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Since the last issue of Athos News appeared we have lost HRH Prince Philip, Duke of 

Edinburgh, who for nearly thirty years, since 1993, had been an Honorary Member of 

the Friends of Mount Athos. You may be wondering how he came to be associated 

with the Mountain and with the Friends, so we thought we should reproduce the 

article about His Royal Highness’s visit to Mount Athos in October 1992 which first 

appeared in the Annual Report for that year. It is unsigned, but we were assured at the 

time that it had the Duke’s imprimatur. As previously announced, it is our intention in 

due course to honour his memory in a suitable way on the Mountain. Meanwhile let 

this article stand as a tribute to his affection for Orthodoxy, for the Holy Mountain, 

and for the Friends. We were privileged to retain his active support for the rest of his 

life, he will be deeply missed, and his legacy will remain as a perpetual inspiration to 

us all. May his memory be eternal! 

 

Graham Speake 

 

 

 

 

The Visit of HRH Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh, to the Holy 

Mountain and Ormylia, October 1992 

 

 

 
 
‘Welcome, Your Royal highness, to the garden of Our Lady’, exclaimed Fr 

Kallinikos, Protos of the Holy Community at Karyes, agitatedly. The rain was pouring 

down in sheets, converting the newly bulldozed roads of the Athonite capital into 
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expanses of sticky mud. Prince Philip, looking up at the menacing sky, replied 

somewhat wryly, ‘Delighted, but I only wish She had chosen another day to water it.’ 

‘Ah, but She has favoured you with the climate your country is famous for.’ 

 

* * * * * 

 

In his capacity as International President of the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) 

and at the invitation of the Ecumenical Patriarch and the Athonite Holy Community, 

Prince Philip visited the Holy Mountain from 14 to 16 October 1992 accompanied by 

a small group of environmentalists and other specialists from different countries. On 

the previous day, 13 October, he was at the Convent of Ormylia, relaxing and learning 

about the life of this remarkable, 120-strong community. These visits constituted the 

culmination of several previous collaborative meetings between the Orthodox Church 

and WWF dating back to 1986 when, at the Fund’s 25th Anniversary Conference in 

Assisi, His Royal Highness invited the world’s major religions to consider the very 

real and dangerous threats to the health of the natural environment. The response from 

the Orthodox Church, immediate and enthusiastic, led in 1988 to a session on Patmos 

of WWF’s Network on Religion and Conservation in which the idea for the institution 

of a special Day of Creation was put forward. In the following year the late Patriarch 

Dimitrios issued a message calling for thanksgiving and supplication for all creation 

to be offered annually on 1 September, the first day of the Church’s ecclesiastical 

year. He called for this day to be one of earnest prayer for the salvation and protection 

of God’s creation. Then, in 1990, a group of theologians and environmentalists 

convened at the Spiritual Centre of the Annunciation Convent at Ormylia and 

produced an important document in Greek and in English entitled Orthodoxy and the 

Ecological Crisis. Essentially this is a statement that outlines clearly the Orthodox 

understanding of creation and the Christian responsibility of man towards it. It 

contains a fine message from Prince Philip. 

 In addition, WWF has been enlisted to help the Ormylia Metochion with its 

plans to introduce the principles of organic farming to the management of its 

agricultural properties. In this way the convent’s new farming methods will serve as a 

model for the agriculturalists in the immediate area. Eventually the nuns will be able 

to offer valuable advice and technical knowledge to farmers of the rich but 

inefficiently run rural lands of northern Greece. During his stopover at Ormylia Prince 
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Philip was particularly interested to see the fields and the farm and to be informed of 

the initial experiments in the organic cultivation of crops. 

 In November 1991 Patriarch Dimitrios, assisted by WWF, called together a 

Pan-Orthodox Conference on Religion and Ecology, which took place at the 

Orthodox Academy on Crete. Prince Philip gave the opening address and spoke about 

the ecological crisis facing the world. In June 1992 he also attended the Symposium 

on Religion and the Environment which was held at the Phanar and on Halki under 

the aegis of Patriarch Bartholomaios. Prince Philip had ample opportunity to speak at 

length and informally with the Patriarch and the other participants, and he made it 

quite clear that, of all church responses to the plea of WWF for the implementation of 

Christian activity towards the protection of God’s creation, it is the Orthodox Church 

that has been the most committed, energetic, and positive. On Halki Prince Philip was 

delighted to announce the proposal of Patriarch Bartholomaios that the Holy Trinity 

Monastery should be used to continue the discussions on religion and ecology, and to 

bring the issues to a wider audience. The initiative of the Patriarch to use Halki’s 

famous Theological Academy (attached to the monastery) as an International Summer 

School for Religion and Ecology has been seen as a step of considerable significance 

in the reopening of the academy and in calling worldwide attention to the plight of the 

Orthodox minority in Turkey. 

 

* * * * * 

 

These were the preparatory initiatives that led to the invitation to Prince Philip to visit 

the Holy Mountain. Ostensibly its purpose was for the Prince to inspect parts of the 

Athonite peninsula, to be informed of the dangers that threaten its unique ecosystem, 

and ultimately to offer practical and material help in funding environmental protection 

programmes and actions that will ensure the long-term health and vitality of the area. 

But it became obvious to those who were with him that he was also taking the 

opportunity to learn more about Orthodoxy and Orthodox monasticism: its views on 

life, death, and creation; its spirituality, prayer, and ministry; its sacramental vision. 

Many believed that behind his questions and observations lay the memory of his own 

mother’s monastic profession. There is no doubt that he was profoundly impressed 

and deeply touched by the gesture of the Ormylia nuns who, with characteristic 

sensitivity, arranged for sections of the ‘Life’ of the newly canonized martyr, Grand 
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Duchess Elizabeth (d. 1917), Prince Philip’s great aunt, to be read in English at the 

refectory during the evening meal. 

 In his address to the Athonite Holy Community Prince Philip referred to the 

remarkable ecosystem which has developed on Athos as a result of a thousand years 

of God-centred human activity and warned of the insidious threats to the peninsula’s 

integrity posed by the impact of modern life and technology – threats to the condition 

of the Athonite forests, its water resources, its sea fisheries. Throughout the whole of 

the Mediterranean area Athos stands as an altogether unique cultural landscape which 

is of inestimable value to the Orthodox Church, to Greece, and to the world. 

Everywhere else it is a question of trying to repair catastrophic damage, while on the 

Holy Mountain it is a matter of preventing an unintentional natural calamity. The 

major forest fire of August 1990 burned some 2,200 hectares on the peninsula and 

could well have destroyed two of the monasteries. It was a disaster that focused 

attention on the risks to the precious environmental heritage of the Holy Mountain. 

But more insidious, because the effects are less dramatic and tend to be accepted as 

inevitable (even as a ‘necessary evil’), and more serious, because some of them are 

irreversible, are the construction of roads, the proliferation of motor vehicles, the 

absence of any properly planned refuse system to cope with the relatively recent 

influx of tourists, metal and plastic packaging, torch batteries, etc., and the 

widespread installation of modern plumbing without adequate sewerage systems. The 

Prince, in emphasizing that it is issues such as these for which WWF can offer 

assistance, also noted that the monastic communities have a dual responsibility in this 

effort: they must manage their properties and activities to ensure that they leave the 

same rich natural as well as spiritual legacy to those who will follow in the future; and 

by setting the example and in giving a theological value to the conservation of nature, 

they can influence the attitudes and behaviour of members of the Orthodox Church 

throughout the world. 

 The lively, though rather formal, discussion that followed was most interesting 

because it revealed very considerable differences among the monks’ attitudes to the 

problems discussed and to outside assistance. Some welcomed the attention being 

paid to the environment; a few felt threatened and uncertain. The Prince made an 

interesting point to the group: he remarked that at one level it could be argued that to 

reduce Athos to a treeless desert would aid the contemplation of the monks by ridding 

the place of anything that might stimulate pleasure or distract monastic meditation. 
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Yet, he continued, for ten centuries the monks have not done this – perhaps because 

they saw the natural beauty of the Holy Mountain as a gift of God’s grace and 

therefore had not only preserved it, but even enhanced it. Monks from the more 

conservative monasteries saw the environmental crisis as being part of the fulfilment 

of the Book of Revelation, but they were soon corrected by others. The majority, 

already feeling the birth pangs of the impending tragedy, agreed that the dangers were 

real and that something had to be done soon. ‘Once walking on the Holy Mountain 

was like a vigil; now, travel is like a penance’, reflected one of the abbots. 

 Much to the astonishment of the monks, who raised all sorts of objections, 

Prince Philip insisted on walking to his destinations in spite of the inclement weather. 

The monks’ attitude is a sad statement on the decline of walking as a part of monastic 

life and also reflects the fact that most Athonite monks now come from an urban, car-

oriented world, and simply do not value the act of travelling on foot. ‘Walking’, 

observed Prince Philip in his address, ‘is as much a part of the tradition of Athos as its 

hills and forests... One of the unique aspects of Athos is that the peace and tranquility 

of life has been maintained in harmony with God’s creation. I have to say that more 

roads and heavier traffic will do nothing to enhance this harmony.’ 

 After enjoying the Community’s hospitality and a splendid banquet abounding 

in a variety of ‘ecological’ salads, the Prince paid a visit to the Russian skete of the 

Prophet Elijah, now occupied by a community of ten Greek monks from the skete of 

Xenophontos. Leaving Karyes, the party set out on the road built in 1964 before 

branching off on the old stone path that leads to the skete. At this junction two worlds 

could be seen: the newer, muddy, unkempt, bulldozed road and the old, small, 

beautifully laid, stone path – stones lovingly set side by side to create a pathway 

punctuated by crosses and shrines. The Prince enjoyed a relaxed, short, and informal 

time during which the skete’s very charming Elder, who had visited London once in 

the early 1950s, produced his photo album and asked the Prince whether he knew of 

Madame Tussaud’s. Together, over coffee, raki, and quince jam, they chatted 

amicably about their favourite wax models. A visit to the magnificent church, 

followed by the veneration of the relics of St Philip, in honour of the Prince, and the 

party set off with renewed vigour to the monastery of Pantokrator for the first night’s 

stay. 

 The forest of Pantokrator, the poorest and humblest of the Athonite houses, is 

unique on Mount Athos and possesses great ecological interest: it is very large and 
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highly varied forest, chiefly of mature evergreen oak, quite unusual in the 

Mediterranean area. Equally important and unusual is the fact that this forest has been 

untouched by man or flame for over fifty years. It is WWF’s plan to assist the 

monastery (with its recent influx of new monks and conversion to the cenobitic style) 

to manage and maintain this forest and to arrest the natural, automatic urge to 

overexploit it for financial reasons. Prince Philip came to announce to the brotherhood 

that WWF had approved a generous sum for an ecological survey and a management 

plan to be undertaken for Pantokrator’s forest. 

 After the Divine Liturgy the Prince paid a morning visit to Iviron and 

discussed that monastery’s need for alternative energy sources. He visited the 

splendid Katholikon, the chapel of the wonder-working icon of Our Lady (the 

Portaitissa), and the library before setting off – this time, out of necessity, by car – for 

Simonopetra. Even before the Land Rover had cunningly negotiated the last 

precipitous turn, the monastery, aerie-like and girdled in wisps of cloud, appeared 

suspended like the Bethlehem Star that inspired its construction. After a regal lunch, 

laced with eloquent speeches and ending with an exchange of gifts, there was an 

informal discussion with all of the fathers. One of the more elderly monks, wishing to 

practise his long-unrehearsed, decades-old English and at the same time recognizing 

his duty to offer some profound wisdom, took Prince Philip to one side, held his 

shoulders in a firm but friendly grasp, and declared, ‘East or West, God is best!’ ‘Yes, 

I’m absolutely sure you’re right’, confirmed the Prince. 

 In the early afternoon the Prince with his retinue was at neighbouring 

Grigoriou, having walked down the steep cliff face along the old, twisting mountain 

path. This is a strict monastery that has intentionally not built any roads; it does not 

own a vehicle (the monks use only mules for transportation), and it coppices its forest 

on a thirty-five-year cycle. However, by upholding these principles, which it does for 

ecological and theological reasons, Grigoriou forfeits opportunities to capitalize on its 

possessions. The monks argue that the forest, indeed nature itself, is a gift from God, 

and man’s role in caring for the environment is to glorify his Creator and to enable all 

of nature to do the same. They would concede that modern technology can be 

employed so long as it does not violate these principles. ‘Technology must be used 

discerningly; it must not be permitted to enslave us.’ Consequently, the discussions 

revolved around methods of forest management: should they refrain from exploiting it 
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at all; and, if they do, how could they raise the finances they need to maintain the 

monastery? 

 The visiting party was taken by boat across the bay to Simonopetra’s jetty 

from which Prince Philip enthusiastically scaled the mountainside, despite torrential 

rain on the last stretch (he even refused an umbrella), in a record 25 minutes. The 

average time for a man half his age is 40 to 45 minutes. The Prince’s last evening on 

the Holy Mountain was spent dining and sharing experiences and stories with the 

many Anglophone monks at Simonopetra. He attended a very beautiful service, rising 

at 5am for it on the day of his departure, after which he set off to the accompaniment 

of clanging bells and the refrains of sacred chant. 

 Prince Philip expressed his admiration for the vigour and commitment of the 

communities he met. At the same time he was saddened to see dilapidated, abandoned 

buildings and the unchecked intrusion of technology that threatens the special quality 

and harmony of life for humans, plants, and animals that have existed on the Holy 

Mountain for over a millennium. He is convinced that Athos deserves all the 

assistance that WWF can afford to offer for the conservation of the natural 

environment and for the benefit of future generations of monks and pilgrims. He 

looks forward to active collaboration between the Fund and the monasteries to 

achieve this end. 

 


