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Windy again. I hired a Panda and went hunting (for bamboo, presumably). First I went to fill up with petrol, and that cost 35 euros which was more than I had on me, so I left the car there in the petrol station and walked back to the apartment to get more money. All the time the petrol was going in I was thinking ‘stop’, but it didn’t stop, and then it was too late. Of course, you can’t fill your own tank on Skopelos, there is an attendant to do it, in this case an old man who sat in the glass office with his wife. The apartment is only a few hundred metres away from the petrol station I had chosen, so I was very quick, and we were all very surprised and friendly. The petrol station man and his wife asked where I came from and that sort of thing, and I apologised and they said ‘not at all, not at all’ and none of us could understand a thing the other was saying. I didn’t feel embarrassed, which was odd. 

Then I drove off. 

The Panda says ‘young’ on the back but neither it nor I are so young anymore. I hired it from a different place because Spiros had nailed wood over his windows and vanished. I went without a map because I forgot to go back to the apartment and then I couldn’t be bothered. So I drove down some more preposterous roads, this time with even less idea of which ones I thought they were.

The Panda has spongy brakes and smells of petrol and the exhaust leaks and the handle for the rear part of the sunroof has come off and is suspended on a piece of string and bangs on the window when you turn sharply. Altogether more my sort of car, then, and it has better ground clearance, too. I ended up climbing tracks which even I thought difficult, where speeds of 10 kph seemed excessive and 2 butterflies constituted heavy traffic. Nevertheless I once met someone coming the other way and backed up into a field to let them past.

I went out again in the afternoon and followed virtually the same route, this time with the map, past the rubbish dump at which point the tarmac ends and out to Kalogeropetra. I kept making the same decisions as in the morning and thus ending up in the same places, but eventually doubled back and chose a different road which turned into a cliff of scree. I stopped going forward at all and tried to change gear and the Panda cut out and I rolled backwards to a slightly less precipitous spot and tried to start again in first. Not that easy, since the hand-brake doesn’t work hardly at all but I did get the car started despite it seeming not to want to and then a great rattling and banging took place as the road surface proceeded downwards around the car faster than we ascended it. There was no room to turn round though, and it would have been merely foolhardy to try reversing down the hill. The car and I went as much sideways as forwards, but by virtue of slipping the clutch and keeping the revs as low as possible we got past the worst bit and up onto something more like a track. There was an interesting church-place at the top, almost obscured by the grey concrete thing in front of it, and the huge jutting rock people had been using as a fireplace next to it. A little further on I rejoined the route I had travelled in the morning, so the precipice was hardly necessary, but hell, I got up it anyway.

All signposts in this area point to Sentouria, which I must have passed 20 times and never seen, unless it should happen to be a village (for which read 3 dwellings). I think it’s meant to be an archaeological site, but there is no signpost which tells you that you have actually got to it, only directions towards it from other places. Anyway, I found myself at a familiar crossroads having passed through the goatherd’s encampment for the 2nd time that day and for the 2nd time that day been chased by loudly barking dogs. Well, one dog this time, 2 dogs in the morning. Quite scary, really, even though, of course, I was in a car. I just kept driving at the same speed and hoped I didn’t run it over. It must have chased me for ½ a kilometre. 
Eventually I reached the donkey church, though Saint Donkey was not in residence, only his crocuses, and a little further on, on tarmac by now, I was flagged down by a lady standing at the roadside. She asked me in broken English whether I was going to Skopelos, and whether I would take her, to both of which questions I replied ‘yes’. So she got various bulging carrier bags and climbed into the car.

On the way down the unfamiliar road from Pirgos she crossed herself at every church and told me the names of the villages. We could not talk much, because I had to look at the road, and we had few words in common – all of them hers. We came across a herd of goats in the road. She decried October, and said it was cold, and that she had only swum twice this year because she’d been so busy. When I got into Skopelos she told me where to stop and let her out and thanked me and gave me some cyclamen, a crocus and some grapes from one of her bags. The flowers are in a glass of water over by the sink now. And I must have a shower and use some of this petrol.

*

Well, that was complicated, and I don’t suppose I can write even a fraction of it down, but having settled on the unrealistic notion of driving every road, cart-track, rubble-heap, footpath and dried-up river bed on the island I set off and found a new route over the top of Skopelos Town and back across opposite the sign for the helicopter port. There’s no sign of a helicopter port down there, by the way, but there are sometimes a lot of goats. I found out why the camera was flashing at me at some point too, I had knocked a dial to a position marked ½ x, so all the shots for 2 days will be wrongly exposed. I’ve got my doubts about it anyway, and I keep getting little images of pictures I took which probably no longer exist or never existed: that lizard hanging out of a rock by its tail; the horns on that goat; that roof; those boats from the terrace (etc etc). My life’s a nightmare of failure and anxiety, of course.

After that I managed to buy some more film in Skopelos, which has emptied the island of slide film, I think. My credit card bill increases. I then found a new and stunningly precipitous exit from Skopelos which was mostly concreted, thank heavens. Quite a road, that, out of town about ½ way along the ring road. There’s a little church with a drinking trough at the bottom and then it sets off vertically up the cliff between ramshackle smallholdings until it levels off through some olive trees, past another collection of corrugated iron and goats and connects up to the top road above Skopelos. I headed north, and found myself passing a number of ancient looking plane trees, and then there was the inevitable church, this one with yellow details and surrounded by cyclamen. Oh dear, one becomes quite blasé. I drove to Glossa on the main road when I rejoined it, although I stopped at Panormos because I wanted a coffee, but everywhere was shut. I walked around in Glossa again – what a town! It is insanely steep and intricate, made of narrow, cobbled winding alleys and staircases, old buildings with whitewashed plaster and shuttered windows, and projecting wooden balconies with toilet cubicles. 
But no coffee. 
Some builders were working on a roof and had a sort of bridge across the path/street from a flat roof up to their own. They stared at me and I stared back, a bit intimidated but not revealing it, I hope. I surveyed Glossa from above the church (is that cafe ever open?) and I could see my little Panda, the steps, the huge sweep of hill down to Loutraki, the distant islands illuminated by the sun (which seemed to be shining on Skiathos).

Oh! and in the morning I had found the old road to Stafilos, which was much more populated by dwellings than the new. I think I’ll go that way again. I had spent ages looking for it, it was marked on the map but not (of course) where it actually was, and I prowled up and down the road, eventually disappearing up someone’s private drive and ending up at a house and having to come back again before I did find it, when it revealed a splendid concrete mixer and deposited me back on the main road just near the turn off for Manos’ Apartments.

I had to go under the builders’ bridge in the end, and climbed down some steps and some more steps, and further steps, my leg beginning to give out by now. You couldn’t afford to fall down here; you’d not stop falling till you hit the sea. I saw a kitten on a motorbike. I saw a house for sale which seemed to be a ruin. I eventually found coffee at a posh new bar with a balcony terrace overlooking the sea and the view towards Skiathos where I was regaled by a loud wiry Greek in an Australian cowboy bush hat. He made a gesture linking his hands in front of him, indicating togetherness. He praised the view, which is stunning, of course. He said he had many English friends, which is because he acts as an agent in property sales. I don’t suppose you could trust him an inch, but I rather warmed to him anyway. He was ebullient. It was good coffee, and I changed the film in my camera and drove north. I want to reach the cape, but I only reached a radar station or something, and then disappeared down a dirt track which ended at two farm houses. I shall have to try again. On the way back I got stuck behind one of those rotovators with a trailer which stank of oil and went at about 4 kph. There was a woman sitting in the covered wagon with her face veiled, I think against the exhaust, not for religious reasons.

Two more things I’ve remembered: I went round one corner and a brown dog in the road barked at me, so I was going quite slowly when I came across 2 horsemen, one old man on a white horse directly in front of me on my side of the road. I managed to stop, and we all smiled broadly at each other. The old man, who had a luxuriant grey moustache held his hand over his heart and said something which I assume indicated that I had nearly given him a heart attack. A bit further on there was a man standing by the roadside. He managed to convey that he wanted to go to Skopelos, but I was heading north, and I couldn’t go all the way back then.

Concrete mixers have a resonant similarity in shape with amphoras. This probably explains the frequency of their inclusion in the design of Greek gardens.

*

If Skopelos is steep and absurdly picturesque, Glossa is doubly so. Almost all the vertical streets are not so much paths as staircases. Right at the steepling top is a house with a large collection of decorated tins and flattened cigarette packets, beer bottles, canisters, painted stones arranged in patterns on the path and on poles and shelves.

*

These photographs I could not take:

the liquid woven by a thin black snake,

the shorn-off olive grove beset by celandines,

the green pine set against the slaty sea,

the black winged hawk that shimmered from a pole,

the run of wooded cliffs off to the cape,

the white shack underneath the looming pine,

the smell of resin and the whir of bees;

I have to use my memory for these.

*

Back to Glossa and beyond, into the fearsome wilds and the very end of the world. I was trying to get to the lighthouse at Cape Gourouni, solely on the grounds that you couldn’t get any further once you had. I drove past Glossa therefore, and on to Perivoli, the beach of the naked Germans. I was getting far too close for my liking and began to think that I must have missed the road somehow when I saw below and in front of me down round another hairpin a dirt road leading away into the woods. ‘That might be it.’ I said to myself, (there being no-one else available), and when I reached the beginning of it, already in sight of the car-park for Perivoli, I turned left onto it. 

It is a long way to the end of the world.

I nearly broke my back twice by lunging down suddenly into gullies worn by water running across the road, but the Panda and I survived and reached an area occupied by a number of goats and chickens. I stopped and talked to the goats, but our conversation was somewhat one-sided. 

‘Splendid goats,’ I said ‘how intelligent and beautiful you are.’

The goats did not return my compliments. The area around Cape Gourouni is covered in heather, now flowering in profuse purple. If I had beehives, this is where I would put them. There were not enough beehives out there for my liking. Bees would love it. That’s after you get out of the pine woods, of course, that the heather starts. It’s all very Scottish, apart from the goats, and the weather. The lighthouse is just like a lighthouse. There is a notice on the gate  which would say ‘Keep Out’ in any language. I took a photo of it anyway, turned the Panda round on the narrow track and ate the vegetable pie I had bought from my favourite woman in the morning.
Incidentally, I missed a trick here, when buying my pie. I asked for a vegetable pie and she said ‘So that is your favourite.’ Now, at this juncture I should have replied ‘No, you are my favourite.’ But of course I didn’t, I said something foolish and largely incomprehensible about cheese pie and left. I can believe how stupid I am, but only because I have long experience of myself. I am nearly always this stupid, so I have become used to it. I watched the car ferry go past, and then I drove back. It was on the ferry to Skopelos that I had first seen the lighthouse, of course, a white finger at the tip of the island.

After the end of the world I went back to Glossa and had a coffee where I’d had one yesterday. I needed it. After that I drove out to see what else there was, finding a church of St George with a beautiful floor. I met an English couple. 

“It’s St George.” I said, smiling.

“I know.” said the plump, bearded one.

“Complete with dragon.” I said. 

They looked doubtfully at the building, which was small and had one typically rounded end, and dated from the 1980’s, I think.

“I’d go in.” I said. “It smells wonderful.” (As indeed it did, there had been incense burning in there recently.) 

I struggled back up the scree-slope road to the turn-off by the church with the railings, and then advanced round the circle of road at the top of the hill.
*

I propose a new substance to be called Pragma.

*

Excitement at the bakers’. A rough type drinks beer at  an inside table of which there are now several. Some youngish men come in and buy pastries. The Motor Tours man tries to extract a plastic spoon from a dispenser and is surrounded by a dry autumnal clattering as a dozen or more fall to the floor around him. A man’s mobile phone rings with the cry of a cat and he hisses at it before answering. I am invited to sit inside by the fat woman, which I do for the first time.

*

Among others, a perfectly horrible image where I was watching an animated (cartoon) flower singing about its feelings. It sang 

“I like that position, it’s so individual, so you: ‘You must be beautiful inside’.” (that last bit being a quote from a Disney/soft soul ballad). 

Some high degree of emotional pretension being parodied here. Also, I tried to take a wheelbarrow to Safeways, but they were digging up the roads. “It’s like they’ve made a moat.” I said to someone. 

Then again I was in a place full of drunk sunbathers and was trying to drink hot chocolate. One bloke begged a sip from me, I told him it wasn’t a good idea, but he said “That hits the spot.” Then he lurched, and in trying to avoid him I spilt some on another bloke’s back. I had to apologise, but said it was the first man’s fault, which he denied. I expected violence to result, but everything was fine.

Then again, lots of us were refugees on a big estate, perhaps in Scotland. A newcomer to the group was riding a lawnmower down some steps, and I had to ask him to stop, or he would break it.

It was so windy in the night! I had to close the shutters. The chair on the balcony migrated from one end to the other. The bathroom window blew open. I’ve done the washing, and now I shall try to find out if the free map’s right about the metalled road across the island from Skopelos to Neo-Klima/Elios. And do some shopping. Bread. Pie? Cake?

*

I drove out of Skopelos Town on the steepling road at the far end of town again and bravely stopped at the Skopelos Institute for the Arts. A dog barked at me. I bravely walked down a steep concrete drive and bravely knocked on the door. Equally bravely no-one was in.

I drove to Ananias on the road marked as metalled, but tarmac ceased where I had expected, just past the church of St Donkey. I drove on to find Sendoukia (whatever that is), beloved of signposts, and went as far as the encampment of vicious dogs and a little further and then back through the encampment of vicious dogs again (fortunately only barking resulted) until I located the beginning of a footpath, which I started to walk up.

No breakfast yet, mind you. The path had several autumn crocuses of a delicate lilac or pale mauve growing from between its rocks, and became stonier and stonier and more bare as I progressed up it. Estonia? There was a good deal of goat poo, but no goats. There were large numbers of cyclamen. There was a lot of bare, whitish rock. There was, in fact, a great absence of things. If Sendoukia is a place it is a place defined almost exclusively by its lack of content, a negative space from which other things can be seen. Most of the major peaks of the island. Several other islands. The sea in four directions. Sky. Pine trees. An ideal place for a beacon, perhaps. Very bare. Quite windy on such a windy morning.

I walked a long way over bare rock to the edge of the summit. Sea. Sky. Dismal crows. (To be fair, they didn’t seem so dismal up here in the bare sky with its scouring wind. They hurtled across, looking like they were having fun.) Little scrubby bushes. Rocks, some with holes in. 

I saw what might have been the footprint of a god, which sank at least nine inches into solid rock, properly foot-shaped. I saw a fenced enclosure in a sheltered hollow. I walked back.

I was pleased to see the car, and I drove it back to Skopelos, where the pie shop was shut. I knew I should have gone on the way. The bakery had moved itself indoors, the tented area outside deserted now and the tables set up indoors on the shop floor between the door and the counters. The television was on. I came back to the apartment and fell asleep, woke up, went out again, this time back down the old Stafilos road, only now in the reverse direction.

I started up it, and it passes by a large garage with what seemed American adverts, even though the road is not metalled. Somehow it was less clear going this way which was the proper route, and at one point I found myself hurdling up a mountain in first to arrive at a the end of the road in a farmyard with a huge pine tree. I could see pine-covered peaks all around me, and 2 small dogs, which barked a lot, but I largely disregarded. Under the pine tree was a table with a watering-can on it, and there was the usual collection of tin sheds. I stood admiring this delight of tranquillity for a while, and then a man appeared with a stick in his pyjamas. The stick wasn’t in his pyjamas, he was in his pyjamas, but walking with a stick. I smiled broadly and explained in incomprehensible terms that I had come the wrong way and would leave soon, and that his farmyard was beautiful. He made me free of the area with expansive gestures and words which I could not understand. We smiled more and left it at that, he limping off with his entourage of little dogs. I felt really happy. He was so nice to me. I drove back down the mountain and took a photo of a concrete mixer. 

After Stafilos appeared I drove to Agnondas, or almost there, first heading off past a compound ‘for sale’ which contained only a weird, broken machine and to a cliff edge with a goat encampment and a fenced-off shrine. Then the loop not marked as connected up on the bought map which led to the coastal cliffs above the bay through the pines. So beautiful. I felt pleased to be alive, and what’s more I noticed that I felt pleased to be alive, and that I was alive. So that’s one up for living, I suppose. In Agnondas it started to rain. There were ducks on the beach. 3 hawks flew overhead. I had a coffee and came back here.

*

Little drivings, largely inconclusive. Did I say I met 3 packhorses and got blocked off by a concrete mixer truck?
I took it well, just turned round and drove up the road and waited. I tried to find a road from Panormos which led back on itself. It was marked on the map, but not, apparently, on the face of the world. I took a road up from Milia that led past a million beehives. This road is marked by the fire hydrant that is itself always clustered thickly with bees. Either it leaks honey or the bees like what it does leak. I went down the heliport road too, to see if I could find the goats, but although some goats were there so was a man with a handkerchief on his head, and he put me off. I drove on to a lawn full of chickens and then back again when the road became too impassable even for me. As one last thing I drove east of Skopelos Town, past the little church I saw first, and past loads of monasteries, right to the end of the road, which turned out to be 2 big radio masts you can see from everywhere. It’s a long way. I met some goats and tried to reach a pair of churches down a steep path but had to give up, in any case becoming exhausted and barely getting back before dark.

I have to leave today, it’s raining, and I have nowhere to stay.

*

I tried ringing ahead to Alonnysos and booking somewhere, but anywhere that answered the phone was closed for the winter. It had taken some time to find out how to ring Alonnysos at all, I had to ask in a motorbike hire shop what part of the code you should use. However, I don’t see why there shouldn’t be somewhere to stay.

*

I’m sitting on a bench under an awning at the dockside in Skopelos. I have my ticket and a few hours before the ferry. It’s raining. I left my bags here and went and bought the ticket and had a coffee, and when I came back someone had moved my bags out of the rain and onto a bench under the shelter. That was lovely, but on the other hand I was appalled at the behaviour of some of the English tourists, for example the man who abused his wife for worrying about what would happen to her bags if the bags next to them were moved. I’m sure I’m as appallingly irritable as that when in company. It’s a relief that I have no-one to insult and harass. I had to leave some books and Manos’ shampoo at the apartment – no room in my rucksack for them. I returned the car in plenty of time with the right amount of petrol in it and no noticeable damage. I’m very happy, but it’s quite cold. It was very cosy this morning in bed and I didn’t want to get up. Cosy is a combination of comfortable and lazy. It depends on contrast, on the outside alternative being comparatively bleak. Which it is, comparatively for Skopelos, that is.

There are very few gulls round here. The coast in Britain is under constant siege by them. There are gull culls, and tales of tourists mugged and (I should think) raped and murdered for an ice cream cone or a packet of chips. I am alerted to their absence by the exception to the rule: one lone gull floating in the harbour along with the various tiny fishing boats, motor launches, pleasure craft and so-on and a scum of flotsam gathered up in one corner by the persistent wind. It must be nearly time for the first ferry, but I’m not getting that. It’s not so windy, now, anyway, so the passage should be quite smooth. I can make out only 5 churches in Skopelos Town from where I am sitting.

*

The passage of the ferry, crumpling up, smoothing out and wrinkling the fabric of the port has disturbed the flotsam but failed to sink the green plastic bucket which floats at an angle out past the end of the quay accompanied by a flotilla of empty water bottles. It’s raining quite hard but the sky is lightening up, I think. The crewmen on the ferry looked disgusted with the rain, taking it as a personal affront.

*
close application to return
