me to believe that building a house on a steep hill would be a walk in the park. A doddle, as he put it.

I believed him. Can you credit that? I had been a fresh-faced 22-year-old struggling to make a name for myself on a Welsh newspaper when Christopher bawled his way into the world and for forty-two years I had watched him grow into the amusing, intelligent, accomplished young man he is today. I know his strengths and I thought I knew his weaknesses. Had I given it a moment’s thought I would have realised that his judgement on how long it would take to build a house and what the problems might be would prove about as useful as a mink coat in a Greek summer. But I didn’t.

That was in January 2006. Within six weeks I was the owner of the building site, four acres of forested hillside, one wreck of a beach cottage, one charming lemon grove and heaven knows how many ancient olive trees. Summer came and went and so did several more summers and the building site remained just that: a building site. This book tells the story of those years and it should, in all fairness, include Christopher’s version of events as well as mine – and also his own reflections on what it’s like to be a foreigner living in one of the world’s most fiercely patriotic and tradition-bound countries. Those of us who have been there on holiday at some time or another might think we know a bit about it. As I discovered to my cost after a few years, most of us don’t.
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