
THE NATIONAL HERALD MAY 27, 200618

By Marianthe Karanikas
Special to The National Herald

This is no cold pastoral, this
poignant tale of the struggles of
Angelos Vlahos, a lad from a poor
village in Arcadia, near the barren
Virgin Mountain. Unlike Keats'
sylvan paradise, the real Arcadia is
a rugged, mountainous and isolat-
ed region. The real Arcadians face
persistent drought, starvation and
disease. 

Angelos Vlahos is a bright boy,
his village schoolteacher tells him.
He can make a better life for him-
self and his family. As the novel
opens, Angelos leaves his village
to travel to Polis, to take the en-
trance exams for high school. 

“The road is a door to civiliza-
tion,” Angelos thinks, recalling
something he read in grade school,
as he tries to avoid the rocks and
dry, thorny acorns in his path to
the high school. Angelos also re-
members the words of his teacher
and first mentor, Nikos Theoharis,
who says that civilization origi-
nates in the countryside not the
“polis,” and speaks of the Arcadi-
an mountains as “eternal monu-
ments,” where it is much easier to
hear God than in the bustling
towns. Nevertheless, Theoharis
urges Angelos to leave the village,
attend high school in Polis, and
find his destiny. 

A coming-of-age story, “Arca-
dia, My Arcadia” by Nicholas D.
Kokonis has been compared to
“The Catcher in the Rye” and “A
Portrait of the Artist as a Young
Man.” But Angelos is far more vir-
tuous and less cynical than Holden
Caulfield. Nor does he suffer a cri-
sis of faith as does Stephen
Dedalus. Like Dedalus, Angelos
confronts many obstacles. In Polis,
Angelos lives in a small room in a
barn strewn with hay and eats
meager servings of potatoes and
“bobota” (cornbread). He suffers
beatings at the hands of his class-
mates who call him, “Hobnails”
and “Garlic Boy.” He often skips
class to return to the village and
help his parents who are exploited
by the corrupt village priest. Yet
Angelos endures, with his faith in-
tact, inspiring us to live our
dreams.

“Angelos is like the Arcadian
wildflowers that grow out of sheer
rock, with no trace of nourish-
ment,” Kokonis says. “He survives
through faith in God and faith in
himself.” 

Education, family and honor

stand as the cornerstones of this
faith. Angelos wishes to become
well educated to help his family.
Deeply religious, he strives to
maintain his integrity, even when
to do so he must defy authority. 

“Arcadia, My Arcadia” is sub-
tle, evocative and uplifting. This
riveting tale is a must-read not on-
ly for Greeks and Greek Ameri-
cans but also for all those who
strive toward intellectual excel-
lence while cultivating spiritual
virtue.

“In an increasingly callous
world where traditional values are
quickly eroding,” Kokonis says,
“Arcadia, My Arcadia” is a re-
markable tale worth telling be-

cause it stresses ... the limitless in-
fluence of education, the power of
family, and the potential of the in-
dividual.”

The Influence of Education
Education, Kokonis maintains,

is a great equalizer of the condi-
tions of humankind. At the heart
of this transformation stands the
dedicated teacher. 

“With ‘Arcadia, My Arcadia,'”
Kokonis says, “I wished to pay
homage to those dedicated teach-
ers who patiently and compassion-
ately mentor the disenfranchised

new generations in one-room
schoolhouses in every poverty-
stricken corner of the earth. A for-
tunate beneficiary of such a men-
tor's influence, I always thought I
should write a story as a paean
honoring him and those who make
teaching the best profession there
is. To paraphrase Henry Adams, a
teacher affects eternity; one can
never tell where his or her influ-
ence stops.” 

Two mentors influence Ange-
los Vlahos on the road toward in-
tellectual excellence: his village
schoolteacher, Nikos Theoharis,
and his high school history
teacher, Zises Palamides. Both
men help to instill in Angelos a

thirst for knowledge and a sense of
purpose. And most important,
these educators encourage Ange-
los to draw his strength from his
Arcadian roots, whether he plants
a mulberry tree on the mountain-
side or writes an essay in the city. 

Palamides advises Angelos to
write with words and imagery, to
let the Arcadian farmers and shep-
herds fire his imagination. “Then
your mind will be fitted to the mat-
ter as the hand plow to the fur-
row.”

Thus inspired, Angelos em-
barks on an in-class essay that em-
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A poor young woman’s quest for
power and fame in the motion 
picture industry as a means to
avenge herself on the rich and
famous of Hollywood who violated
her and caused death to her family.
Through great difficulties she 
triumphs, yet total satisfaction
occurs not from laurels of fame 
and wealth, but from fulfilling 
her promise.
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