
BETWEEN FIRST AND SECOND 
Being a Greek-American in Greece is not easy. You go 
there with all the love for your homeland and you end up 
aching. 

I
t was in August of 1986 when Ijour
neyed to Athens to record an in
strumental album of my music, 

works written for the most part in New 
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York City during the preceding fall and 
winter. I intended to include two songs 
on the album, music I had written to the 
lyrics of Dimitri Iatropoulos, which, I 

planned, would be performed by Yannis 
Poulopoulos. 

Dimitri, a friend for years, had 
entrusted these lyrics to me as he had so 
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many others in the past; we have written 
many songs together and understand 
one another as artists. The two songs 
would pleasantly interupt the rhythm of 
an all-music album, I felt, and Yannis's 
would be the most appropriate voice to 
express them. 

Without informing anyone, save 
Yannis, whose agreement to sing had to 
be assured from the start, I plunged into 
the recording. I progressed with all the 
arrangements, from reserving time at 
the Sierra Studio to engaging the very 
fine sound engineer Akis Golfidis and 
some of the best musicians in Athens, 
including Haris Andreades on key
boards, Filipos Tsemberoulis on horns, 
and Giorgos Lavranos on drums. Pro
duction, from start to finish, lasted four 
months. 

Once the project was completed, I 
had to think about distribution. My 
first call was to Mr. Makis Matsas of 
Minos Records. I didn't have to go any 
further. He was immediately interested 
in my work and had contracts drawn up 
the same week. The album, which bears 
the Greek title meaning "Between First 
and Second Avenues," was released at 
the end of 1986, just in time for 
Christmas. 

According to the taste of the Greek 
record-buying public, the album was 
totally uncommercial. My friend, the 
composer Mimis Plessas, whom I met 
by chance one afternoon at the Sierra 
while recording was still in progress, 
asked me quite innocently where I 
intended the album to be released. I 
looked at him as though I hadn't fully 
understood his question. Well, of 
course, here, I'm sure I muttered. Then 
he told me straight out that what I was 
doing was crazy. I understood what he 
meant that time, but my sole concern 
was to finish the album, the album of 
music in which I believed thoroughly_ 

I t was later that I came to understand 
that Mimis had a point but was also 
very mistaken. One newspaper, Ta Nea, 
highly recommended the album to its 
readers, describing it as "a rare find," 
the finest instrumental album of the 
year". One of the two songs, "Mes Tin 
Poli Afti, Lipon" ("In This City, 
Then"), was later included by Yannis on 
his own personal album of songs. I was 
informed by Dimitri, after I had already 
returned to America, that this song was 
considered by those within the record
ing business to be one of the most 
important songs written during the past- · 
decade. Aside from the fine praise, 
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which is always appreciated, myexpres
sion of music was, for the moment, sat
isfied. I didn't write commercial songs 
that would earn me a pocketful of 
money. I wrote music from the heart, 
music that expressed something about 
myself, about who I am as a composer 
and what I was feeling during this 
period of my life. Critically, the album 
was a great success. Commercially, it 
was not. For me, it was a turning point. 

And yet, I was severely criticized, not 
for the music but for illustrating the 
album cover with a photograph of the 
Manhattan skyline. No one asked why I 
chose the image or why I entitled the 
album "Between First and Second 
Avenues." Noone except tor the jacket 
designer. Noone else. There are no First 
and Second Avenues in Athens. There 
are in New York City, but the title I 
chose to represent my work goes well 
beyond street names. In fact, the title 
has really nothing to do with streets, not 
literally in any event. But, no one 
inquired about the title. I suppose no 
one really cared. The merest reference 
to America was enough to set tongues 
wagging, though, in a most unflattering 
way. 

I learned that behind my back I was 
labeled an agent of the CIA. These crit
ics of mine seemed to base their views on 
my fairly frequent trips to Greece, my 
unshakeable belief in democracy, and 
because I had named my album 
"Between First and Second A venues" 
and illustrated it with a photograph of 
the New York skyline, photographed by 
a friend of mine from the terrace of her 
apartment. One of my critics went so far 
as to say that he would cut off his head 
("kovo to kefali mou") if I weren't con
nected with the U.S. intelligence service, 
so sure was he of my employer. But I 
know that if I had named the album 
"Between Panepistimiou and Stadiou 
Streets" and chosen a photograph of 
Athens, I would have been the tafl!:et of 
a different flavor of criticism. 

I have already been referred to time 
and time again as the "Greek Ameri
can." Those who describe me as such 
don't mean to make reference to my 
bicountry affiliation, but to express a 
deep prejudice against me, something 
like "that louse, the traitor." Manos 
Hadzidakis himself referred to me as 
"that Greek-American gentleman" in 
print during a brief period some five 
years ago when he and I had disagreed 
openly. Our differences caught the 
attention of the press. (Our disagree-
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ment was just the sort of stuff newspap
ers and other media crave.) When he 
called me "that Greek-American gentle
man" he was taking full advantage of 
the strong anti-American sentiment 
prevalent in Greece. He dealt a blow 
that fellow Greeks would understand. 
And applaud, no doubt. My rebuttal. I 

admit, was a great deal harsher, and I 
deeply regretted my words later. But they 
garnered for me a public apology from 
Mr. Hadzidakis. Since then I have been 
extremely careful of what I say and how 
I say it so that I will not be misunder
stood and so that my words will not be 
misconstrued. 
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Being a Greek American in Greece is 
not easy. You go there with all the love 
in the world for your homeland and 
your fellow Greeks, you go there in an 
honest attempt to give your country 
something that comes straight from the 
heart, and you end up aching. I wanted 
to write music for my homeland as I 
have done since I was eighteen years 
old, but instead of listening to the music 
I offered, many people assailed me for 
portraying New York City on the cover. 
No one asked me why. No one asked me 
why the skyline is tilted. No one asked 
me what it means to be between First 
and Second. 
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These last few years my trips to 
Greece have not been frequent, but 
about a year ago I again chose to record 
an album there. People in the recording 
business, producers, musicians, sound 
engineers, presumed I was recording 
another album for Greece. I had a little 
surprise in store for them. One after
noon in the studio, I told some produc
ers who happened to be asking me 
various questions about my album that 
the al bum was not meant for distribu
tion there. Why, why not? they wanted 
to know. Why don't you let us release 
your album here? I felt devilish and 
wanted very much to have the last 
laugh. Thanks for your interest, I told 
them, but the album is going to be 
released in the States. By CIA Records. 
Ever hear of it? Noone laughed. No 
one, that is, except for me. 

I, like many Greeks, tottered between 
First and Second for years. Which to 
choose? Both are equally appealing, 
both have their charms and their prob
lems. Once you've known both First 
and Second, you can't help yearning for 
the one when you're far away from it. 
The pull of each is dramatically strong. 
So strong, it can be unbearable at times. 
In order to survive and to flourish, 
though, you've got to make a choice. 
The one that is right for you. That 
doesn't mean that you have to abandon 
the other one entirely. Absolutely not. 
You just can't be between the two. 

And you can't let the criticism get to 
you. The resentment expressed toward 
Greek Americans is unwarranted. But 
Greek Americans are not the only ones 
who suffer ridicule. As an American I 
am automatically CIA. But what about 
Vangelis, who was severely criticized 

when his music for "Chariots of Fire" 
earned him an Academy Award? What 
about Demis Roussos, who was critic
ized when he performed at Paris's 
Olympiad and London's Palladium? 
What about Nana Mouskouri, who is 
constantly criticized for "forgetting" her 
Greek? And there are those who never 
gave up living in Greece, like Stavros 
Xarhakos, who was criticized when he 
conducted the New York Symphony 
Orchestra at the Herod Atticus Theater. 
Wasn't he, and weren't all of them, 
proud reflections of Greece? 

The criticism is shameless and knows 
no bounds. Artists are not the only 
targets. No one is exempt, in fact. The 
Greeks themselves have a word to des
cribe themselves: filokatigori or those 
who love to criticize. But this sort of 
behavior is the reason why many Greek 
Americans have given up on Greece. 
Some have turned their backs on their 
homeland altogether. I haven't; I love 
Greece dearly. Ijust don't like the games 
that are played there. And I don't like 
the criticism and I sure don't like the 
anti-Americanism. Nobody does. 

My al bum will always have a place on 
my shelf and serve as a reminder of the 
past, what I was going through during 
that period of my life and how I was 
expressing myself in my music. What I 
did then came from my heart and I 
intend to go forward with a clear mind 
and create, whether it's here, in the 
States, or there, in Greece. Criticism 
cannot have the same effect on me now. 
I'm well beyond that, because I have 
made a choice. I know which is First 
and which is Second, and I will never 
again find myself between the two. As a 
consequence, I breathe much easier 
these days and I create better music. 

As for my many critics in Greece, 
given an offer of a recording or any 
other sort of contract here, in America, 
there is no doubt in my mind that they 
would come running. So much for logic, 
let alone scruples. And not to mention 
anti-Americanism. 
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