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The following  is a ghost story set in the Mani, and was written with the 'telling ghost 

stories around the fire on Christmas Eve' tradition in mind, as practiced by that most 

renowned writer of ghost stories, the Victorian  M.R. James.  The story was also 

inspired by a long walk in the mountains being pursued by mist. The Mani customs and 

dirges described in the story are real, as is the Greek Necroplis at Norwood, London. 

 

 

 

Miroloi  

It was in the Mani, in the ‘30s that something happened to me - an event so strange that for 

many years I would relate it only to those friends I could be sure would listen with an open 

mind and no rationalist’s contemptuous smile.  Now those many years have passed, I write 

my story and let you take it as you will.  It is a story for a winter’s day, for telling in a dark-

panelled room by a flickering fire, listening to the rain falling or watching the snow quietly 

blanketing the earth. 

 You do not know me and so I must go back to where it really began; not in the light-

filled land of the Hellenes, but rather with one of her exiled sons, on a cold winter's day in 

London, at the time of the Great War.  Such was the day of my rather gloomy introduction to 

the world of my mother's family. 
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  I was not quite six years of age, when, clutching fast to my mother's gloved hand, I 

first entered the Greek Necropolis at Norwood.  As we walked through the grounds, my 

boyish chatter stumbled and then ceased as I stared up at the towering monumental tombs 

that seemed to block my view of the darkening sky.  Death was not a stranger to me, for I had 

grown up in wartime, but I had not known before that day that I had had a grandfather!  My 

mother had told me of him only that morning and that he had gone to Heaven.  I kept my 

silence as she led me slowly towards a marble tomb with an open iron door; moving her 

fingers over the letters engraved there, she spoke strange words that sounded to me like a 

spell.  She stood quietly, head bowed, for some minutes before we resumed our walk.  A few 

more turns of the path took us, to my delight, to a building just like the illustrations of the 

Parthenon in my encyclopaedia.  My mother pointed to more of the mysterious letters 

inscribed above the doorway and spoke again in the unfamiliar tongue.  Then, with a sad 

smile, she said in English 'The trumpet shall sound and the dead shall arise'. 

 Leading me into the main hall of the candle-lit chapel, for such was that building, my 

mother seated me in a pew.  I watched as she disappeared through a doorway to one side.  

Before the door closed I glimpsed a coffin resting on a bier, and somehow understood that it 

was my grandfather's and he was not yet in his tomb. 

 So it was that I discovered my Greek ancestry, and for me it was the beginning of 

something; a love of Greece and a spark of pride in my heroic ancestors that raised me in my 

own mind from my shivering schoolboy self and connected me to the mighty warriors of 

Thermopylae.  For my mother I am sure that day was an ending, for I never heard her speak 

Greek again.  Later I would come to understand that her marriage to my English father had 

been in defiance of her own father's wishes and that he had not spoken a word to her from the 

day of her marriage until the last hours before his death.  More than that she would not say, 



3 

 

except the unfathomable pronouncement 'My father had no children'.  Still, as I grew I 

returned again and again to the Necropolis and made of it a strange kind of playground for 

my lonely games. 

 At the time of the story that I wish to relate, I was a very young man and recently out 

of university, with a degree in Classics and no idea what to do with the rest of my life.  I had 

never really known my father as he did not return from the Great War.  My mother's death 

not long after that conflict had affected me greatly; I was left quite alone in the world.  

Having no great means of support, I nevertheless resolved to see something of that world 

before settling down to whatever my life should turn out to be.   

 I left for the continent and had travelled for many months, eking out my small income 

as well as I could, and so I arrived in Venice, where I met with a most genial man, the Italian 

captain of a cargo ship.  His next voyage was to be to Cyprus by way of Alexandria and I 

arranged to take passage with him.  Indeed he was glad of the company and asked for no 

money.  Winter was setting in as we left Venice.  I looked forward both to the warmer climes, 

and to finally seeing some relics of the Ancient Greek civilization, for although I was a 

Classicist, I had never before been out of England and my learning was as dry as the dust of 

ancient books. 

 On the third morning of our voyage, the Captain called me very early onto the deck.  

He pointed to an island, rising from the mist clinging round its low cliffs.  As I watched, the 

rising sun burst from behind the darkness of the rock and my heart soared at the sight of 

Ithaca, the legendary home of Odysseus.  As our ship made its slow progress to the south, I 

was tantalised by the thought that somewhere close were the ancient cities of Olympia and 

Sparta.  To these places I resolved to return, and regretted that our Captain’s schedule did not 

allow for any stops.  However I was to get my chance to visit Greece sooner than I thought, 
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for as we sighted Cape Taenaron, the very last of Europe, the sky turned suddenly black and 

the seas began to roll.  The Captain, frowning, for no storm had been foretold, began to shout 

orders to his crew..  We would be heading north for the nearest port, he told me, for these 

were dangerous waters.  Black clouds chased and then gathered round the small ship as we 

ran for shelter, but the sea at least was on our side for the waves seemed to carry us safely 

into harbour. 

 And so I landed in Greece for the first time, at the small port village of Gerolimenas, 

on a peninsula the Captain told me was known as the Mani.  I had not heard of this part of the 

country and as I stepped ashore and looked about me, I would not have believed myself in 

Greece.  My Greece was the one of literature and art, the shaded forests and rolling hills of 

Arcadia, the land of milk and honey.  Before me I beheld a strange landscape of bare 

mountains in shades of grey and brown, with the shadows of clouds racing over them.  Apart 

from the port I could see no signs of inhabitation, no villages.  Even so, something about the 

landscape drew me.  I felt a stirring of the blood; an excitement that all the cities of Europe I 

had seen had not provided. 

 The Captain assured me I had time for exploration for the ship would not be leaving 

the port before the following day, but advised against it with another worried frown.  'They 

used to call this place the Land of Evil Counsel' he told me.  I refused the rifle he tried to 

press on me, but accepted a flask of wine and some bread and cheese.  The village seemed to 

be deserted, but for three men at a little distance, playing cards in an open doorway.  They 

watched me unsmilingly and made no greeting.  I sensed their curious eyes following me as I 

continued along the harbour. 

 I headed inland and before long I came upon a partly ruined Byzantine church, where 

I viewed the damaged paintings with interest.  Beyond the church, I saw a narrow valley 
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between bare mountains with a path leading up the southern side.  It was a lonely and 

desolate place with little of interest to the eye, but I resolved to continue.  After many days at 

sea, I revelled in the sound of my boots crunching on the stony and slightly frosty ground.  I 

could feel my heart beating rapidly, partly from the unaccustomed exercise, and partly I must 

admit from trepidation, for I had never been in such a wild and inhospitable place alone.  

There was no sign of life, apart from flying ahead of me up the valley, a large black bird.  I 

shivered as I remembered that for the Ancient Greeks, a crow or raven flying on the left was 

believed to augur bad fortune.  I was young then of course, and usually high-spirited, but my 

senses were disturbed.  I found something oddly familiar in the outline of the bleak 

mountains.  How could it be, in this place I had never been, that I knew the scene before me?  

That mountain, with a peak that seemed to lean forward like the stooped back of a crone; I 

had seen it before in some dream of years ago.  I turned to look back down the valley, and 

could see the storm gathering.  The church had disappeared in wraiths of mist, which seemed 

to be slowly creeping up the valley towards me.  I would continue though, and walked on 

with a firm step, humming an Italian air which was a favourite of my friend the Captain. 

 After some hour or so, the mist began to creep around me.  The stones of the old 

moss-covered path underfoot were slippery and I had to walk carefully, watching my step.  

The next time I had cause to look up I started violently, for I had thought myself quite alone 

in this wild place.  Ahead of me, high on a distant rocky outcrop stood a figure, silent and 

unmoving.  It may have been a lady, for I got the impression she was dressed finely, in some 

kind of long gown and headdress.  I could not clearly see her face but she had an expectant 

air, as though she was waiting for someone.  I turned uncertainly to look behind me.  There 

was no one.  By the time I looked back up again the figure was gone. 
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 Putting the apparition from my mind, I quickened my step.  As I rounded the outcrop I 

saw ahead of me at some distance, a village.  Another few minutes took me there, and I 

realised it was a ruin.  There was no sign of any person and all was broken and neglected.  

Despite the loneliness of the situation, I decided to take some rest.  I began to think I had 

been quite foolish, for the daylight was already fading and the storm at sea was closing in, 

ready to unleash itself over the mountains.  I wondered if I would be able to return to the ship 

that day at all.  Looking around for shelter I saw tumbledown houses around a tall tower that 

looked to be about twelve times my own height.  The tower was the most intact of the 

buildings, but the only entrance appeared to be a small hole at the base that I had no great 

desire to crawl through.  Entering the roofless house attached to it, I stumbled over the rubble 

of its fallen walls and found an entrance to the tower at its far end.  There was nothing in the 

lowest room of the tower but what looked like a small hand mill..  From the dirt and the 

cobwebs hanging like curtains around the room it was clear nobody had lived there for many 

years.  Climbing a ladder through a heavy trapdoor to the first floor, I found a room with a 

large fireplace that seemed to offer some comfort.  I gathered wood from a dead tree in the 

grounds of a ruined church and soon had a fire blazing away in the hearth of my tower-room.  

Closing the heavy trapdoor to keep out the cold air from below, I looked around.  Another 

trapdoor in the roof of the room had no ladder to it.  No matter, for I had no desire to climb 

further.  This room had all I needed.  It still had some furniture; an old wardrobe and a 

beautiful wooden trunk with a painted design of faded flowers and leaves.  Both held old 

clothes, once fine and beautifully embroidered, but now exuding the mouldering smell of 

many decades untouched.  There was nothing else of any interest, so I settled down to wait 

out the coming storm.  Pulling out the flask of wine from my pack, I rolled out my blanket, 

and sitting by the fire, I took a long draught of wine that soon restored my spirits.  I ate my 
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simple meal as I heard the first heavy drops of rain start to fall, and the sounds of the storm 

growing ever louder. 

 Imagine the firelight glowing brightly in the fading daylight admitted by the narrow 

slits of the tower's windows.  The still air and warmth of the room seemed a haven of comfort 

at the eye of the rising storm; a chance to rest after the long journey full of event.  I slept.  A 

dreadful sleep, one of those where, on the edge of wakefulness, you try to come back from a 

tormenting dream.  My dream had the rhythm of the tramping of heavy boots, the rolling eyes 

and shrill screaming of a frightened mule and over and over again the loading of a musket.  I 

open the pan, I tear at the cartridge with my teeth and pull back the hammer, I prime the pan 

and ram home bullet and powder to the breech.  The mule screams.  I open the pan, I tear at 

the cartridge with my teeth and pull back the hammer, I prime the pan and ram home bullet 

and powder to the breech.  Over and over.  The mule screams, I fire the gun.  With the blast 

of the shot I found myself finally awake, and looking round in confusion to remember where 

on earth I was. 

 The fire was down to its last dying embers.  Moonlight hovered outside the narrow 

windows like an unwanted guest.  Something had woken me.  I started up as I saw my flask 

lying broken on the hearthstone, the wine glowing in the dim firelight.  I must have lashed 

out in my sleep.  I reassured myself that the trapdoors were still closed, for now that darkness 

had fallen, the tower no longer seemed a safe haven.  I thought of the ship, glowing with 

lanterns and riding out the storm in her safe harbour way below, and wished myself there 

instead of on this lonely mountain. 

 Again the thought of the mountain awakened unease in me.  Then it came to me, in 

one of those sudden flashes of memory.  I remembered, an old leather-bound book in my 

father's library; the one memento my mother had of her own father.  I saw myself a child 
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again, turning the pages: a sketch of a village bristling with tall towers before a skyline 

dominated by a bare mountain; a deformed peak that seemed to bend over and cast its 

crooked shadow towards the dwellings below.  The very same mountain, surely, that was 

looming in the darkness behind the tower.  It was a disturbing thought.  What power, I began 

to wonder fearfully, had directed my steps to that very place? 

 I dreaded to sleep and return to the torment of my dream and yet how else to pass the 

long night?  I built up the fire and was kneeling before it, blowing gently on the embers, 

when I froze in sudden alarm.  I had heard a noise from the room below.  Then again, a noise, 

like a deep growling or the rumbling of rough stone being dragged across the floor.  Stone on 

stone.  I thought of the mill I had seen in the room below.  Yes, it was, repetitive and 

rhythmic, like the grinding of a millstone.  At that late hour, from that abandoned room, the 

ordinary sound was chilling.  I stayed crouching before the fire, not daring to move my eyes 

to the dark corners of the room the weak firelight failed to reach.  Now, in rhythm with the 

noise of stone on stone, I heard a low muttering, which grew and became a song, a 

melancholy chant or dirge.  Little did I understand the words, yet I seemed to understand the 

meaning; a harrowing song of loss and death and wasted life.  A cold shiver ran through me 

and a strange weakness overtook me as the song went on and on and then suddenly ceased. 

 Silence reigned for a few moments, and then, something that turned my blood to ice.  

A soft whisper breathed a single word.  Sklavouneas.  My grandfather's name!  Did I imagine 

that I had felt the whisper like a cold breath on the back of my neck?  By the prickling in my 

shoulders I sensed the watchfulness of something behind me.  I dreaded to turn, and yet I 

must.  In the violent shock of that moment, I saw that something dark was obscuring my view 

of the moonlit windows.  As I lifted my eyes the darkness moved towards me and resolved 

into the figure of a lady, dressed in a long gown.  Through closed lips she was humming 
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again the hypnotic melody of the dirge.  I tried to cry out but no sound came.  Nor could I 

move as she took a step towards me.  Now I could clearly see her face; old, perhaps once 

beautiful, but ravaged with livid scratches.  In place of eyes, dark pools that showed no white.  

Still I crouched, rooted like a statue, even as her arms began to lift towards me.  Gently, like 

my mother's touch when I was a boy, her fingers slid over my neck and up to grasp the sides 

of my face.  I was transfixed by the black holes of her eyes as they loomed so close I could no 

longer see them.  Then I felt her lips touch my forehead in a cold kiss, and stay for several 

awful moments.  I could neither break the spell nor move away.  Then, the strangest part of 

my whole strange tale.  She seized the hem of her dress and began to lift it up. 

 Remember I was then a very young man.  No words can tell of the shock of that 

moment.  I closed my eyes and as I did, she cast the skirt of her dress over my head!  I could 

feel the rasp of the cloth against my neck.  Its smell, earthy and sweet like rose petals rotting 

on damp soil.  Every instinctive part of my mind was screaming 'run!' but my limbs would 

not move.  She sang again, louder now and even more mournful as I remained kneeling in my 

dark prison.  Then, the warmth of the fire and the melody of the song faded away as though I 

myself was retreating from them.  I felt a shift in time itself, the movement of the earth 

spinning backwards.  I heard the drifting sounds of the life of a busy village, shouting and 

laughter and the discordant sound of string instruments being roughly tuned.  A distant sound 

of a song with eastern cadences being whistled on the mountainside, cut off by the sharp 

crack of gunshots.  As the sounds faded, I could smell the iron tang of blood and in my mind 

I watched the moon wax and wane nine times in what seemed a single moment.  Then, 

silence.  In that very instant, the dress was lifted from me and I found myself alone. 

 Somehow I passed the rest of that night. I knew that what had happened had been no 

natural event, but the rational part of my mind searched restlessly for answers.  I was not 
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afraid, for it came to me that I had been drawn to that place for a reason.  Though nothing in 

my experience could account for it, I felt at peace.  At first light I stumbled my way back 

down the mountain without looking back.  At the harbour I found my friend the Captain 

ensconced in a cafe, where he had whiled away the night.  Petros, the proprietor, greeted me 

in English as excellent as the Captain's.  He was one of the men I had seen playing cards the 

day before.  He offered an apology for their lack of welcome. 

 'We thought you were a Maniot,' he said 'for you look like one of us, and should know 

that the stranger must give his greeting first!  But now we know you are an Englishman!'   

 Something told me it would be unwise to mention my Greek ancestor.  I told him of 

the tower where I had spent the night and asked him what he knew of that village.  Taking 

down a dusty old bottle, he filled three glasses.  We sat round a table and drank a fiery spirit, 

like marc brandy, which the Captain assured me was a very fine grappa. 

 And so our new friend told us about the Mani.  We heard of a rocky land of scarce 

water and thin soil, where the crops were blighted by salty winds.  An unconquerable people 

with a name for piracy, brigandage and rebellion, living in the natural fortress of the towering 

Taygetos Mountains.  And so, Petros told us proudly, when the Turks came five hundred 

years before, they hardly dared to cast their eyes into the Mani.  The nobles of the fallen 

Byzantine Empire, fleeing through the mountains before the Turks, found refuge in this land 

of stone that could not provide for all. 

 Our glasses filled once more with the warming spirit, we listened with great interest to 

our host.  He told us of the many war towers in his village close by.  A harsh necessity in the 

past, when land and even water had to be fought for and your closest neighbour could be your 

worst enemy.  He spoke of the feuds between the clans in which murder was common and if 
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you killed your enemy’s sons and his sons’ sons, so much the better.  The survival of your 

own bloodline was all. 

 At last he related the story of the abandoned village. 

 'We all know the story,' he began.  'They tell it to us here when we are children, like a 

kind of fairy tale, but it's true enough all the same.' 

 He was silent for a short while and seemed to be gathering his thoughts.  Raising his 

glass in a silent toast, he roughly knocked it against our own as he began the tale. 

 'The clan of that village had suffered greatly from the feuding and from our War of 

Independence.  They had lost so many men, it was said, that they were on the verge of 

extinction.  One hope they still had, in their leader's new wife.  She was beautiful and strong; 

they said she would bear many sons.  Only her name was not in her favour, for it was Irini, 

which means peace.  Some said that she had cast a spell on the clan so that they had lost their 

appetite for war.  Perhaps the evil eye was on her, for the years passed and she did not bear 

children, or daughters either I should say, for at that time a daughter was nothing and was not 

counted amongst a man's children.' 

 I did not react to this, but as Petros took up his tale again, I heard again my mother's 

voice as she bitterly said 'My father had no children.' 

 'Years passed', continued Petros.  'Too many years, and finally it was whispered, that 

her husband would soon take another wife.  This was often the way then, for as I told you 

before, the bloodline was all.  Irini turned to the church, for she knew the scriptures; the old 

stories, when the Lord heard the voice of the barren woman and sent an answer in her hour of 

distress.  She called on a priest who came from far away.  They spent many days together, 
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closeted in silent prayer, and Irini was anointed with the healing oil of Holy Unction.  

Through this act of faith God granted her request. 

 Her son was born, and it would be his sons and his sons' sons that would keep the 

bloodline alive.  Irini lived in fear from that day on, for the enemy was still there, on the far 

side of the mountain.  An uneasy peace reigned for many years; the harvests were good and 

the war towers silent and empty.  Perhaps the enemy had found the cruellest way of all, to let 

Irini's son live and grow to be a man.  Then, on the morning that he was to be married, he 

rode out with his father to greet the faithful priest who was returning to bless the marriage. 

 We kept our silence as Petros held us in suspense.  Then slowly he nodded.  ‘Killed; 

all three.  They rode into an ambush.  The priest would have been spared they say, but he 

threw himself in front of the son and was killed trying to save him.' 

 ''This was many years ago?', I asked,' the mother, she lives?  She must be very old 

now?' 

 Petros crossed himself, and looked at me in horror. 

 Silence reigned for a moment and then Petros seemed to come to a decision.  He leapt 

from his chair and said 'Come'.  The Captain and I followed him out of the village to the same 

church I had visited the day before.  It was, Petros told me, the private church of Irini's 

family. 'They can rest in peace for eternity here' he said.  'It belongs to them.  The last of a 

noble bloodline.' 

 I stood before Irini's grave and wondered.  She had not lived for long after the murder 

of her son.  The very period, I knew, that my grandfather had arrived in London.  I 

remembered my vision in the tower, the scratched and ravaged face of the old lady, lined with 

grief.  And I could not but wonder if she did indeed rest in peace.  Later, as Petros bid us 
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farewell on the harbour, I quietly asked him about the assassin, and so I heard for the second 

time my grandfather's name.  Petros watched me curiously, with narrowed eyes, as I went on 

board the ship.  I was glad, after all, to leave Greece so soon and continue our voyage. 

 It was not the end of the story; it was the beginning of my haunting.  The place on my 

forehead where I had received her cold kiss never grew warm again.  I sensed her presence 

with me.  I did not fear her, but often, when I woke in the night, I would keep my eyes tightly 

closed and my heart would beat faster at the thought that she was standing at the foot of my 

bed, watching over me.  She was there in the shadows, always just beyond my sight.  Finally 

I heard her song again, on the eve of the second war, and saw her weeping silently at my 

bedside.  I did not know then what horrors lay ahead for our ill-fated century, but now I 

believe, she was weeping for me and for all those other sons on the brink of a brutal war.  She 

followed me to that war, to the battlefields of Italy, a faint shadow running with the troops 

through the marshes of Anzio, a faint whisper in the night, guiding my steps. 

 Many years after the war was over, in the library of my university, I came across a 

rare account of the traditions of the Mani.  It told me of the 'miroloi', the improvised verses 

sung by the women of the Mani as dirges for their dead.  I thought again of that sound of 

stone on stone, as I read that they would sing them while grinding the corn.  I recalled once 

more the long-ago scene in the small waterfront cafe, three men around a table and a bottle of 

strong yellow spirit, as I read about the feuding clans of the Mani. 

 And lastly I read with mounting amazement, of a very strange custom.  A rite of 

forgiveness in which a killer would go unarmed to the house of his victim and, kneeling, 

would receive a kiss on the forehead.  The mother of his victim would cast her top skirt over 

the killer’s head and with this simulation of birth, would accept him as her son in place of the 

dead one.  The killer and his soul mother united for life. 
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 So the bloodline is all.  I had received forgiveness for what my unknown grandfather 

had done.  One day soon, I will hear Irini sing the miroloi for me, when I go to my chosen 

resting place, the Greek Necropolis at Norwood.  Until that day, I know that she is watching.  

Ever watching; over me, my son and his sons too, for the wars go on. 

 

 

          


