Greek Christmas

It’s a crystalline Christmas morning in the Mani, bright enough to bring tears to the eyes.

Below the cypress spears, the Messinian Gulf stretches out like glass, catching the first sunshine and throwing it back in fireballs. At Ilias, all is quiet save for the clang of goats grazing among the olive groves. 

Behind us, there’s more noise. The olive harvest, just paused for Christmas, is back in swing and we can hear pick-up trucks in the distant hills loading up with nets and antique tools. Above, the Taygetos peaks are dusted with snow and smoke from the villages sits in the air, perfectly still. 

The rhythm of life in this most beautiful part of Greece has hardly changed in this year of plague. We always knew it was out there- (the prime minister even calling up the national guard: ‘let philotimo be our vaccine’)- but hardly felt it in this part of the Peloponnese. It certainly won’t be the reason the harvest isn’t great this year. That’s another virus altogether. 

Christmas is quieter of course. A turkey arrived by empty bus from Epirus on Christmas Eve. We scooped it up from the bus station like a student child, amazed by its malnutrition but confident of its up-bringing. We stopped off to see the light-ship that fills Kalamata’s town square every year like the Marie Celeste. It’s an old tradition about home-coming sailors and seems odd next to the towering Christmas tree. Greece’s first tree was imported from Germany in 1833, just like her first monarch, and King Otto made sure that Aghios Vassilis accompanied it to make his annual chimney-dive for those who’ve been good. 

In the Mani, of course, not everyone’s good and Father Christmas isn’t the only thing to come down the chimney. Down here he’s followed by the kallikantzaroi (bad spirits) that appear over the twelve days of Epiphany. They’re more annoying than lethal (putting out fires, souring the milk etc) but every house puts up its basil for protection. And if that doesn’t work, the burning of old shoes usually does.

We awoke to the Doloi church bells calling no one to prayer. There’d been no midnight mass in the village the night before and the usual Advent-busting feast had doubtless been a quieter affair. We expect the chanting from the morning service to be louder though, this year amplified to reach the faithful inside.

How will we spend the day? After the turkey’s made its final journey, we’ll walk down to the beach where the sea will be less warm than the socially-distanced ‘Kala Christougennas’ coming across the waves. Then it’s home to a roaring fire through bonfired valleys waiting for the annual spring alchemy that turns them back into layers of bright, waving colour. 

And not a moment too soon. If 2020 was the year of plague, 2021 will be the year of gratitude for a world we took too often for granted. Nowhere will be better to feel it than here at Ilias, beneath the Mani sun. 


 





