CHAPTER FIVE.

June 1956

Excerpt from the diary of the Leader, Dighenis.

I was convinced that after Churchill had visited Eisenhower in America that some kind of deal was struck, otherwise why has the American support for our struggle dried up? After that, I was convinced that our cause, politically, was finished and that the only course left open to us was to extend our military campaign to force the British to negotiate with us. The Archbishop did not agree with me, as usual; he has no appreciation at all of the value of our activities in the field.

The recent elections in England returned the Conservatives to power and the new Foreign Secretary, Harold Macmillan, has had the audacity to propose a tripartite conference with Greece and Turkey to discuss political and defence matters in the Eastern Mediterranean, including Cyprus. How can such a conference have any validity without a Cypriot presence? 

The Archbishop has called a meeting of the Pancyprian National Assembly; does he think that this will frighten the British? I have no confidence in politicians at all; the only thing that the British will understand is force and this I will give to them.

For some time I have become increasingly incensed by the numbers of Greeks in the Police Service who are continuing to work with the security forces. Despite my instructing them either to resign or co-operate with us, many of them are defying me. It is time that these traitors were taught a lesson.     

Inspector Zenon Michaelides had served with the Cyprus Police Service for over twenty years and was proud of his unblemished record. His career had started in a small village police station near Kyrenia and throughout various postings around the island he had steadily achieved promotion, finally winding up running the prestigious Nicosia station at the Paphos Gate.
Intensely loyal to the British Crown, he had rejected all the demands made by Dighenis to either co-operate with EOKA or quit the service. Most of the policemen under his command were Turks; unlike himself, few Greeks honoured their oath of loyalty, most leaving at the first sign of intimidation. He couldn’t really blame them, he supposed; getting themselves killed, leaving their families without a breadwinner was a high price to pay for devotion to duty and moral principles.

He paused in the front hall to speak to the Turkish sergeant on desk duty. ‘I’m just popping out for half an hour or so, Alber.’

The sergeant raised his head from the report that he was reading. ‘You should take an escort with you, Sir,’ he said, a worried frown creasing his face. He liked the inspector, as did all the officers at the station; he was a good man.

Michaelides shook his head. ‘It’s not necessary, Alber. I won’t be long and I promise I’ll be careful.’ 
Putting on his uniform cap, he stood for a few moments on the steps of the station just watching the flow of humanity in the street. As a policeman he’d developed a sort of sixth sense, the ability to sift through the seemingly normal and notice anything that didn’t ring quite true and this now came into play as his eyes flickered up and down the street. It was just past noon and the sun, high overhead, penetrated into every corner and alleyway leaving very few shadows. Nothing seemed abnormal; all the rhythms of daily life seemed to be in place and as they should be. He stepped out into the dusty street, the glare of the sun smiting him a solid blow as it burned through the cotton fabric of his shirt.

Walking along, the small hairs on the back of his neck suddenly prickled and an involuntary shiver of unease shook him. He turned quickly, his eyes darting around seeking out the threat; there was nothing and, breathing a sigh of relief, he resumed his measured pace. He was getting jumpy, he thought; however it was better to be alert to possible danger than becoming sloppy and winding up dead.

Coming to the junction with Ledra Street he stopped, glancing casually back the way he had come; nothing jarred his senses, everything seemed normal. He looked up and down Ledra Street at the teeming mass of shoppers. The main thoroughfare of the Old City was busy as usual; a mix of Greeks and Turks, with a smattering of armed servicemen walking in pairs.

Nicknamed ‘Murder Mile’ by the press, Ledra Street had been the scene of more than its share of killings. EOKA murder gangs prowled the streets in its vicinity looking for soft opportunity targets, usually lone off duty service personnel; even service wives were at risk, several having been gunned down in cold blood as they shopped.

And nobody ever saw anything, he thought ruefully. A man pulls out a gun in a crowded street, shoots someone, melts into the crowd and everyone around is either blind or suffers from amnesia. It made him so angry. EOKA had everyone either supporting them or else had people so scared that they didn’t dare do or say anything against them for fear of reprisal; it was so damned frustrating. Oh sure, they’d caught a few of them, executed them even but it had not deterred them from the killings, sometimes of policemen. The whole situation had everyone on edge. Servicemen were forbidden now to wander alone through the city; they had to be at least in pairs and with Sten guns ready for use. All the wives carried pistols in their handbags or pockets; it was like the Wild West.

He supposed that he could be asking for trouble walking out alone but it went against his nature to have a bodyguard in tow every time that he left the station, notwithstanding his own orders that his constables should patrol only in pairs. He considered himself a sensibly cautious man but felt that having a bodyguard was, in a way, giving in to the terrorists.

Turning north, he headed towards Lykourgou Street; he had spotted a gold bracelet there a few days ago that he knew his wife would adore. It was her birthday in week’s time and he smiled as he thought of the look that would be on her face as she opened the present. She and their two daughters were the joy of his life and it saddened him that his duties kept him away from them so much. They had a small party planned for the birthday, a few friends over for drinks and a meal; he was really looking forward to it. He just hoped that having to deal with some terrorist incident wouldn’t prevent him from being there on the day.

Fifty yards behind the policeman, Zavvas paused; appearing to be absorbed in the contents of a shop window as the inspector half turned and glanced behind him. He’d been following the man since he’d left the police station, keeping well back on a street that was not as busy as this one. Turning into Ledra Street, he’d been worried that he would lose sight of his quarry but he had no trouble picking him out; the dark blue uniform cap stood out like a beacon. He slowly closed the distance between them to take advantage of the first opportunity that presented itself. He was feeling nervous; this was his first assignment since joining the execution team and he didn’t want to mess it up.

Early in 1955, already an oath taken member of EOKA through his membership of PEON, Zavvas had organised student riots in Nicosia and recruited and set up a network of couriers consisting of mostly children and young women. His Uncle George, by then one of the Nicosia Group leaders, was responsible for sabotage and assassination and Zavvas had enthusiastically joined him. Totally committed to the campaign to drive the British out of Cyprus and achieve the dream of Enosis, Zavvas become one of the most proficient bombers in Nicosia and Famagusta.

Raids on the asbestos mines to steal dynamite augmented their meagre explosive stocks, as did diving on the dumps of obsolete artillery shells, in the sea off Famagusta, to salvage the explosive material they contained. Small underground factories were established to manufacture bombs, mines and other devices that were used in the sabotage campaign. Once these factories were running smoothly and he had trained other saboteurs, Zavvas had begged his uncle to let him join one of the killer groups.

The inspector, with his outspoken condemnation of their campaign and his fearless refusal to either co-operate with the movement or to resign had become a problem for EOKA and Dighenis had ordered his execution. He was known as a macho type who disdained armed escorts and usually went onto the streets alone and armed only with his service pistol, so he was considered a soft target and George had had no qualms at sending Zavvas after him as his first kill.

Closing to within a few yards of his prey, Zavvas eased off the safety catch of the pistol in his jacket pocket. He would make his move soon, confident of escape down one of the side streets. Michaelides suddenly turned right into one of them and, moving swiftly to the corner, Zavvas saw him disappearing through the doorway of a small shop. Walking slowly past the window, Zavvas glanced into the shop where he could see the policeman examining what looked like a bracelet. Reaching the end of the almost deserted street, he crossed over to the other side and sauntered back, his eyes glued on the shop door.

Inside the shop, Michaelides completed his purchase and turned towards the door, stopping abruptly as his scalp prickled and a frisson of unease swept through his body. Through the glass of the shop door and window, the street seemed empty, but he was too long in the job to ignore these signals. He turned back to the jeweller, an old Jew whom he had known for years. ‘Mr Samuelson, is there a back way out of here?’

The jeweller, immediately sensing the policeman’s unease, hurried out from behind the counter. ‘Of course, Inspector.’ He turned the lock in the front door, pulled down the blind and ushering Michaelides to the back of the shop, pulled aside a curtain that concealed a short passage. ‘Through here, the back door opens into an alley, turn left and you’ll be back on Ledra Street.’ He smiled, ‘Take care, Inspector and, May the blessings of God go with you.’

Michaelides squeezed his arm in thanks and, pulling open the door, turned into the narrow alleyway, hearing the door close and the lock turn behind him. At the end of the alley, he surveyed the busy street before merging with the crowds and, feeling a little shaken, decided to grab a quick coffee and sandwich before returning to the station.

Coming level with the shop door, Zavvas noticed that the blind was now down over the door and anxiously crossed over to it. Shading his eyes with both hands, he peered through a small gap at the side of the blind; the shop appeared to be empty. Consternation gave way to anger and he hammered on the door with his fist until he saw an old man emerge from the back of the shop. ‘Please,’ he shouted. ‘Let me in.’

‘We are closed,’ called the man. ‘Come back tomorrow.’

‘Where is your customer, the man who was in here just now?’

‘There is no one here, you are mistaken, we are closed.’ The old man gestured in dismissal and disappeared back behind the curtain, leaving Zavvas fuming at the door. He hammered on the door again but getting no response, turned crestfallen, to make his way back to the main street.

What had gone wrong? The policeman couldn’t have left the shop without me seeing him, he thought. There must be another way out of the place but why would he have taken it? Did he spot me? Whatever the reason, his target was gone and he had failed in his mission; what would he say to Uncle George? He had waited too long, he should have closed the distance between them and made the killing earlier; he wouldn’t make the same mistake again. Making his despondent way along Ledra Street, a sudden thirst for a Coca-Cola assailed him and he turned into the nearest coffee shop.

The inspector, a coffee on the table in front of him and eating a sandwich which he held in one hand, was admiring the bracelet that he held in the other; he was sure that his wife would adore it. Preoccupied with the pleasure of his purchase, he didn’t notice the youth enter the shop, or the start of surprise he gave upon seeing the policeman. The first intimation of danger came when he heard heavy breathing in the sudden silence that fell in the room and looked up to see a young man heading across the room towards him, a pistol held in his hand. Dropping the sandwich and the bracelet, he fumbled urgently at the flap on his holster and drew his pistol- but he knew that it was too late. His brain barely registered the images of the pistol pointed at his head and the dread-laden face of the youth behind it, before a sledgehammer-like blow stole the light from his eyes forever.

Crossing the café towards his victim, still in shock at seeing the policeman sitting at a table, everything seemed to slow down for Zavvas. As though he was moving through miasmic air, his movements sluggish and laboured. All sounds faded to nothing and his vision narrowed; he saw only the policeman. At the last moment the man sensed something and looking up, dragged heavily at the gun at his belt. Just before pulling the trigger, Zavvas looked into the inspector’s eyes and the despair he saw there would haunt him for weeks. Unprepared for the spout of blood that erupted from the wound, Zavvas recoiled in horrified disgust as warm gore and brain tissue splattered over him, its coppery stench turning his stomach. Vomiting over the still falling body, he turned and fled from the shop, his diaphragm heaving and retching with the horror of what he had done. Behind him only the thrumming of a gold bracelet, settling on the stone floor, broke the stunned silence.

Later that day, George found his nephew huddled on a bed in one of the safe houses, sobs wracking his body, his eyes red rimmed from weeping, his clothes sticky with half dried blood and vomit. Taking him in his arms, George comforted him; silently cursing a God who allowed events to happen that necessitated these young men sacrificing their innocence and humanity. He cursed the British for their arrogant intransigence. Was a small island like Cyprus so important to them that they were willing to endanger the lives of so many of their own young men in the hunting down and killing of other young men who were only fighting for their freedom? He sighed as he rocked the horror- stricken boy and cursed the Leader, Dighenis. Were all these killings necessary? Surely, the sabotage campaign would be enough to bring the British to the negotiating table. When George had expressed this view to Dighenis, the leader had been adamant that nothing short of total war would achieve their objectives.

‘They seek to terrorise us with their torture, interrogations and executions,’ he had said. ‘We have no alternative but to fight terror with even greater terror.’ 
His eyes had been shining with a zealous light as he had spoken and George had shuddered; there was something of the madman about the old man, reminiscent of the monster that had led Germany into the abyss. Remembering this, George’s spirit wept for the future of his poor country.  
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