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The Marina Star

is anchored off
Astypalaia, an
island in the
Dodecanese.
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"Drrrrrop the anchor!" Of

at a snail's pace the Marina

Star chugs backwards into

the small bowl-shaped harbor
of Astypalaia. Although we sail straight
into a postcard, | feel my heart
pounding in my throat.
'Why aren't you drrrrropping the
anchor?!" it roars again from the cabin.
The man of the thunder voice, Captain
Loucas Gourtsoyannis, had placed me
on the bow of the ship with just one
simple task: at his signal, press the
button that should lower the fully
automatic anchor. Quite a responsible
task for someone who can only just

distinguish port from starboard. After
all, it doesn't take much to get this

nearly fifteen meter long sailing ship,

48 feet in shipping jargon, into the ever-
closer approaching quay wall.

to park.

Even before the skipper can rant a
third time — | try to be one step ahead
of the law — | lean over the railing to
take a closer look. When | look for the
anchor in the crystal clear water, | see
to my great relief that the lifting chain

unrolls steadily.

Drrrrropping the anchor! | yell back as
loudly as | can, rudely awakening a
group of dozed fishermen ashore from
the daily mesimeri, as the siesta is
called here.

From behind the rudder | see a thumb
in the air. Mission completed, shipwreck
averted. The reward?

Solid ground beneath our feet.

The cargo hold of the Marina Star resembles an
exploded teenage bedroom. There are things
everywhere: the skipper's clothing, life jackets and boxes.

Our docking at this butterfly-
shaped island in the Dodecanese is
not to test my questionable naval
skills. We are in this azure blue
paradise with a mission.

In addition to our stomach, we hope to
fill the cargo hold of the Marina Star
with local delicacies here.

That will be quite a challenge, because
the small sleeping cabin that has been
sacrificed as a temporary storage room
looks a lot like an exploded teenage
room. Stuff is everywhere: skipper's
clothes, life jackets, and boxes and
coolers with snacks that we loaded
earlier on this trip across the Aegean
Sea. The mini warehouse is now full of
cheeses, fish, yogurt, olive oil, wine
and countless other products that make
Greek cuisine so special.

JOIN ON BOARD
Aegean Cargo Sailing
makes a round of the
Aegean Sea twice a
year.

Who wants the initiative
support — or simply
want to make an

unforgettable sailing
trip — part of the

sail along the route. More
information can be found at:
aegeancargo
sailing.org

1 Captain Loucas
Gourtsoyannis
inspects his
ship in the port of
Astypalaia.

2 Get on board
local specialties such
as tourlou tourlou.

3 Skipper Daniel
Bourianes at the

helm of the ship.

make popular. For ten days | can
imagine myself as the most fortunate
courier in the world. In that time we —
two skippers, two tourists and | —
complete a route that takes us past
four islands in southeastern Greece:
Kalymnos, Astypalaia, Anafi and the
popular Santorini.

MOTORS AT SEA

Every island we visit has its own
gastronomic specialties.

What those specialties are depends on
'what grazes or grows on an island',
says Loucas, who has now taken off
his captain's hat and returned to his
guide's chair. On Astypalaia this is
mainly grain. The corn mills in the main
street of

Chora, the largest village on the island,
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recall the long agricultural history. And
although the blades of the red and
white heirlooms have not stood the test
of time, grain production on Astypalaia
is still very much alive.

One company that is reaping the
benefits of this is the Eliana bakery.
Biscuits, rusks and breadsticks are
now baked in a recently refurbished
workshop on the outskirts of Chora,
just past the 14th-century castle built
during the reign of the Venetians. | am
told that Eliana's recipes are older than
the yiayias and papous, Greek for
grandmothers and grandfathers,
sipping a glass of wine on the harbor
terrace. '‘Almost all the ingredients, the
grains, but also seasonings such as
saffron and thyme honey, come from
the island itself," says Loucas when we
disembark over the gangway and begin
the climb to the bakery. With big
steps, the 76-year-old captain proves
that age is just a number. While | hang
intently on his every word, | skilfully
avoid the aggrieved looks of the
fishermen who have seen their
afternoon naps fall into the water
because of my harbor arts.

In 2023, the delicacies of the
bakery, a whitewashed shop with a
view over Livadi Bay, are not only in
the cookie tin on Astypalaia: they are
available throughout Greece. Ships
are used to sell the biscuits and other
local products elsewhere in the Aegean
Sea. In the past, these were mainly
sailing ships. But when the diesel
engine was introduced, the wind-
powered barges were no longer
efficient enough.

With the combustion engine, the

cargoes prospered: larger ships were
built, with which too
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In the summer a

strong north wind

blows in the Aegean
Sea: the meltemi.

could sail faster. And because the moped at
sea was not dependent on the elements,
delays were increasingly a thing of the past.
'All cargo is now sailing

ships on diesel,' says Loucas.

That should be possible, he thought
about four years ago. 'Entrepreneurs such
as the Eliana bakery are increasingly
interested in making the production process
more sustainable, for example by not having
ingredients come over from far and wide, but

simply getting them from their own hinterland,’

continues Loucas. 'Then that's crazy

we then ship such products to the customer
with polluting ships

Santorini

#Thira —
na

® Akrotiri aen
ora

bring,” he continues. 'My father's generation
simply sailed on the wind, so it is certainly
possible. Besides, I'd much rather listen to
the sound of crashing waves than the
monotonous hum of an engine.' It gave the
skipper the idea to reintroduce the sailing
ship as cargo. Towards a 'blue economy’, as
he likes to market his fossil-free initiative.

The Marina Star is now sailing
twice a year a tour of the Aegean Sea — and
Loucas welcomes tourists on board who
have a warm heart for his project. The route
leads past bakers, farmers, winemakers and

# Vathi Valley

Kalymnos
L]
Pothia

Kos

Astypalaia

Chora
“—Livadi Bay

other island entrepreneurs who have

understood how to put gastronomic delights
on the table without exhausting the earth.
The network of Aegean Cargo Sailing, as
Loucas has dubbed his project, now consists
of dozens of sustainable

takers. The products they make are
transported by the skipper to all corners of
the Aegean Sea to be sold in shops or
served in restaurants.

LARGE AMBITION When we set

course for Anafi, the next stop on our route,
the next day, the Eliana gold is almost gone.
At least, the bag that we have been given to
make ourselves a soldier; the cardboard box
intended for sale is safely stored in the hold.
Orders that go on board can usually be lifted
with two hands:

a box of rusks, a few six-packs of beer, a
single bottle of olive oil. Not exactly a
profitable business, | think as we glide calmly
over the waves.

That's right, agrees Daniel Bourianes,
the right hand of Loucas and the
more experienced of the two skippers on
board. But with the diesel cargoes we simply
live beyond our means; more than seventy
thousand of them are now sailing around the
world. Something has to change and sailing
ships can be part of the solution, says the
French former marine, while preparing an
oven dish with tourlou tourlou , a kind of
ratatouille , in the cabin . For years he sailed
the Mediterranean with his own ship, often
together with his dog Gribouille. 'He better
listens to the name Woof,' Daniel confesses.
He takes out his phone

Kalymnos is also
called the 'sponge
island'. Here in Pothia,
the largest town on
the island, sponges
are for sale on every
street corner.
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and proudly shows me a picture of

the critter, dressed in a bright orange
life jacket. After his ship was
damaged beyond repair by a storm
and drifted adrift at sea for a month
and a half, he decided it was time
for a new challenge.

He placed Woef with relatives in the
South of France and came into
contact with Loucas, who could use
a skilled skipper to realize his big
ship ambitions.

Those ambitions still bring in little
money. But, Loucas emphasizes, in
this phase the project mainly serves
a different purpose: to show that
things can be done differently. At the
moment Aegean Cargo Sailing keeps
its head above water with the help
of donations and subsidies, but if it
is up to the skipper himself, these

will not remain the main sources of income.
The code word for a viable future is

ecotourism. If the number

paying guests on board can be
structurally increased to four per trip
— now there are two tourists on board
— the project generates enough
money to continue making the
rounds every two years.

In addition, the idealistic skipper
has plans to expand the fleet. He
rents the Marina Star, but Loucas
also owns a sail
ship he intends to deploy. While the
contours of Anafi become more and
more visible in the distance, in
Athens the 31 foot long barge of
Loucas is being prepared to sail the
seas as a courier ship. 'All the
trimmings, including an electric
motor,' he says proudly. 'Soon we
won't even need diesel to enter a
port.' Two ships means twice as
many tourists on board. And twice

as much storage space.

72 BAKSZEUN VS. GREEK
GOD Although I've been confined to
a small deck with four others for
several days now, I've rarely felt as
free as aboard the Marina Star.
Perhaps that is also because with
my rank as a baker or deck mop |
have almost no real responsibilities.
And so | can completely surrender
to it
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sampling delicacies scattered around
the cabin, learning simple sailor's knots
and scanning the horizon for land, a task
far better accomplished by

the state-of-the-art radar at the helm.

Alone in the dinghy, the dinghy that
takes short distances from an anchorage
to shore, | feel like the captain. As the
journey progresses, we board the small
boat with more and more crew members
at the same time. Only

Loucas will not let himself be put in front
of us. He prefers to go to shore swimming
than with four

hysterical sailors on a much too small

life raft.

Once ashore he puts on his san
valen, trousers and white shirt; these
are the rare moments when the skipper
wears more clothing than just white
underpants. Behind the helm of the
Marina Star, bare-chested and half-tall,
stark white, he can pass for Poseidon,
the

On board | can fully surrender to tasting delicacies,
learning sailor's knots and scanning the horizon for land.

Greek god of the sea. But as soon as
he has solid ground under his feet, he
changes back into the idealistic parcel
deliverer.

Before he starts working with an
entrepreneur, Loucas always first visits
to take a look behind the scenes. He
knows many of the people within the
network of Aegean Cargo Sailing
personally. When we enter Kalliope and
Elias' herbal pharmacy on Kalymnos
early in the morning, it is as if we are
guests at a family reunion. While | am
slightly intoxicated by the explosion of
scents that shoot into my nose, Kalliope
starts to talk enthusiastically about the
herbs in her shop and the healing
powers of nature. There is a solution for
every ailment here. Suffering from acne?
Usage

a face cream with propolis, too

1 Loucas (left) and
Daniel lift the

products from
the Eliana
bakery on board
the Marina star.

2 Citrus marmalade
with dark chocolate
in a shop on
Kalymnos.

ATLANTIC ADVENTURE

The idea of using sailing
ships for transport

of cargo is not new.

Since 2007, the

Dutch organisation

Fair transport between Europe

and America to produce

products such as cocoa, coffee and rum
to ship.

also called kit resin. Missed out with the
cheese slicer? Calendula ointment offers
relief. What follows is an extensive
tasting of medicines that are readily
available in the area; all oils, herbal
extracts and liniments are made from
what grows on Kalymnos. Yet the effect
of one medicine stands out: the sweet,
red muscat grape wine on an empty
stomach rises directly to my head.

With red blush on my cheeks | get
into the car in which Kalliope and Elias
take us to the place where the herbs of
Naturally Kalymnos, as their business is
called, are picked.

The fertile valley of Vathi, to the east of
Kalymnos, is what | envision of the
Garden of Eden. Herbs grow everywhere,
bees buzz and bright colors try to capture
my senses. It is true that there is no
trace of Adam and Eve, but | will ignore
the apples on the apple tree just to be
sure, you never know. Of all the healing
remedies you can find on Kalymnos,
spending an afternoon in this garden is
perhaps the best medicine Kalliope and
Elias have to offer.

A BLANKET OF ASH

The great advantage of living at sea is
the silence and tranquility. Even the

distinctive white houses at the top of the
perpendicular cliffs of busy Santorini, a
volcanic archipelago praised two
centuries ago by the English writer Lord
Byron as 'the only place that ever gave
me satisfaction’, look deserted from the
water. The view over the caldeira is still
there

Thira, the capital of the island of the
same name, is second to none. But now
you have to share it with thousands of
Instagramming tourists.
On arrival we experience how the
canned sardines in the cargo hold of the
Marina Star must feel.

The contrast could hardly be greater
when a day later, my last as a courier
at sea, we hoist the sails to sail on to
Thirasia. The little sister of Thira and the
westernmost island of Santorini can only
be reached by boat and therefore much
less
crowded. On the way, make a short stop
at Akrotiri, a city that was buried in a
blanket of ash some 3,700 years ago. A
devastating one

volcanic eruption of Pompeian

GREECE

proportions gave Santorini its
characteristic shape at the time, and
transformed the hilly landscape into an
oasis where winegrowers now reap the
benefits. One last time | paddle the
dinghy to shore, and then wander almost
alone through the carefully excavated
city. When | walk back to the dinghy on
the beach an hour or two later, the first
tourist buses in the parking lot are
already blowing in the full sun — crowds
that, to my great pleasure at sea, have
completely passed me by for ten days.

With the help of a light breeze, the
Marina Star is doing well for the rest of
the day. We sail right through it
eye of the volcano, past the uninhabited
island of Nea Kameni, before docking at
Thirasia. In an hour | zigzag up to the
village, hoping to be treated to a beautiful
sunset one last time. From the
panoramic terrace of a completely
deserted restaurant | look out over Nea
Kameni and Thira, which from this place
seems to have changed again into a
peaceful string of Christmas lights
carefully draped over the rocky island.
Two search the water in the caldera

gigantic cruise ships to a place to offer
those on board the best of the setting
sun.

Plumes of dark smoke curl from the
chimneys of the megaships.

Loucas looks at it with dismay.

'I'm on the water ten months a year,’
he says, as the bottles of wine and olive
oil return to the table. "I sleep six of
those outside, on the deck." He does
not hesitate to settle permanently on the
land.

And the two cruise ships in the distance
give him every reason to keep going.
With nothing around him but the sound

of the waves.

National Geographic editor Kevin van Huét
loves countries without a tourist office. You
can find out more about his travels on his
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Instagram page, @kevinvanhuet, and kevinvanhuet.com.
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