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A ride into

Richard Marks is Professor of the History of Art at the University of York
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irst light: the sound of champ
g on a bit and stumping of
hooves, the creak of leather, the
warm tangofhorse, Thusin lnte
September began a more than 100-mile
ride intp Cyprus, both north and south, a
journey both literal and metaphorical
The idea of such an undertaking first
began Lo form in my mind at the time of
the opening of crossing-points along the
green Hne and the referendum on the
Annan Plan in 2004, My intention was
to retrace on horseback the writer Colin
Fhubron's itinerary when he walked the
length and breadth of Cyprus in 1972, an
odyssey he recorded so cloquently and

poignantiy in fJourney into Cypris

Iubron went me ta pothia which
makes as he put it “the difference be

tween o ghimpse and a stare™. He also
observed that as walking showed trust,
It was the soundest way to reach people’s
hearts, | wanted to replicate this tiempo
in order to try and obtain some sense of
whitt had changed - or what hid not - in
the Cypriot psyche and way of life since
the Island's division In 1574

Riding offers a Turther dimension,
that of symphonia, not just between
land, horse, rider - with the hosse as the
imermediary between e fiest and the
last - but also in s own interaction with
the denizens of the land, whether hu
man or animal
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Yianni and Zorro, left, with the author and Farouk at Lara Beach

The original plan was 10 travers
the iskand as Thubron had done, from
the Akamas to the Karpas, but logistics
rendered this impractical. Ironically it
would have beeneasierto accomplish the
venture by horse In 1972, when donkeys
and mules and grazing for them were
commonplace. To undertake an exped)
tion of this kind with horses necessits

a backup vehicle carrying provisions
fexpertly driven by Caroline Grossmith,
who also facilitated the entire operation
and pre-arranged locations for tethering
the animals overnight

Most regretted was the impossibility
of replicating the solitariness and spon-
taneity of Thubron's journey, but there
were compensations: the cheerfulness
and warmth of my English companions
Bev and Chris on the rides through the
Kyrenia mountalns and in the south, the
camaderie and knowledge of my friend
Yianni, with whom [ had previously rid
den through the Troodos mountiains.

Some davs we covered over 30 kilo
metres and spent more than six hours
In the saddle - a time-span for horse and
donkey travel which used (o be knownas
a chapgun in the Paphos district

I was well served by a pair of fine
horses. In the north 1 rode Domingo, o
tall Bulgarian bay gelding. In the south
Yianni mounted me on Farouk, a dark
bandsome and clever English thor
otghbred. Both are worthy descendants
of the steed who bears St George in so
many Hvzantine frescoed churches in
the Troodos mountains and possess the
heart of St Mamas” lion.

Disregarding the heat. they willingly
~.||';||l|'l| I out up every '-\u:lilug asoenl
and picked their way over stony tracks
and slippery concrete and tarmac. Thelr

sang-froid was o the fore when oon
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<Everywhere the reaction
to the rider was the same ...
curiosity mingled with politely

suppressed incredulity>

fronted with the odd dramatic incident
a sleeping snake across the path in the
Kyrenia mountains, & brush fire near
Terra which ignited in front of us and
took a pair of fire-fighting helicopters
nearly four hours to douse

Armed with some Greek and, as Tha
bron elegantly put it, a courtesy of Turk-
Ish, en route | encountered farmers and
foresters, monks and mukhtars, taverna
and coffee-house kl'('p('l\ priests and
{formen police officers, hodjas and eco-
nomic immigrants, expalriates and in
ternal exiles, both Greek and Turkish

Everywhere the reaction to rider was
the same as that experienced by Thu
bron as walker: one of curiosity mingled
with politely suppressed incredulity that
anyone should wish to travel by such
means for pleasure

I'he trek began in the Kyrenia moun
tains, following Thubron's steps as he
weaved his way northwards, On the
first day the route ascended through
orchards and olive groves from Aglos

Epiktitos 1o the still-lovely village of

Bellapals with its rulned abbey, before

crossing the range via a cultivated valley
and turning northwards along a trecless
track to Vouno

I'he ride ended at the magnificently
located monastery of the Mother of God
Absinthiotissa on the slopes below the
peak of Buffavento and with command
ing views of Nicosla and the Mesaloun
plain. The Russian monk Bars'kyj came
here in 1735 during his extensive per
egrinations through the Orthodox world
and noted that the name Absinthiotissa,
Le. wormwood, referred 1o the mirscu
lous discovery of an ancient icon which
led to the monastery’s foundation

As an art historian by profession, |
wis keen to visit another former mon
astery In the vicinity visited by Bars'ky),
that of St John Chrysostom at Koutsoy-
endis. in Thubron’s doy it was a military

amp and he obtalned access with dil-

ficulty. It is still occupiced by soldiers, u)
beidt of another army, and impaossible 1o
enter

I'be following day the route was re



joined at the Agios Epiktitos - Nicosia
road and took tracks which encircled the
dramatic and aptly named rocky peaks
of Pentadaktylos (Five Fingers), Lunch
was taken above the beautifully located
but melancholy and ruined Armenian
monastery ol Surp Muagar

It was not practical to take the hors
es further north, so the next two days
were spent tracing by Landrover the last
stages of Thubron's journey through the
remote and sparsely populated low hilly
und coastline of the Karpas before head
ing back to the south of the island

hen begananunforgettable five-day
ride from Lara Beach 1o Yiaonnis farm at
Omodos, a route traversed by Thubreon
although his itinerary was not nlwiys
precisely followed. The trail, much of it
on dirt roads and tracks, encompassed
some of the most unspoilt and varied
tandscapes of the istand - the wilderness
of the Akamas, the barley fields and ol-
ive groves of the foothills below Tilliria
narth of Paphos and cast of Polls, the
deciduous woods of the steep river val
leys and the pine lorests around Panayia
and below Kykko, and finally the vine
speckled slopesencircling Omodos. This
is & largely silent land, peopled more by
scurrving lizards and swooping birds

and the occasional grazing donkey

than humans

Moundds ol black slag from ancient
copper-mining in the coastal foothills
below the Paphos Forest and Tilliria, the
modest versions of the Roman undes
ground workings explored by Thubron,
bore withess to the age-old explofiation
of the island’s mineral wealth

After being washed down and fed,
the horses were tethered overnight in
a variety ol locations: 8 tennis-court at
Droushiy, a field ot Lysos, the garden ol
a private house at Kannavioiu and, most
romantically of all, the arcadian setting
of the ancient Kelefos bridge over thy

former Armenian monasiecy of Surp

Dalrfzos river

The stillness and varied natural
beauty demanded contemplation and
reflection, so usually we rode in com
panionable stlence, broken only by my
quizzing Yianni on subjects encompiss
Ing moufflon, Cypriot equine lore and
dinlect. The most frequently repeated

words were directional: aristern, theksia
or eshia. When in doubt well-founded
trust was put in Farouk’s uncanny radar
and memaory

Fhis is a rural Cyprus soll 1 think for
the most part recognisable from 1972:
the plek-up truck may have supplanted
the donkey, but the pattern and pace ol







