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Abstract

During and immediately after the Greek Civil War, bias, propaganda, fear and stigma led
to the silencing of leftist voices. This created an imbalance and compromised perceptions
of the truth, facts and historical events. This silencing further led to misconceptions so
that rumour and propaganda could proliferate without opposition. Through a creative oral
history of my family stories, | aim to redress this imbalance. Using the ancient Greek
theory of the four humours as a structure for the creative work, | have written an ancestor
tribute which I have termed mnemography. Oral history interviews with my relatives and
auto-ethnography form the basis of my research.

Silenced voices of departed relatives are heard through the narrating of the difficulties my
relatives faced as leftist guerrillas or politically neutral farmers in Northern Greece from
1942 to 1950. The research is motivated by my commitment to honour my relatives’
memories and my belief that the telling of these stories will encourage further
reconciliation within any community where there are political, cultural or racial

differences.

Through Marianne Hirsch’s theory of postmemory, I explore the hold the past has on my
own notions of self and identity and discuss how my relatives’ stories have better enabled
me to understand my own place in our shared history. The haunting of the past through
intergenerational transmission is explored in the mnemography and exegesis. The
ouroboros is a Greek symbol of renewal and regeneration and | have used it to signify the
regenerative process of family stories through postmemory.

In the mnemography | use oral history transcriptions which incorporate elements of
creative writing practice. The exegesis clarifies how the writing practice | used differs
from existing memoirs of the Greek Civil War and how it adds to our knowledge of that
conflict. The fine-grained ethnographic detail that emerges from the oral histories reveals
how my relatives lived, depicting a way of life now passed. Using inconsistencies in the
narrative, |1 explore how there can be more than one version of the events, and the
importance of the multivocality of stories from the Greek Civil War so that there is not
only one narrative. This leads to a fairer, more nuanced reading of the past, and, in
engaging with the roles played by bias, rumour and propaganda in establishing official

histories, allows for more informed judgements to be made about these crucial events.
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Preface

Old wounds contain energy, energy to reopen and fester and bring about a small

apocalypse in order to heal properly and close over completely.

| always felt war was repulsive, a tragic loss of life. A chess game played with real lives.
After learning that some of my relatives fought or were killed during and after the Greek
Civil War, | began to see war through new eyes: it was closer to home and a part of my
history. Love for country, for family, and freedom from oppression were some of the
ideals which motivated my relatives who fought. Others were pressured into joining the
rebels in exchange for protection of other family members. And others felt they had to
take a stance against the injustice in front of their eyes, the starving farmers who had most
of their crops taken by the Nazis, and the Italian and Greek armies. They paid with life,
blood or exile, so | feel they should be honoured as much as my relatives who did not
fight, not because they fought but because they sacrificed so much, lost so much and were

loved by family nonetheless.

Living an ordinary life can still be heroic in its own way and worthy of recording and
remembering. | left Greece months before my fourth birthday and didn’t return until I
was twenty-three, so | feel I must record what little | and my relatives remember to fill
the void in my life and in my parent’s lives and pass on that information to my child and
future generations. Being so far away meant that we missed so much, and our own

milestones could not be celebrated with our relatives.

One thing appears certain to me: even when they were starving, life for my relatives was
brighter, clearer, more brilliant in Greece than my life has ever been in Australia, because
they had each other. Shared life experiences make them more special. | understand that it
is not so much Greece that | miss, but family connections. | am part of the chain that was
temporarily broken, the one who missed out on the love of grandparents and extended

family.

The culture of remembering is itself becoming a thing of the past — ancestor worship is
limited to cultures which demand it, like the Greek culture or the Chinese. Greek
Orthodox tradition asks the immediate family of the deceased to have memorial services

forty days, three months, six months, nine months and twelve months after the death.
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Then after a year or more, the grave is reopened and the bones are viewed. And upon
entering a Greek Orthodox church, one is required to light a candle in remembrance of
the departed, usually grandparents or parents. Remembering the deceased is an act of

love, reverence, and also an obligation.

Apparently, the way the bones are arranged in the coffin after it is reopened can indicate
if the deceased is at rest or is displeased. This is possibly where the expression to “turn in
the grave” comes from. Father remembers passing Zervohori village cemetery in the night
when he had a long walk ahead to reach his own village. He heard muffled screams
coming from the graveyard. He kept going, not sure what to think. A year later the bones
of a recently buried villager showed he had turned upside down. Father believes the man
had been buried alive in a coma and awoke underground. He regrets he did not stop to

offer assistance, but few people would ever do such a thing in a cemetery at night.

My relatives lived in a way which was common in the nineteen-forties in rural areas in
Greece. This way of living is now termed “off the grid”. They sacrificed their melodious
voices, their talented hands and their minds to tasks like kneading bread, tending the fire,
washing clothes, feeding animals and farming the land. Genius comes in many forms: the
perfectly baked bread, fine embroidery, abundant harvest and successful trade. Some
beauty blooms indoors, seen by few, yet the scent is delicate and pervades through wind
and rain. My mother is one of these beauties, as were my grandmothers and aunts.
Through this mnemography | honour my parents and relatives. | want to preserve their
memories. They are important to me — | who now carry the torch, before I too pass it on
to the next generation. My DNA carries the genetic material and inherited memories of

countless ancestors. Therefore, | am not I, | am we. | am the sum of them all.

Athina Bakirtzidis Singh, PhD thesis: Mnemography and the Greek Civil War  xii



The Bells Will Toll

A Mnemography
Athina Bakirtzidis Singh



Tha Simanoun oi Kampanes
(The Bells Will Toll)

With so many leaves the sun is beckoning you good morning
With so many flags the sky is shining
And these people behind iron bars, and those inside the ground
Be silent, soon the bells will toll

This earth is theirs and ours

Under the earth in their crossed hands
They are holding the bell ’s rope
They are waiting for the moment,
They are waiting to signal the resurrection
This earth is theirs and ours

No one can take it from us

Be silent, soon the bells will toll

This earth is theirs and ours

(Song lyrics by Theodorakis & Bithikotsis 1966, adapted from a poem of the same
name by Yiannis Ritsos and translated by Athina Bakirtzidis Singh)
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Part 1
Sanguine:
Father’s Story
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1

In the Shadow of the Mountains

Few things last for long. They change and change and change again. New becomes old
and today becomes ancient. Perhaps the things that last are beyond seeing or touching.
For me family has always been important, an anchor in a rough sea. Even those who have
gone, are not gone to me. Almost every day my parents and | remember grandparents,
and by remembering them remember great-grandparents, great-uncles, great-aunts, and
how beautiful life in Greece was. By remembering beauty you also remember the times

when life was not so beautiful, just as night follows day.

Remembering is a joy for me, but also a duty. | do not have the same scars that my parents,
uncles and aunts have when they remember their childhoods during and after the Greek
Civil War. But I have other scars. Time heals many wounds, and others we pretend never
happened. 1 am compelled to remember because life follows a circular pattern, like the
ouroboros — the great snake swallowing its tail. By remembering, the past is reborn in the

present and what is gone lives once more, even if it is only in my heart and mind.

Some of my memories have been borrowed or reconstructed from the memories of my
parents and grandparents, told over and over until they became mine and I could not
remember when they were not a part of my psyche. To be Greek means to always look
into the past, the Classical Age, the Golden Age, the Roman Empire and even through
Ottoman rule. It is in our blood, we have so many relics of the past vying for our attention.
Through my family history | remember and reconstruct the past in the present. Being
Greek in Australia also means to remember the Greek Civil War and the subsequent
dictatorship which forced my father to take us out of Greece. Like many other Greeks,
my parents chose to come to Australia to begin afresh, but they brought along more than

their suitcases. They brought memories.

The pain of separation from family is like death. A living death. Other people my age
may have coloured photos of themselves as children with their relatives, but | have old
black-and-white photographs from Greece and a pain in my heart for which | thought

there was no cure, until my son was born. This is the story of my parents, grandparents
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and other relatives, and my yearning to be with my extended family once more. This is
the yearning of a three-and-a-half-year-old child who sailed across many seas to the
Antipodes, to Australia, to a new life and culture and language. My homesickness remains
for a place which is changing. A place which exists in my heart but now it is more in the
past than in the present. My older relatives are departing this life as we all must,

eventually.

The villages of my relatives sit amongst hills and valleys, surrounded by high mountains
in all four directions. They are nestled tight against the earth, clinging to ancient soil, with
the roots of hundred-year olives reaching far below. Above, the turquoise sky is dotted
with swallows dancing and swooping. The air smells of honeysuckle, roses, violets and
ripening cherries, apples and rockmelons in orchards and fields. Ladybirds rest on leaves
and bees buzz amongst the feast of flowers. | remember time stood still when | was a
child in Greece. And nowhere on earth was as beautiful. My family were loving, playful,
and loved practical jokes. | remember my mother’s young brother hid me in a sack after
we went to collect rockmelons from the garden, near where the donkey was tied and
grazing on nettles and other plants within her reach. The melons were ripe and their sweet
fragrance filled the air metres away. Uncle wanted to play a trick on my mother so he hid
me in the sack. “Where’s Athina?” Mother asked, beginning to panic. I leapt out of the
sack at the last minute, and my mother laughed in surprise. We ate the melons with feta,
Greek salad, olives, fresh home-baked bread and stuffed peppers drizzled with our own

cold-pressed olive oil. We had everything, and most of all, we had each other’s love.

In winter, | remember we went to Nigrita and visited shops set up in a lower section of
the town, on the banks of a river. This was before the council filled in the riverbanks and
made the town into one, instead of the original two parts. Mother had photographs taken
of my sister and me wearing short dresses decorated with white wavy-ribbon borders and
matching flared trousers. The photographer had a tent down in the riverbank. It was warm
and pleasant outside; I did not want to be inside the tent at all. My sister and | wanted to

play.

We turned and saw older children on top of the embankment throwing large silver glitter
spheres into the air so they fell around us like silver snow. | was mesmerised. Later we
went to church for the Saturday mass and blessing. Mother made us fast till after mass. A

wedding had just finished and people threw rice and sugar-coated almonds into the air.
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All the children, including us, scrambled to collect the white almonds and stuffed them
in our mouths one by one. They tasted like vanilla and were very hard. It took a good
twenty minutes to chew through to the sweet almond centre. I remember mother was
beautiful like an angel, her hair tied high in a ribbon, accentuating her soft flawless face
and large hazel green eyes. She wore tailored suits with pointy shoes, pleated skirts or
tight-waisted floral dresses. She usually dressed my sister and me like little dolls in pretty
dresses with wide ribbon sashes that tied behind. I loved playing with my young beautiful

aunts, and my cousins only a year or two older than me.

I never wanted to leave Greece. | had no concept of leaving. It was only after we said
goodbye to our grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins at the train station, boarded a
plane from Athens to Egypt, and then spent a month on the large ship Patris which passed
through the Suez Canal, that | understood we were somewhere else. Too far away to

return. We had gone to the Antipodes.
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2
The Ghosts of the Past

I sit with Father in the living room while Mother is busy in the kitchen making us tea
from the leaves and flowers of the flamouri tree which grows in our region of Greece and
is called ironwort here in Melbourne. Father has managed to plant ironwort in our yard
but it is yet to flower. It is mid-afternoon in winter and the heater is on, buzzing quietly.
I know Father is in a mood to speak. He is comfortable and relaxed, his feet up on the

stool.

“How was life in Greece when you were young?” I ask, waiting for the long story that

will follow.

“Times have changed. Life is mediocre and easy now,” says Father. He sighs. “How many
good people were lost in the Greek Civil War from 1946 to 1949? Students died in the
streets, they ate grass, they protested against the government but only those who went to
their villages had food to eat. The cities were like rat dens. Dead people lay everywhere.
Money became worthless when food was scarce. There was a huge growth of communism
in Greece after World War Two. People wanted equal rights and food. The USA and
England took sides with the Greek right-wing fascists against the democrats and
communists. The English and the Americans were afraid Greece would align with Russia
and become communist, so they put their boots onto our soil and dropped their bombs
from the planes onto the rebels, the ones who had liberated Greece from Hitler and the
Germans just years earlier. Suddenly, they were heroes no more. Everyone split into two
camps, the right-wing fascists licking the arse of the Americans and the left-wing
communists who were the Russia lovers. What a time that was!” Father rubs his hand

across his eyes.

“There was a hero amongst us,” Father says, “my uncle Eraklis.” Father sits back in his
padded pink vinyl armchair; he gazes into the distance and through his gaze | imagine us
descending through the mists of time. | hear the wind blowing outside through the trees.
The howls of the wind are harpies, waiting to tear people’s hearts and eyes out for daring

to listen to what must be forgotten. There is a price to be paid for remembering. Every
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time | can see another world and it is real. | start to see the past in Greece through the
words of my Father, even though it was a time before | was born.

The sun is rising, just like the day it rose when Christ was delivered to the
non-believers. Swallows begin their crisp chirps, “watch out, watch out,

watch out!”, but who can heed them?

The birds fly over walnut, chestnut and flamouri trees, row upon row planted
by the local Greek villagers who escaped the Christian genocide in Pontus
further east in Anatolia. A wolf howls; he is near and hungry, coming closer
in search of food. Morning stars decorate the sky like silver sequins on topaz
and old trees sigh. Some are old enough to remember that the residents of
these villages were enslaved by the Pasha over a hundred years ago. Centuries
ago, a Greek king lived in a castle outside the village now just ruins. The
villagers took the stones to build their own houses. The past is recycled in the
present, like the ouroboros snake swallows its tail again and again and again.
Red cloaks flap behind the morning mist and spears hide behind trees. The
trees sigh and creak. Eraklis descends the mountain, sure-footed and dressed
in black. Few people visit these mountains, only shepherds, because of the
communist rebels — the andartes who have taken refuge there. Perhaps it is

easier to die for your beliefs if you have no food in your stomach.

Eraklis stops, and listens, and peers through the familiar darkness. He drinks
from his flask, which is almost empty. He has a large sack to carry back as
many loaves of bread, cheese, onions and olives as he can up to his comrades.
Others are higher up in the mountains setting up telegraph wires. Every night,
a man must go into the villages for food. Today Eraklis has come down late.
They travelled twenty miles the day before, on the tails of the fascists. Some
5000 men are in the mountains. Within one family there could be fascists and

communists. Brothers fought against brothers, it was a dirty war.

Eraklis turns towards the river, where the trees grow thicker. It is darker and
more difficult to be seen. Few people dare to walk in the dark, as snakes often

hide behind stones waiting for an opportunity to strike. Or fascists.
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Eraklis remembers his tall cousin Ozur Gianne, a crack shot with the rifle. He
could bring a man down 200 metres away. No one dared to touch them in
Pontus. Eraklis and his family have given their farm into the safe keeping of
the Turkish neighbours, because they did not know if they would ever return.
It was safer to flee the growing violence against the Christians. His father
Haralambos had tied a belt stuffed full of gold coins around his waist, and
with this they began a new life in Northern Greece. Now there was fighting
in Greece. Peace was like a bird that flew south for the winter, long gone. If

Christ turned water into wine, they should have turned war into peace.

Eraklis finds the marked stone outside the village and lifts it up. Underneath
is a note. It tells him the locations of the police and what is happening in the
villages. There are good people here in the village. Christodoulis is the farmer
who has hidden the letter, the one they call Kapetanios. There is no warning
in the letter, so Eraklis continues towards the water pump just outside the
village. The birds stop twittering, the flutter of many wings ringing through
the forest. Eraklis spins around to see who could be there. He can see no one.
Tired and thirsty, he unscrews the lid from his flask and fills it at the pump.
Water whooshes over the side as it fills. The hairs stand up on the back of his
neck. He turns again, starting to retreat. He rests behind a tree for a moment
and closes his eyes. Eraklis remembers the sound of the river as it filled the
barrels strapped to the giant wheel of their mills. Their seven mills on seven
hills near Samsunda. The water moved the mill stones that ground the wheat,
corn, barley and other grains for all the surrounding villages. They had been

wealthy farmers with many fields and livestock.

Eraklis lifts the flask again to his mouth to drink the cool water, which is
sweet with sulphur. Suddenly, there is the crack of a rifle. Eraklis runs. Bullets
zing past like angry cicadas. It’s an ambush. Staggering, he loses his balance
and falls. He’s been hit. Death takes its time, and he lies there calling out for

help. No one comes. The sun rises higher and higher.

On the third day, the bells of the church ring and call the faithful to prayer in
the early evening, and Christodoulis, the good farmer, places a wooden cross

made of twigs onto the shallow grave he has dug in the riverbank with his
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own bare hands. He washes his hands in the river and they sting, the nails
scraped red raw from over an hour of digging. But this is not what makes him
cry. He cries for Eraklis, the man he buried. He cries because a good man has
been killed and no one would even dare help him or bury him. Christodoulis
did this alone, not wanting to involve anyone else and have them risk
reprisals. Because he takes the animals to pasture, he alone is allowed the
freedom to move through the villages and mountains. Christodoulis stops
outside the church, his cattle following behind. He prays for Eraklis and his

family and for the end of this terrible war.

*k*k

This story is made of the memories of my mother, father, Grandfather Christos and
Grandmother Fotini, all joined together to form one vision in my mind, even though it
happened before | was born. My father loved his uncle very much and he never forgot his
loss; he kept his memories of him alive through the stories he told us.

Eraklis had come to get bread from his future brother-in-law, Christos or Christodoulis —
which means servant of Christ — my mother’s father. There was always extra food ready
in my grandfather Christos’ house, even though he was a farmer with six children. In
1949 when my great uncle Eraklis was ambushed, my mother was only two years old.
Somehow it was known who had reported Great-uncle Eraklis to the police. And
somehow the news got to the rebels. The next day the rebels came back and found the
man who had apparently informed on him. Grandfather Christos tried to save the man,
but the rebels would not listen to him. His powers of persuasion only went so far.

Grandfather Christos told me how he buried Great-uncle Eraklis in the soft riverbank.
Even decades later, he had cried while telling the story. He looked down at his open palms
and said, “I buried him with my bare hands. I said the Lord’s Prayer over the soil first,
then dug it with my hands. Rebels were not allowed proper burials. Bodies were often left
unclaimed. A priest would not even agree to come and say a prayer, usually out of fear. I
dragged him into a shallow grave with difficulty. By then the body had swollen up in the
midday sun and the face was almost unrecognisable. | recognised who it was by the halo
of dark curls around his head. I covered him with dirt, sticks, stones, branches, anything

I could find, so the wolves would not eat him. | made a small wooden cross out of twigs.
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| prayed and made the sign of the cross. After doing all I could, I took the cows and

buffaloes which were waiting nearby back home.”
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3
The Right and the Left

As a young child, I remember Father muttering fasistes and | thought that it must be a
swear word. Father used colourful language whenever he was angry, not really censoring
his words in front of us children, letting us see what angered him. Perhaps he wanted us
to learn by his example of what was to be hated. Of course, we could not understand. He
had lived through the Greek Civil War, while we had only heard the stories. All wars
interested him and he had comments to make about all of them. He also blamed America

for starting most of the wars.

Wars did not interest me until I learned about the fate of some of my relatives. Father
mourned the loss of his eldest brother and blamed the fascists for his death. And by Father
remembering the past, and telling us the stories, it was as if the dead were resurrected and
lived once again for us. Even though | had never met my oldest uncle, I felt that | knew
him quite well. It is said that when the bells toll on Judgement Day the martyrs and
innocents will be rewarded and resurrected. My father’s stories were those bells, were
resurrecting the dead in our hearts and minds. | could see them stand before me, pale and
silent, the gorgeous dark curls of murdered Uncle Kostas with full pink cheeks, and a
flawless complexion untouched by time. He had not died old — he was forever young.

When we joined hands and danced Greek sirto, kotsari, tik, mal, zorba, it was as if the
past, present and future all danced together with us. Father would take the lead with a
handkerchief in his hand and leap high into the air, kicking his feet out, and then turn
slowly around. We would shriek and laugh, trying to hold him upright with the other end
of the handkerchief in our hands. He showed us the feats of his youth, acrobatic
somersaults, fast footwork, spins, Cossack leaps. Suddenly he was young again and we
watched in awe. Father was an accomplished Greek dancer with strength beyond that of

an average man.

By dancing these dances, we kept traditions alive, stepping through the same dances of
our grandparents, great-grandparents and great-great-grandparents. We were forbidden to

speak English at home. That language was only for school. But when we children were
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in our room, we spoke English in hushed voices. | understand now that Father did this so
that we could hold onto our Greek language and origins. This was how we demonstrated

who we were, and that we remembered and honoured our ancestors.

We spoke about the past, our relatives, Greece and also danced to traditional songs — even
the previously forbidden ones by Theodorakis. Tha Simanoun oi Kampanes — “The Bells
Will Toll” — blared loudly in our living room as we leapt about in creative Zorba-inspired
dance moves. In Australia we could listen to whatever Greek music we wanted, not like

in the Greece we had left during the dictatorship.

All our Greek neighbours were crazy about Abba and sang along to the songs every day.
We never tired of Abba. Out in the Prahran streets, cars drove by and half of them had
Greek bouzouki music or Abba blaring out the windows. Our neighbours were mostly
Greek. There was a large Greek community in Prahran and although we did mix with
other nationalities, it was hard to ignore the Greek presence. | understood that | was
Australian, but also that | was firstly Greek.

I would become quiet whenever Father spoke about Greece and the past because | was

homesick, although at the time I couldn’t understand what homesickness was.

The pain of separation from my relatives and the familiarity of Greece became a little less
sharp as | made friends and found new joys in Australia. My best friends were Judy, who
was half Polish and half Australian, and Sophie, who was Greek. They were both blonde
and blue-eyed. | adored each of them. I never told anyone how homesick | was for Greece,

and no one asked. I did not know if | would ever see my relatives again.

Father spoke reverently about the andartes, the rebels. His father, Kleanthis, had been
one. Father never questioned why his father had to leave the family to go and fight in the
mountains. The way he told the story, there was no choice. If you were not Right then

you were Left. Fascist or communist.

| began to research the two sides when | was older, trying to understand what had
happened in Greece to lead to my grandfather’s exile and my family leaving the
dictatorship to come to Australia. 1 came across the Last Great Speech of Aris
Velouchiotis, given from a hotel balcony in 1945. Father would have been five years old

then. Old enough to be influenced by talk like this:

Athina Bakirtzidis Singh, The Bells Will Toll, Part 1: Sanguine 14



Neither did we have the right to implant the stamp on the forehead of
the forthcoming generations, our children and our grandchildren, that
they originate from a land of eunuchs who agreed to die on the streets
from the most vile of deaths — from hunger — instead of dying with
gun in hand fighting for freedom.

What should we prefer? The first or the second? We answer a
thousand times with no shadow of doubt: TO FIGHT!

Better for everything to burn down instead of us capitulating to the
occupiers. (Velouchiotis, 1945)

Father must have listened to much talk in his formative years because he is very stubborn
in his political views. He explained that the political turmoil in Greece today is a repetition
of the same Left and Right divisions which existed in the 1940s. First the Nazi Germans
took all the food during the Axis War and people died in the streets in the cities, while
those in the villages prepared to fight them. The hunger lasted until the end of the Civil
War in 1949.

“What do you think? They are still the same, the same fascists and neo-Nazi supporters
who were around then. Now they are making an even greater racket. With democracy

there is freedom of speech and also propaganda,” Father said.

| had imagined that the differences between Left and Right would end when the
generations who had lived through the Greek Civil War passed away. But these political
differences still exist today. | had hoped to see the rift heal. But if | and others close our
eyes and pretend nothing unpleasant happened, what would we gain? What more would
we lose? Peace is precious and also easily lost. Difficulties still exist today. Prosperity
can be regained through hard work, but life once lost is lost, and can only be resuscitated
through memory, even if the memories are second-hand. | do not feel the victory of any
political party is ever worth the loss of even one life. But then, | never experienced war

and hunger.
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4
Grandfather Kleanthis

Grandfather Kleanthis, my paternal grandfather, fled to what was then Czechoslovakia
near the end of the Greek Civil War. After his brother Eraklis was killed, he knew his
luck would run out if he returned to fight in the mountains. He could not return to the
village, so he fled with the rebels. He had been in former Yugoslavia recovering in
hospital from a shrapnel wound in his leg. He had a wife and five children to support
when he first retreated into the mountains; then, after about a year of fighting, only three
sons were left to him. It is said his beautiful daughter Marianthe, my father’s twin, died
of the evil eye, falling to the ground in seizure after a visitor commented on the beauty of
the children. “What do you feed these children?” the visitor had asked in admiration.
Marianthe had been the most beautiful child of the family, with fair skin, dark curls and
blue eyes. There were no doctors in the village and so it was common to die of treatable
ailments. Father always spoke of his father, and his twin sister Marianthe.

“What did Grandfather Kleanthis do once he left Greece?” I asked Father again, even

though he had told me this story many times.

“In Czechoslovakia my father worked as a bus driver for twenty years before being able
to return home to Greece. He had the company of other ex-rebels and their families in the
city of Brno. Many had left their villages; some took their children with them or asked
others to bring them out of Greece. My father learned the Czech language but never forgot
his family. He wrote letters weekly to my mother in Greece and often sent money. He
was tall and fair-skinned, with blond hair and blue eyes, like his father Haralambos who
had left Turkey with his seven sons and a daughter. All his siblings had dark hair and
brown eyes. My mother, Athina, looked very different, with dark curly hair, olive skin
and brown eyes. She had been smitten with Grandfather’s fair looks when she met him.
Father remained fit, as did most of his family, and still rode a bike in his nineties. His
mother, Vasiliki, lived to 108 and | can remember her gardening till that age. His cousins
had lived to over 100 years old. The wholefood diet, limited stress, simple life and

homemade olive oil played a part in this longevity. Or perhaps it was genetic. Having
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family to help you through tough times and to share joyous times is important. It gives

life meaning and colour.”

Listening to Father’s words, I thought back to my first visit to Greece in my early
twenties. When | met Grandfather Kleanthis he cried. He had last seen me as a toddler.
“Don’t leave me, my child; life is short,” he said. I was optimistic with the ignorance of
youth and replied, “But I will be back in a few months, Grandfather.” “No, no you won’t.

You will never come back,” he said sadly.

| tried to be hopeful, but inside my heart | knew | was losing something irreplaceable, so
precious and rare. | thought | would return again the following summer. But | was too
late. Grandfather had been right. He died eight months later. And with him went the
stories | would never hear, the truth about his life in exile, about how hard it was for him

to readjust to life in Greece.
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5
Voices of Freedom

From my childhood until now, Father told me countless times about his oldest brother,
Kostas. He never tired of talking of his brother because he loved him, and by remembering
him and passing on those memories to me and my siblings, we got to know something of
our oldest uncle. The way Father described him, | felt that | knew Uncle Kostas very well.

“He had tight black curls cascading around his face. He was fairer than me,” Father would

say. “You remind me of him very much,” Father would tell me.

“He had the large, beautiful eyes of a poet and a beautiful sensitive nature. But he was

not allowed to live.”

Father sighs as he remembers those bitter days, when many relatives had been lost. He
hums a song popularised by Mikis Theodorakis, a fellow Pontian who was jailed during
the Greek Civil War — Tha Simanoun oi Kampanes or “The Bells Will Toll”. This was a
song of the revolution, and few people dared to play it in Greece in the early 1970s, but
Father was one who did. He looks at the photo on the mantelpiece of Kostas with his

middle brother, his mother and himself. Another story begins.

“Those katharmata, they killed him. Such a good boy, a palikari, and they killed him.
Well, they got their punishment. They all died like dogs later from sickness or cancer.”
Father looks down at the ground, but I know he is not really seeing anything here in the
room. He is remembering and feeling the loss and pain that he tried to escape by moving

to Australia.

“In the beginning, the police would open and read the letters my father sent, until they
got bored reading about his daily civilian activities. My mother, Athina, paid the price for
his departure many times. In 1950 she was taken by the police in the back of an open cart
through the village, the way they paraded witches in the sixteenth century so people could
throw rotten fruit or vegetables — then jailed her in a one-metre-high cell below the police

station.”
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Suddenly the story becomes a vision before my eyes. | have heard it many times before
but it still hurts to hear it. | can see Greece in 1950 — a time before | was born, a time
when Father was ten years old. The village appears dusty and empty in my mind, with a
few stray cats and a dog or two lying in the shade. Ghosts of the dead hide behind
doorways, awaiting salvation, and good people work in their fields from daybreak till the
early afternoon before heading home to be with their families, guarding what little they
have, sharing bread, soup, salad and olives together. My grandmother and namesake was
young then, around twenty-six or twenty-seven years old. A striking beauty with olive
skin, large white teeth and black curly hair. Sadly, no marriage photo remains of her and
Grandfather Kleanthis. That photo was another casualty of the Civil War destroyed by

rightists. I listen to my father’s voice as he tells the story.

The policeman comes to our door and knocks loudly. “Open the door.” He

knocks again even louder. My mother opens it.

“What do you want?”” she asks.

“You have to come for questioning.”

“Don’t take me from my children. Who will look after them?”

“Andartissa, you have to come to the police station to answer some
questions,” the constable snapped, dragging her onto the cart and tying her
wrists with twine. The neighbours didn’t do anything to stop her being taken.

No one intervened. Perhaps they were even pleased.

“Zacharias,” she yelled, “lock the house and feed your brothers and the
animals.” | often helped her cook, went for groceries or to get firewood while
my older brothers worked in the fields. Mother’s hair had fallen loose and
cascaded down her back in dark curls. Tears streaked her beautiful face. Her
blue floral skirt had snagged on the cart and torn slightly at the hem. | boiled
with rage watching them take Mother away. | followed behind the cart at a
distance, my fists tight, ready to do anything to protect her.

“Where is your husband?” the policeman asked Mother once they reached the

station.
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“You know where he is, in Czechoslovakia, and if you don’t believe me, go

there and see for yourself.”

“The rebel’s wife dares to answer back? You think you are smarter than us,

hiding lires in your house? Don’t worry, we’ll break it apart and find them.”

“If 1 had lires, why would | be wearing these rags? We work hard for our
bread.”

The policeman pushed Mother into the dungeon. First they had made sure
they had defecated a few times in there so that the stench was unbearable.
There was no sewerage system in those days — people used buckets or holes
in the ground — and the cell beneath the station was used as a toilet and a
holding cell. She was given no food or water. | cooked some bean soup and
took it and a slice of bread to Mother. But the policeman saw it and kicked

the plate to the ground.
“Zagari, don’t show your face here again.”

Even though | was only ten, I abused him the best way | knew: “Gamisou and
your family and your mother.” The policeman lifted his rifle and aimed it at

me but I didn’t flinch. He slowly lowered his rifle.

I then ran to an uncle who was a fascist but who was also a very good man

and asked him for help.
“They took Mother and are hitting her and not giving her food or water.”

Uncle Pavlos went to the police station immediately with a bastooni in his
hand and said, “Why punish this woman? She is not a rebel, neither are her
children involved in this war. Let her go and don’t bother them anymore, or |
will make trouble for you.” He tapped the desk emphatically. The policeman
saw that my mother had the support of fascist relatives and decided to release

her.

Mother thanked Uncle Pavlos and went home to relight the fire and to milk

the buffaloes. She had been dragged to the police station like this several
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times that year, but after this, the campaign against her ended and she was
allowed to bring us up in peace.

However, the anger and bitterness continued after the end of the Civil War.
Relatives and neighbours knew that my father was in another country,
working for a wage, when they had trouble growing food to eat. Sometimes
he sent us money. Mother had three sons left, after Marianthe my twin sister
and my younger brother Vasilis died of infected facial burns. It was cold in
winter and we all stood or sat near the fireplace, which had a metal screen in
front to keep the embers and soot from coming into the room. But the screen
became searing hot from the fire and Marianthe and Vasilis fell against it
accidentally and got burned on the face. This happened to both of them years
apart. There was always a risk of burns. We all huddled in front of the fire in
winter. Mother applied chalk to the burns to stop infection but it got worse.
There was no doctor. Sadly, my siblings both died of infected burns. But when
my twin died, a part of me died too, and | became more boisterous, a trouble-

maker. | had to live for the both of us.

We worked hard, collecting our olives for pressing to make oil; sowing corn,
wheat and tobacco; taking the goats out to pasture; and collecting oregano,
firewood and flamouri tea from the mountains. My eldest brother, Kostas,
was eighteen when he started trading corn and wheat for a profit. He had a
knack for business and was very intelligent and hardworking. Kostas helped
Mother open a store in the village. He would tell me, “Just you wait and see,
I will make you into a doctor.” | was so proud of him; there was no one else
like him in all the villages in Serras. He wore houndstooth jackets, wool suits
and pointy-toed shoes in the latest 1950s fashion. Dark ringlets fell in front
of his face. His intelligent eyes were large and wide-spaced so that he looked
angelic. Having only finished high school he tutored university students in

mathematics. He was a mathematical genius.

“How did you learn these things?” an uncle asked. Kostas just smiled. He
would explain algebra to his cousin in second-year university. He was very
modest. Kostas loved reading books and had studied well at school. He did

have an interest in going to university; however, with Father in exile, that was
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now impossible. But Kostas was making the best of a bad situation. He was
always positive. He would urge me to study and would give me spending
money if | did well at school. | adored him. When | misbehaved, he would
tell me patiently that I should behave better: he never let me get away with
anything. We were all so proud of Kostas. | knew he would walk slowly when
he went past a certain doorway in our village; | would try to urge him on, but
he would not be hurried. A pretty girl lived there. If she saw him pass she
always smiled and Kostas smiled back. A small flower of love was beginning

to blossom.

The envy grew and grew. Kostas’s life held promise above the ordinary; we
knew that he would find a way to save us all from a life of hardship. In a way,
he replaced the father we all missed. One morning he loaded up corn and
wheat onto the cart of a cousin who was going to Serras. They left early and
Kostas said he would be back by the late afternoon or early evening. Kostas
did not want to sell the grain in the village and get a pittance for it or on credit.

He knew where to sell it for a good price.

In the villages cars rarely passed. Only police or officials could afford a car.
Ordinary people used donkeys or mules. That afternoon, Kostas would be
returning on foot from trading in Serras. He had taken a lift by cart and had
sold our corn and wheat for a good profit. Maybe everyone knew this. He
walked home from Nigrita, over an hour away. Possibly, he was imagining
ways to improve the grocery store so that he could work there all day rather

than slaving in the fields.

| heard rumors that a car came behind him and Kostas turned to see who it
was. He must have recognised the people inside, most of whom had political
differences with Father. He probably turned his face and continued walking,
not wanting any trouble. Kostas would have looked straight ahead; he was
only fifteen minutes’ walk from the village now. The car revved its engine
and swerved close to him before going back to the middle of the road. They
were playing chicken with him, trying to make him run for his life, laughing
loudly. They came close again, this time missing him by inches.
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I imagine Kostas was sweating by now, his mind spinning. He began to run.
He could hear the cheers coming from the car. He ran, faster and faster,
turning to avoid the car. It veered off the centre of the road, again following
Kostas, who ran over a small hill of sand at the edge of the road, expecting
the car to turn away from this obstacle. It followed him and hit him in the
back of his legs. He fell forward and the car passed over him, striking his

head, leaving him for dead.

There were rumours that inside the car were fascist supporters and also a
relative. Politics still mattered more than blood, even though the war was
supposed to have had ended in 1949. Those who had houses nearby would
have seen the car pass, and who was inside it, as one car a day passed on the
single road, but they kept their mouths shut. It was common for leftists to be
disposed of by car accidents, or road attacks such as Lambrakis in 1963 and
Panagoulis in 1976. We knew Kostas was killed because of father being a

leftist in exile. No one would listen or help.

**k*

I always felt sad when Father told me the story of his brother Kostas. | had read that “the
partisan movement was born in Athens but based in the villages, so that Greece was
progressively liberated from the countryside” (Smith & Vulliamy 2014). This explains
why what was happening in villages mattered to the rest of the country. Most of the rebels
came from the villages and a large proportion of them were Greek refugees from Turkey
after the expulsion of the Christian populations (ibid.).

Father never got over the loss of his elder brother, his guiding light during impressionable
years, when his father was in exile. “That is why I hate those fascists, that’s the type of
people they were. Doing things with evil in their hearts. It was 1951, the Civil War had

ended, but still private wars continued,” Father said.

“The police investigation was a fiasco. They tried to say it was an accident and that Kostas
was probably on the road in front of the car and got hit and killed. No one bothered to
explain the tyre tracks swerving towards the side of the road and going up over the hill of
sand. Some relatives asked for another investigation. ‘Why,’ they asked, ‘was this case
closed so quickly?” But no answers came. The culprits and their relatives kept their
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mouths shut, hoping no one could solve the riddle. The villagers whose houses faced the
road and had seen the single car that had passed by that day did not say a word. Another
relative spoke secretly of a private confession he had heard, and the news spread along

the grapevine but remained speculation.

“I once wanted to take revenge, but relatives pleaded with me to let bygones be bygones
because the man we were told was responsible for my brother’s death was sick. | never
went back to school after the loss of my eldest beloved brother, who was like a father to

me. That dream died with him.

“Kostas had started a grocery store in the village and many villagers owed him money.
But after his death, when Mother and | took the ledger to them, they refused to pay and
said they had already settled their debts — no one could prove otherwise. We closed the
store because no one else could run it. My grief has never ended. Mother was devastated,
now she had lost three children since Father had begun fighting. She worked hard to keep
food on the table, asking us remaining sons to work on the farm and sell produce, while
she spun yarn, made us clothes on a hand loom, knitted, tanned hides to sell and also to
make our leather moccasin shoes. It is true that if we had followed Father to
Czechoslovakia that my older brother would have survived and perhaps gone to
university, along with my brother and I. Staying in the village had been a death sentence

for my brother.”

Father’s face always looked ashen when he told this story. It must have hurt him to tell it.
| often wondered if telling the stories helped him heal. Father was not afraid of pain. He
would grab loose skin from cuts and grazes and rip it right off so that the wound would
be free to heal and not get caught on clothing. He also pulled one of his teeth out with his
bare hands when he was seventy-five. It began wobbling thirty years after the handle of
a jackhammer had bounced back and hit two of his teeth. Father did not want to go to the
dentist to get something done which he could easily do himself. If anyone could shoulder
the pain of memory, it was Father.

Father could resist pain — physical, mental and emotional — because he possessed the
strength of three men. | remember seeing him bend metal bars with his bare hands in his
seventies and balancing 200 kilos of plasterboards on his head in his fifties. He built a
metal horizontal bar in our backyard by bending a long metal pipe and concreting it in
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place. We eventually tied a swing to this bar, but Father would swing with his feet round
and round the bar, then somersault into the air and land on his feet. | knew he had stopped
going to school at around the age of ten, after the loss of his brother. So, these feats he
learned on his own, by watching gymnasts on TV and circus performers in Greece. His
physical stamina and ability were extraordinary. | often thought of Samson, who pushed
the pillars and destroyed the temple, or Heracles, a Greek hero of mythical strength, and

imagined Father’s strength was of a similar nature.

When | took Father at about the age of seventy-seven to the hospital to have his heart
checked, they found he had an irregular heartbeat. The doctor said this was a common
ailment for someone of Father’s age. The doctor was surprised Father took no medication
for this. “If he’s survived this long without any medication, then it is unlikely that
medication will help him much more anyway.” The doctor ripped the adhesive strips to
monitor Father’s heart off his chest. Chest hair came away with the strips and Father did
not flinch. “They don’t make them like this anymore,” the doctor said, meaning that
Father was a rare breed of man. | agreed. Because Father was stronger than most people
and had a high tolerance to pain, he took risks that ordinary people would not take. |

feared one day it could cost him his life.

I knew more than anyone how stoic Father was. He would get up to help people in the
middle of the night, if their taps broke and the house was flooding, even if they had no
money to pay him. Father could do things no one else would do. He was a combination
of good Samaritan, activist, carpenter, acrobat, artist and strong man, but also a loving
and caring father. He could be tough and expect perfection, but he was also incomparable.

I knew if | lost him, | would never recover.
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6
Wandering in the Mountains

Father not only had sad stories to tell, he also had happy memories from his childhood in
Greece. His father was in exile and he was not afraid of his mother’s beatings when he
misbehaved, so he would still follow his heart’s desire. He could not be kept at home: the
whole world was his domain. And he would do anything to make his relatives happy, no

matter what the cost. Father told me of some of his adventures.

I remember how an old aunt would gasp at the volume of wild oregano,
flamouri tea, olives and almonds I would bring home on the donkey’s back.
Everyone else in the village was too lazy or afraid to go and gather them from
the mountains. | would get my donkey and set out, without a saddle, only a
rope — travelling twenty kilometres to the highest part of the mountains. Aunt
would call me Chamlazaros because | hopped around from place to place, not
standing still for too long, unlike everyone else who was content to stay in the
village, letting their feet take root where they stood. | was an explorer, even
finding the ancient graves of soldiers seven feet tall. Rusty helmets and
decayed spears showed they had been warriors. I was too superstitious to
touch anything belonging to the dead. It was easy enough to find ancient
artefacts in the 1950s in Greece, before it became outlawed. | discovered a
few coins in a field. They were given to an important person in the village to
deal with, who then sold them to collectors or to the museum and pocketed
the money. | had been too young to understand their value. | was free like a
bird, nothing to keep me tied down. I had quit school, but I was not idle. | was

resourceful and brave and | had time for older relatives.

In 1947 | was about seven years old and had not seen my father for the three
years he had been hiding in the mountains. | grew wild and untamed, unafraid
of most things. When | was ten in 1950 | found an unexploded shell, probably
dropped during the Civil War onto the communist rebels who’d fled into the
mountains a couple of years earlier. | came up the mountain with an old uncle

and our two donkeys, to collect firewood and also to catch the giant
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moustachioed fish, the goulianos, which swam in the streams. | was quiet,
and while uncle rested under a tree with a fishing rod in his hands, | decided
to see what the shell was really made of. I got a long stick and carefully
manoeuvred the shell by rolling it a little at a time, until I came to the edge of
a cliff. Below was a ravine full of broken stones. | pushed the shell to the
edge, gave it a final shove and ran. It exploded and the ground shook like an

earthquake. | cowered behind some trees, feeling fear for the first time.
‘What was that?!” uncle said, waking in shock.

‘Nothing,’ I said.

‘Are you alright?’

‘Yes,’ I said, acting innocent to keep my secret.

The blast was heard in villages for miles around. Frightened, the donkey
pulled on the rope so hard that it snapped. The donkey ran away. Not wanting

to get into trouble, I didn’t tell anyone what happened.

Along with learning the carpentry trade | began accordion lessons with my
brother. In winter we practised together many evenings by the fire, until I
became proficient in local wedding songs, tsifeteli, tik, mal, and kotsari. | was
an excellent dancer of all the Pontian Greek dances. My feet would move
lightning fast, while my body was tall, erect, and arms held loose so that they
moved in response to my steps. With my black curly hair, olive skin and white

teeth, I always got the attention of all the girls who passed my way.

At one dance, | did notice a girl. She had a milky white face with pink cheeks
and softly curled hair in a ponytail. She danced moving her skirt around so
that her white petticoat was just visible above her black high-heeled shoes.
She looked shyly at me once or twice, while I played accordion for her as she
danced alone. With a small flash of a smile she turned, then went back to the
table where her family was seated. She was the most beautiful girl I had ever
seen. Demure and shy but with a mischievous smile. After | had a break from
playing, | went over to our mutual relatives and found out where she lived

and who she was. It was the wedding of my cousin, around 1962.

Athina Bakirtzidis Singh, The Bells Will Toll, Part 1: Sanguine

27



| tried to talk to the girl but she ignored me. She did not look my way again.
| found that alluring. Other girls stole glances at me all the time and tried to
catch my attention. But this girl looked only at her family and had the most
radiant smile for them. | wanted her to smile again at me. | asked her mother
if I could dance with her and she consented. I told her | was on leave from my
army service and that when | returned, | might come to ask after her daughter.
“Dance with her,” she said. I tried to speak to the girl but she did not say
much. She only danced one dance with me. I could not tell if she liked me or

not.

A few days later, 1 saw her walking with an older girl on the main road
through all the villages, going back to their village. | walked behind her and
she walked faster. | called out for her to stop. She walked faster and faster,
but her friend stopped and turned. | walked up to her friend and asked her to
tell the girl that 1 would like to speak to her. Then she did stop and turned
with a serious look on her face. “I am not one of those street girls you are
used to talking to. | have a mother and a father. If you want to talk to me you
must ask their permission first. Now go away.” She urged her friend to hurry
off with her, leaving me behind. Now | was certain that I had to speak to her
father. | had not met such a girl before. She was an unusual girl, one that had
control over her emotions and actions, one who, unlike me, did not let her
emotions guide her. I could get angry in a flash, then forgive and smile the

next minute.

| found out from an aunt who had married the girl’s uncle that she lived in
Zervohori. | caught the bus from my village to her village and asked a stranger
for directions. She pointed to an olive tree and said the house was just after
that tree, on the left. | walked to her house and knocked on the door. Her
father seemed happy to meet me, as he knew a little of my family background.

He did not mind in the least that my father was a communist.

“Good day, my name is Haralambos and | have come to speak to you about

your daughter.”

“Good day, | have many daughters, which one are you asking about?”
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“The one who is about fifteen years old, with brown curly hair.”
“She is still young.”
“Can | talk to her?”

“I don’t have any objection to you speaking with my daughter, as long as you
respect me and do the right thing. We have many daughters to marry off. Our
name is everything to us. I will ask my daughter if she wants to speak to you.”

Her father, Christos, called the girl by her name — “Niki!” — but she did not

come down the stairs. He went up to get her. | heard them arguing.
“Why did you tell him to come here?” her father asked.

“I didn’t tell him to come here. I told him to go away and leave me alone and

that if he wanted to speak to me he must first ask for your permission.”

“Well he’s here now. Why don’t you just go down and talk to him for a little

so he can see you are too young to marry and go.”
“I don’t want to talk to him,” Niki said.

“Look, he is not from a bad family. Speak to him for a little then he will

leave.”

Niki came down the stairs, her chestnut brown hair softly combed into a
ponytail tied with a light blue ribbon. She wore a fitted blue jumper and a

pleated skirt which accentuated her tiny waist. She looked like a movie star.
“Your father said | can speak with you.”

“Well, then what do you want to speak to me about?”

“Come outside and we can talk.”

Niki turned to look at her father, who nodded. She walked outside in the yard
for half an hour with me, then we went for a walk down the street for a
hundred metres before we turned around and came back. | gave her my best

smile, flashing my white teeth. | even tried to grab her hand once, which she
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pulled away just in time. | liked her and she knew it. By the time | said
goodbye to her at her father’s door, I was sure she was the girl I wanted to
marry. She was a little young at fifteen, but after a long engagement of a
couple of years, my father should hopefully have returned from
Czechoslovakia for the wedding. | was still a fandaros serving my

compulsory two years’ service in the Greek army, and she was very young.

I remember | had seen her earlier when she was seven or eight years old
around 1955. She had been walking with other older girls in Zitohori village,

but the other girls had been rude, throwing stones and calling me “Kafkash”.

In 1962 I also saw her at my aunt’s house. She was our common aunt. Aunt
had married the girl’s uncle and therefore became her aunt as well. She had
been my aunt from her first marriage to my uncle Eraklis. So many years have

passed since | first met her and we are still together.

*k*k

| had seen photographs from 1963-64 of Mother and Father during their engagement: a
stunning couple, both young and well dressed. Mother with immaculately styled hair piled
high like Natalie Wood’s and a suit with the pencil skirt above the knee and large
ornamental buttons on the coat. She wore pointed slingback shoes. Father wore a dark
suit and white shirt. Anyone would have stared at them in the street. | often feel glad that
their engagement had been long, because those years were probably the easiest and most
trouble-free in many ways. Once they settled in Australia, with four children to support,
a mortgage and one wage, it was not an easy life. Father had a prosperous carpentry
business in Greece and they had been set to have an easy life there. However, Father had
itchy feet, and he didn’t like being followed around by the rightists. It was during the last

years of the dictatorship that my parents left Greece.

Mother and Father stopped dancing together sometime in the early 1980s. Before then we
all danced together as a family at home and at Greek functions and Pontian festivals in
Gisborne. | think they were struggling financially for some reason. | remember a storm
broke the kitchen window and even though Father was a carpenter he did not replace the
glass for months. He mentioned having back pain. Instead of immediately repairing the
window he put a polystyrene fruit box into the gaping hole so no one cut their hands.
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Then for several days that week we had pasta for dinner every night, which was strange.
I knew something was wrong then, because we always had a wide variety of food and
fresh fruit and vegetables. Whatever had happened, Father did not tell us. Maybe he did

not wish to worry us.

Father often took us with him to houses he was repainting or renovating, to help out and
pass him tools or do small tasks. | marvelled at his workmanship and envied the owners
of those houses. For many years our house needed repairs, but Father never seemed to
find the time because he was always helping out other people, even if they could not pay
him. | remember seeing Father carrying several long plasterboard sheets stacked on top
of each other on his head. | know those sheets were very heavy, and several people were
needed to help move them; however, Father did the work alone. | eventually got bored
watching Father work and only passing tools to him, until he let me play with the roll of
aluminium sheeting he used for soldering. I cut it with the Stanley knife and made a small
house and chairs and tables. Father liked to keep busy and this kept him very fit. | have a
photo of Mother and Father dancing at my tenth birthday party. They still looked very
much in love. Now they have arthritis in winter, aches and pains and the many complaints

of old age. I find it hard to believe they were once so young and carefree.
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Tobacco, Mikis Theodorakis and Puppet Shows

Tobacco farming was important for all the villages in the Serras region. | read that the
tobacco farmers of Northern Greece were more prosperous than the general population
until 1937, earning 19,146 drachmas instead of the national average of 11, 449 drachmas
per year. Tobacco harvesting required skills that were in demand because the good
workers made a huge difference in the quality and quantity of tobacco production. At the
start of the Axis War and Greek Civil War period, approximately 35,000 tobacco workers
lived in Northern Greece (Dagkas 2007, p. 4).

Father had many stories to tell about how tobacco farming shaped their lives. However,
tobacco farming was only one of their main crops. They also produced wheat, corn,

walnuts and almonds, most of which they traded or sold.
“Father, can you tell me how you farmed tobacco when you were in Greece?” I asked.

Father sits back in his armchair and 1 am so happy he is in the mood to tell me stories
again, even the ones | have already heard. Together, through memories, we walk back
through the streets of the villages that I have only seen without him. This is our only way

to visit Greece together and | cherish it.

I learned to count in another language from a gypsy woman who would come
to prepare the tobacco for drying. We had tobacco fields not far from the
house and the sticky resin from touching the leaves would penetrate the skin
so that it was not long before my head was spinning from the nicotine. The
gypsy woman would count as she speared the tobacco on the metal spikes:
“Avalan, matavalan, dos, kus, koovalan, chengil, bengil, dazik, touzik, pirtak,
tazik, pochouk, kotchouk, tzikatzak tzoutzouk.” This was how the gypsies
counted in Greece. She also sang songs and told stories. I forget her name, it
was so long ago, but [ haven’t forgotten the laughs and entertainment she gave
us. There were many characters like this, people so full of life, even though

they were poor. Often the rich envied them their freedom and spirit, their
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internal wealth. There was no television back then; we relied on each other
for stories and entertainment, for songs, for news, information and for cures.
We needed extra hands to help us with our tobacco farming because there
were less people in our family. People with large families were considered

very lucky.

The Karagiozas, or puppeteer, was a Greek from Constantinople. He made
wooden puppets similar to Indonesian shadow puppets. There were no movie
theatres in the villages, so he was in great demand. He would travel around
the 300 villages in Serras, coming to each village two or three times a year,
because the villages were close together. He would ask me to come and move
Karagiozi for him, while he moved the other puppets — the Hatziliki, Kolitiri,
or the wife. When Karagiozi would hit any of the characters, | would move
the puppet and the puppet master would slap his thigh and let out a yell.
People laughed and loved the show. There were many stories which the
puppet master had memorised. The puppet show was always in Uncle

Giannis’s Kafeneion when it came to my village.

There were many months when there was nothing to do, while the tobacco
was growing or after it had been harvested, so the villagers relaxed and
enjoyed life. Those were the good times of the year for most people. Planting,
weeding and harvesting took up about half of the year. | was the champion of
gymnastics and games, learning to swing from a rope between my teeth,
swinging on a bar by my feet, followed by a somersault, and Cossack leaps
and acrobatics. | spent hours perfecting these tricks when there was no farm
work. The young men and | would compete and sometimes during feast days
there would be competitions in which we could show our skill. The winner

would get a small prize. Once | won a goat.

I went to many weddings in my village and learned to dance very well.
Dancing was an important part of most celebrations and feast days for the

saints, but especially weddings.

I was the one that villagers came to if they needed someone brave or heroic
to do something dangerous. People were too scared to go fishing because of
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snakes, but I would grab them and cut their heads off with an axe. Villagers
only went fishing if I accompanied them.

I grew to love music and dance, because this was the best entertainment we
had. The village would join together as one and share food and be joyful. As
I grew older I liked the music of Theodorakis, but the authorities did not like
us to listen to this “revolutionary” music which countered the propaganda of

the time.

Mikis Theodorakis made an album called Romiosini in 1966, just before the
dictatorship commenced in Greece. These songs were banned for many years.
In the album, dedicated to the poetry of Ritsos, is a song — Tha Simanoun oi
Kampanes (The Bells will Toll). The dead hold the rope connected to the bells
of the resurrection. When Judgement Day approaches, they will ring the bells.
This poetry has such strong imagery and was taken up by those against the
dictatorship as a song of freedom. Because on Judgement Day the innocents
will arise, and there will be a reckoning. This Judgement Day also represented
the end of the dictatorship and injustice. Theodorakis was once the only voice
to come out of Greece to tell the world what was happening there during the
Civil War, of the injustices and the killings. Theodorakis was imprisoned
during the Civil War and even buried alive, but he persevered and perhaps he
survived because of his musical brilliance and great mind and because he
never gave up, no matter what torture he was subjected to. Even the fascists
secretly liked his music.

So many good and innocent people were killed by the fascists. When Mikis
Theodorakis dies the Greeks will make him into a saint. He did a lot for

freedom, for truth and for Greece.

*k%k

Father loved Mikis Theodorakis, and | understood that he was a kindred spirit, a light in
the darkness which never went out, a voice that Father could rely on amidst change,
hardship and loss. | grew up listening and dancing to the music of Mikis Theodorakis. It

became a part of my soul. The poetry and imagery strongly influenced how I saw life in
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this world through the heart, so beautiful and fragile in these poetic songs. Father lost his
family and Greece and | lost them too, but we still had the music to listen to.

There is a Greek way of looking at the world which magnifies things, sees them in all
their glory, not as mundane and everyday things. Maybe this is because of all the wars
and loss and displacement that Greeks have endured, so life is seen as very short and
precious. Perhaps it is also because of the Greek Orthodox way of looking at life and

memorialising those lost.

The adverse side of this is that all emotions can be amplified, including anger. This is
why Greeks usually speak very loudly and passionately. It is part of being Greek. Of
course, not all Greeks conform to this stereotype, but many do, especially those of the
older generations. |1 remember being surprised and laughing at the hilarious ways my
great-aunts would speak to other relatives, using razor-sharp wit to get to the bottom of
each matter candidly, but also to make fun of the situation and people involved. | had not
seen people speak like this in Australia, except stand-up comedians, or drovers and
swagmen who used to sometimes come to Melbourne during the summer in the seventies.
My relatives would make their own everyday events like sagas in Karagiozi puppet
shows. There was no television when they were born. They had the gift of making life
entertaining. Have we lost this art? With social media, television and endless distractions,

have we lost sight of each other and such gifts of life?
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Easter

Easter is one of the most important times of the year for Greeks. Father always loved
Easter and whenever | would bake the sweet, yeasted bread called tsoureki, he would
comment how much like his mother’s it was and how she had prepared her dough, so that

| could improve my technique.

“Always use pure butter,” Father said. “And let it rise for a couple of hours so that it is
light and fluffy.” T understood Father loved his mother very much and sought to see her
continuation in me, her namesake. Just like | look for similarities between him and my
son. Easter and Christmas were a very special time for us. Father did not pay much
attention to the other feast days except for the fifteenth of August which celebrates the

Dormition of the Virgin Mary.

On Easter Saturday Father would wake up half an hour before midnight when we came
to take him to the Greek Orthodox Church in Footscray, the Holy Trinity. Once she turned
sixty-eight, Mother would not attend church some years. She said she was not well

enough. But Father would always go.

At Easter one year, around 2014, I came to Father’s house at eleven-thirty at night with
my sister, who | had also picked up on the way with my seven-seater car. | had already
called two hours earlier to tell my parents to get ready. | knocked on the door, but no one

came to open it. | rang the house phone and again there was no answer.
“What’s going on?” I asked my sister.
“I am not sure, let’s knock again.”

We knocked and then I began knocking on the window of Father’s bedroom which faced

the porch. There was no sound from within.

“Let’s go round the back,” my sister said.

Athina Bakirtzidis Singh, The Bells Will Toll, Part 1: Sanguine 36



“OK. I hope they are both fine.” I was worried about Father, who several years before
had two stents put in his arteries, and about Mother’s high blood pressure.

The back door was unlocked so we walked into the dark house. I went into Father’s room
and saw him lying in the bed. | shook him a couple of times. Taking a quick breath, he

woke up. “Baba, it’s time to go to the church,” | said.

“Yes, poulaki mou,” he said and began to get up. In five minutes, he was dressed in a
smart black suit, shirt and tie. Mother, though, would not get up. “No, I am not coming, I
am not well,” she said. We gave up trying to convince her to come. At the church we

bought our candles and had our dyed red eggs ready in our pockets.

When the priest sang Christos Anesti — Christ has arisen — we hit each other’s eggs, saying
“Christos anesti”. This time | had the strongest egg. To have the strongest unbroken egg
is a sign of good luck. We kissed each other on both cheeks and waited for the holy light
to come our way so we could light our candles. Father met his friend who had emigrated
from a neighbouring village to Australia. They chatted while | looked for more friends in
the crowd. Usually, my whole family tried to come, but sometimes it was not always
possible due to distance or caring for young children. Father kept his candle lit with
aluminium foil around it like a skirt to catch any dripping wax while we all got into the
car and drove back to Father’s house. We put the burning candle in a candle holder, glad
we had brought the holy light back from the church without mishap. Then we had some
lettuce soup with egg and lemon. Eggs were allowed after Saturday’s midnight mass.

Mother woke up to have soup and crack eggs with us.

The next day on Easter Sunday, as usual, every family member was there. Father would
then tell us stories about his Easters in the village in Greece, while we sat down to the
family lunch with vegetarian dishes as well as roast lamb and chicken. Father was an
expert at making souvlakis on bamboo skewers. He infused olive oil with fresh rosemary
leaves and crushed garlic. Then he used a rosemary sprig as a basting brush to put this oil
on the lamb chunks before he placed them on the barbeque. He also made chicken
souvlaki, and mushroom and vegetable souvlaki for me because | was vegetarian. Easter
was always one of our favourite times of year. An hour after lunch we would have the
tsoureki sweet bread with a glass of milk if we still had room. Then Father would start

telling us the stories of his youth.
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We had twenty-five chickens and they produced many eggs, which meant lots
of eggs for dyeing at Easter and for making tsourekia. After boiling the eggs
in the red dye, 1 would find which ones were strongest by tapping them on
my front teeth. Then | would wrap them in hay and put them at the edge of
the wood-fired oven in our yard to slowly heat for a few hours. Then they
became rock hard. It was the tradition that whoever had the strongest egg
would collect the broken eggs of all the others. Once I collected so many eggs

that it took a month to eat them.

One of our hens was very pretty, with fluffy feathers, and my mother called
her chouchekli, which is the Pontian word for flower. | caught a hen for my
farewell party before going to the army, and accidentally caught chouchekli
in the dark and slaughtered her. Mother called for her and looked for her but
she could not find her fluffy hen. Then she understood | must have
slaughtered her favourite hen. “So you took my chouchekli?”” She was very

sad; the other hens did not have such fluffy pretty feathers.

Mother would make eight or nine tsourekia for Easter. She would allow the
yeasted sweet bread to double in size, then she would brush beaten egg over
the top of the prepared bread, which was a long or circular plait, and they

would rise high and smell so delicious when baking.

She would mix flour, water, butter, sugar, mahlepi spice and eggs with fresh
yeast for the tsourekia. She also made Easter biscuits from butter, sugar, flour
and water, and roll the dough flat, then into cigar shapes. They were so

delicious that | would eat ten at a time.

Mother also made couscous. Half of all the Pontian Greek women in the
village could make couscous. Few of the native Greek women knew how to
make it. It was so delicious that I would lick the oil from my fingers after
eating it. Mother was the best cook in the whole region.

She was called Metenjeva because she came from Gemusmeten, now in
Turkey. They had gold and silver mines there, so she was known as the

“woman of the mines” or more specifically “woman from Meten”. The girls
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of our village would come to learn how to make pasta from my mother, as

well as couscous and many other foods such as preserves and sweets.

We would make the red colour for our Easter eggs from onion skins. You
could also buy red food dye. Relatives such as Uncle Stephanos and Aunt
Kali would come to visit us with their families. We had no electricity and lit
the spirit lamps in the evening. There was no television, so visiting relatives
was a big part of our life. For Lent we ate fasoulada bean soup, all grown in
our own garden. Other Lenten foods were lentil soup, couscous and pasta with
tomatoes, fried lettuces, leeks and onions, roast potatoes and zucchinis or
eggplant. We had to wait till Saturday to go to church and for the holy light
to come from the priest before we could break our eggs with family members
and kiss each other on both sides of the face and say “Christos anesti”” — Christ
has arisen. Then we ate our eggs before heading home to eat the hot Magiritsa
soup made from sheep or goat intestines and small meats, onions, garlic and
herbs. The next day, Sunday, we would eat roast sheep or goat from a great

spit.

We had a giant wood-fired stove which was over a metre wide. One side was
an oven and stove, and the other was the heater. It had four legs and made a
vibrating noise which we loved to hear as it heated up. | have not seen this
type of stove anywhere else. This stove was where we all gathered during
winter. We roasted chestnuts on the top of it, which where sweet and soft-
centred. Chestnuts grew in the village and in the mountains. | always collected
big bags of them. We were a very loving family and even though we did not

have much, we had everything.

My dog Liza would race out of the house to find my brother and me when we
came back from the mountains. Once Liza was nowhere to be seen when we
were eating, which was strange, because she waited below the table for
scraps. We called but she would not come, so we looked outside and saw she
had dug a hole underground to catch a mole. She dug and dug but the mole
got away. Liza would come to find us whenever Mother was worried. She ran
home in advance to let her know we were coming from collecting wood,

herbs, nuts or tea. We were still young and Mother worried about us.
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Life in the villages followed the four seasons. A season to work hard and sow,
a season to weed, a season to harvest and a season to rest. The whole winter
we had little work to do. Planting would begin after the snows thawed and the
morning frost lessened. In late December we sang Christmas carols at all the
houses of my relatives in the village and would be given dried carob pods,
karoupia, to crunch on. They were sweet with a honey-like gel inside. We
held a metal instrument like the triangle used in orchestras, but it was actually
diamond-shaped and | would hit it to accompany our songs. Our favourite
was Agios Vasilis erhete, which means “Father Christmas is coming”. We
even went to our aunts’ houses up in Kizili village. They gave us nuts and
apples. We would spend the whole of Christmas Day visiting, collecting treats

and singing carols.

After winter, children from Zitohori would come with a toy bird — a giant
helidoni, a swallow — and they pulled the wings with strings so it would flap.
This was the time when the spring swallows would come in March. Children
would wear an intertwined red, blue and white thread on their wrist all of
March, then at the end of the month would take it off and place it on a fence
or branch so the swallows would use it to build their nests. Everyone waited
for the swallows to come. The swallows would go to Egypt to escape the
winter then returned in March. They would tire during the flight and often
rested on ships before continuing their journey across the Mediterranean Sea.
Swallows would always return to the same nest year after year. They built
them on the sides of walls, under the eaves of rooves and balconies. To us
they symbolised hope, joy, the return of summer, longer days and the coming
Easter. Everything in life is a cycle. It goes round and round, Easter follows
Christmas, then other feast days for the saints and Virgin Mary are celebrated
with festivals at different villages. Each village has their patron saint. The
young grow, and then get old. The old die and the new generations come
forward to take the lead. | have seen so many generations come forward: my
younger cousins, then children, grandchildren, nephews and nieces. Most of
the older ones are gone; a few went beyond a hundred years in my family,

such as grandparents and cousins or aunts. Long life is a blessing.
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*k*k

Just as Father loved breaking red-dyed Easter eggs, my son, named after him, also
inherited this love of cracking eggs. He wanted to crack eggs all year round, not just for
Easter Saturday or Sunday. At the age of four, my son saved some of his chocolate
bunnies and eggs to be reused for endless Easter egg hunts in our garden year round.
Easter was a magical time for all of us.

When we were children in Prahran, Mother would not let us have breakfast before we
went to the morning church service at Constantinou and Eleni Greek Orthodox Church.
This meant fasting till after we came out of the church, which would probably be around
eleven am. We would walk up Greville Street to Chapel Street and catch the tram down
to South Yarra then walk to the church. I remember in 1976 during Lent we went, and old
women dressed in black were lying on the ground, face down, some with arms
outstretched like they were on a crucifix. My sister and | ran about in excitement as
children often do, and accidentally trod on an old woman’s fingers as she lay face down
on the cold tiles. She shooed us away and while | was sorry for stepping on her hand, I
thought she was stern and scary. When mass ended, the priest would then give us the
spiced red wine, symbolising Christ’s blood, on a teaspoon after we said our name, then
we got a square of white bread, symbolising Christ’s body. We ate this quickly because
we were hungry. Outside Mother would buy the round sesame-seed crusted buns in the
shape of a large zero in the church yard. They were delicious and light, with hundreds of

toasted sesame seeds on the outside.

Father never came to church unless it was Easter or Christmas. He was always busy fixing
something or helping someone do a home renovation. Mother said he had been different
in Greece. He would go and kiss the priest’s hand and show respect. His mother had
taught him well, but later he turned his back on all of this. I remember Father told me
when I was a teenager, “You don’t need to go to church to pray. You can pray anywhere,
even in the bathroom.” Father also told me something which I never forgot and which
also helped me never to give up hope. “Even if you are walking through the fire, don’t
get burned.” This fire he referred to could have been hellfire or it could also have been
any difficult situation. It taught me that not giving up is a choice. You choose to go on,
to not get burned. 1 wondered from where Father had learned this wisdom, but from his

stories, | can see he suffered much, with little support. Perhaps Grandmother Athina told
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him those words? She suffered the loss of three children and much more; she could have
told him how to keep hope. In my mind she was a light in the darkness. In my darkest
moments, when | had suffered yet another miscarriage and was grieving and about to give
up hope, those words helped me to keep going forward. | passed those words on to my
nephew, because he was the same age | had been when Father had given me this advice.
This is what family is about, passing on that which is meaningful, that which helps, that

which should not be forgotten, so the future generations can also have hope.

As a child 1 listened, but now | understand that I must speak too, to pass on knowledge
and memories of my own as well as family stories. The ouroboros swallows its tail then

the story begins again and again and again.
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9
Hail Storm

Hail started pelting the front window and Father got up from his armchair and pulled
aside the curtain to check through the venetians. The hail was small and started to melt as
it hit the window. “It’s not heavy,” Father said. As a child | would run out after the hail
fell to put pieces of it in my mouth and enjoyed the feel of it melting into water droplets.
My memory of hail is positive; however, not all of Father’s stories were about happy
times in the village. He had some sombre stories to tell as well. The political climate was
not the only danger to be faced. Mother Nature could also unleash wild weather on the
farming communities, and sometimes death and destruction. | held my breath while

Father told me about a hail storm in his village.

I was alone in the tobacco fields in 1958. My mother had been with me but
she went home to feed the animals and cook. All the nearby villagers were
out in the fields planting tobacco. | had a barrel of water which I used to water
the seedlings after | planted them. When the tobacco buyers would come, they
often gave us five drachmas per kilo and then sold it for a hundred drachmas

per kilo. The price varied but often it was very low.

It was a good day for planting, but then the weather changed. Gigantic black
clouds came quickly across the horizon towards the village. We could tell hail
was coming. | threw the water out of the barrel and got under it. Suddenly
hail the size of golf balls came down, hitting the barrel and almost knocking
it off me. I struggled to keep it over me. The poor donkey was out in the hail
storm but survived. Crops were ruined; the seedlings | had just planted were
all smashed. Any remaining seedlings which were unharmed could be planted
later. Fruits were destroyed on trees, vegetables smashed in garden beds,
some animals and people killed. It brought on a very hard year, because there
was a shortage of grain, fruit and vegetables. The tobacco prices were higher
than normal because there was not much tobacco available for the buyers to
purchase, as most people had planted early and had their seedlings destroyed.

Luckily, we still had a large quantity of wheat stored in our house to feed us
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until the next crops were ready. Wheat could save lives during famine. Many
people had very little to eat and had to rely on the generosity of relatives or

neighbours.

This is why we kept the wheat in a large corrugated-iron drum in one of our
rooms. It was to see us through dangerous periods and disaster, to be used for
bread flour, replanting or trading for other food. This wisdom came from my
grandfather Haralambos, a wealthy farmer who had seven mills on seven
hills, which they left behind in Pontus. They always knew how to store wheat.
My father had set up this drum and we kept using it. He had learned from his
father Haralambos. It was the wheat stores, and generosity of his father and
grandfather in Turkey towards all people no matter what their religion, which
allowed for safe passage of the family to Greece. The Turkish neighbours
rode beside them to keep them safe. Not all relatives were lucky to escape in
time. Yet even though we had wheat stores and were generous, this was not

enough to keep us safe from the fascists during and after the Greek Civil War.

I would help harvest the wheat by hand from our land with my brother, then
after we finished, we helped the other farmers. All able-bodied villagers
would gather and be paid to harvest wheat by larger farmers. | was a favourite
worker. | worked tirelessly while we all sang traditional Pontian songs, tik or
mal, and harvested the wheat in time to the music. It was like dancing: you
swung the scythe in a rhythm. We raised our voices and it carried us forward
to battle. I was always ten steps in front of everyone else and got paid more
for doing a larger share of the work. The wheat stood about a metre tall, and
when it was ready, the golden ripe heads would bow down. We planted it in
the spring and harvested it in late summer. | would grab a large fist of wheat
in one hand and swing the scythe near the ground to sever the stems and throw
the pile behind me so the slower villagers could come along and tie the cut
wheat bundles into larger sheafs and put them to the side. Then we would
load up the wagons, and donkeys would take them to the sheds to be dried for
a few days before threshing to separate the wheat grain from the stems. We
kept the wheat stems as food for the animals.
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Harvesting and making our own food kept us in touch with the changing
seasons and the cycles of life. Youth, maturity, old age, death. Each plant,
animal and man followed that cycle. Young were born, new crops sown,
people married and had children, then grew old and wise, and then died and
were farewelled by those they left behind. As you grow older, this cycle of
life becomes clearer when you see the succeeding generations springing up
before you, the children and grandchildren or great-grandchildren, nephews
and nieces. And all those older than you slowly pass away. You begin to
understand the essence of life and what is important in life. And each
generation faces the same challenges more or less — finding a trade or living,
finding a mate, marrying and starting a family, helping other relatives. There

are personal and family duties.

Living in the modern world with supermarkets supplying us with everything
has made us lazy and cut us off from each other and from Mother Nature. In
the old days, the natural world gave us omens of bad seasons to come,
warnings of illness or famine, such as when animals were born lame, or
stillborn, or birds flew in particular directions or patterns, when fish died,
when snakes came across our paths. Strange events would be discussed and
those who had the power to understand such things would explain it to the
rest of the villagers. Often their predictions were correct. We would check the
moon in the evening to see if there was a white ring or rainbow around it, as
this predicted rain or fair weather. Then we would know if we should plant
early or late in the day or on another day. Sometimes we just had to get the
work done anyway and risk rain and lightning. We did as much as we could
each day, because being lazy would mean having little to eat that year. God
gave us hands and legs so we should use them and work. I loved to work. But
I also loved to have fun.

**k*

Father enjoyed making his own dried oregano and growing and pickling his own olives
or preserved carrot and cabbage. It gave him a satisfaction that could not be gained from
store-bought goods. I often found Father’s oregano was more flavourful than ones |

bought. Firstly, he had the right variety of wild oregano seeds to plant, then he harvested
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them and dried them correctly. The first time I picked olives from Father’s tree I noticed
they were oily. And when | pricked the skins of the olives to cure them in water, | could
see an oily film floating on the water. Olives are full of oil, making them perfect for oil
production. Father told me that olive oil was first produced in Greece and some trees are
thousands of years old. Greek food requires it. A common snack from my parents’
villages is large slices of eggplant, zucchini and potatoes fried in olive oil and lightly
salted. These taste best when eaten with crusty bread, or as a sandwich. | found there were
many dishes which were quick and easy to prepare, which suited people fasting for Lent
or working in the fields. Then there were the elaborate dishes which required more work,
such as stuffed peppers or stuffed eggplants and moussaka. Whenever | prepared stuffed
peppers my father would say, “You are just like my mother — your peppers taste exactly
like hers did, my flower bud.” Father often praised my cooking, commenting how much
like his mother’s it was. He told me, “I love all of my children, but you I love the best.” I
know he loved his mother very much and in many ways he saw her in me. “You have her
hair and look like she did,” he often said. | felt sad | did not get to meet my paternal
grandmother when I grew up. | only have a few memories of her from when 1 lived in

Greece.
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10
The Village Band

When | was about four years old, we lived in a flat in Highett, and | remember we were
on the large common balcony outside our apartment. It was midsummer, and the evening
was hot and slightly humid. Perhaps it was 1973, around eighteen months after we arrived
in Australia. Father played his accordion sitting on a chair from our kitchen. My sister
and I spun around him in circles. My wide skirt flew out and | gazed at the hem as | spun.
It helped me to not get too dizzy if | focused on something. Spinning this way was
mesmerising and | felt joyous. The light above our front door was on, and | saw a giant
huntsman chased by another huntsman run across silken threads on the ceiling. Once they
got to the hot light, they dropped down on threads one at a time and we screamed. Father
grabbed my teddy bear and hit the spiders. | lost interest in the bear after that and my
arachnophobia began. According to Mother the spiders were a bad omen, of two events
one after another. I think after this Father broke his leg. For weeks he was at home and
miserable. He never liked being incapacitated. This dislike of doctors and bed rest often
led him to take risks with his health. He was grumpy for two weeks, then was able to ride
his bike to work again. I am usure if this is when a huge nail went through his ankle at
work, where he assembled pallets with a nail gun. Father pulled the nail out by himself
as he was annoyed waiting hours for the doctor to come. He had no idea about workers
compensation — no one informed him, not even other Greeks at work, or the management

—and he never claimed it. We struggled for those weeks without an income.

Father played the accordion to feel happy and unite us as a family. He would tell us how
he learned to play; it was an important part of his youth and led to him meeting Mother.

Although Mother and Father were probably fated to meet anyway.

My brother played the accordion with cousins Georgos on the violin, Kostas
on the drums and Mihalis on the clarinet. They would play at weddings and
my brother Panagiotis would bring home 500 drachmas and we lived on that
for two months. Georgos played amazing violin. It pulled the heart strings. At
weddings, the bride and her parents would cry. Before leaving her house for

church, the bride would bend down three times in front of the door holding a
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plaited bread wreath on her head, then she would tear it up and throw it to the
crowd, who would try to catch it. It was good luck to get a piece of the soft
bread.

Those days people loved each other and respected their parents. Everyone
cried when Georgos played violin because it followed the twists and turns of
the heart. He went to Sweden and worked there. He had two boys and one
was an invalid and died but the other one grew up strong. Never have | heard
a violin played that way since. One popular wedding song was Orea ine 0i
nifi mas, orea kai ta prikia tis, which means “Our bride is very beautiful and
so is her dowry”. Then the song would continue with “how wonderful her
companions are who think about her happiness; long live the bride and
groom”. When this song was played every single person would be crying. It
meant the bride was leaving the parental home and a chapter of that family’s
life was ending and a new one beginning. Weddings lasted for three days. On
a Monday young girls of the bride’s family would come to each house in the
village with a small glass of liqueur and sweets or chocolates and tell each
villager they were invited to the wedding that Sunday. Then on Friday
evening, the groom’s family would dance, sing and enjoy food and wine at
his house. The next day there would be dancing and festivities at the bride’s
house. Then on Sunday the groom’s family would dance all the way to the
bride’s door in procession with musicians and gifts, to take her to the church.
There would be games played between the bride and the groom’s family. The
bride would delay by saying none of the shoes fit. If the groom’s family gave
some money then suddenly the shoes fit. The groom would be shaved by a
barber that the bride’s family paid for. This was an important ritual before the
wedding. There were songs and festivities prior to the bride leaving home for
the wedding and then for when she was welcomed to the husband’s home.
Later the next day the bride would return to her parental home once more for

a visit as a new bride.

These types of people like my cousin Georgos are rare to find these days. His

memory lives on in everyone who knew him. He was a kind and golden man.
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I planned to follow him to Sweden, but my papers were delayed again and
again by the authorities.

Eventually I learned some accordion too and would play beside my brother
or with the whole band at weddings. | learned by imitating my brother as he
practised at home. He was a patient teacher. It was at one of these weddings
that I met my future wife as she danced alone on the dance floor, her white
lace petticoat peeking out from under her wide skirt. She was one of the most

beautiful girls I have ever seen. She was only fifteen.

*k*k

Father did not like to talk much about weddings, as his had not been a smooth one.
However, his love of family, dance, music and playing the accordion remained. He passed
this on to us children. We often went to the Pontian dance events in Melbourne during
the eighties. Father knew many people in Melbourne from Greece because he worked in
their homes doing renovations. He sighs as he tells me that at least 200 Greeks he knew
in Footscray and the surrounds have passed away by 2015, and some of their children
also passed away early through drugs or alcohol or illness. The Greek presence in
Lonsdale Street has diminished, with shops and restaurants closing. But it is part of the
great cycle of life. All that is, eventually changes or fades away, unless we fight for its

survival. Then it can continue to exist somewhere else or in another form.

Father stopped dancing for many years after his mother died. “The desire has left me —
then eho kouragio,” he said. | had to beg Father to play the accordion again. Once in a
while he would humour us and play it, then he would play for hours. We lived in Australia,

but our hearts were in Greece.
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11

Sweden

There is one story that | found difficult to understand. It is the story Father told me of his
parents, brother, sister-in-law and nephew leaving Greece for Sweden. | could not
understand which events had led to them leaving in apparent secrecy or why it had
happened. Every time 1 listen to the story | try to get an answer. The explanation Father
gives me is not sufficient. I still cannot understand the family dynamics which led to this
separation. | wonder if it was all a misunderstanding that inevitably led to us leaving for
Australia while the rest of Father’s family was in Sweden. Father is always sad when he
tells me this story, because he felt abandoned. | remember him telling me that his brother
told him, “You are not for living abroad, you should live in Greece.” Father did not seem
to agree with this, however true it may have been. | listen to Father explain what

happened.

Many years ago, around 1971, while we were living in Thessaloniki | got a
letter in my brother’s handwriting from Sweden. My parents, brother, sister-
in-law and their young son had gone to Sweden. We left secretly without
saying goodbye, he wrote, because we knew you would have made it more
difficult for us to leave. Yes, | would have asked them to take me with them,
to keep the family together or not to leave Greece at all. | felt a deep sadness
and wondered when | would see them again. | always tried to include
everyone in my plans, so it was a shock to find out that | was left out of this
huge decision by them. | had arranged to go to Sweden first but the authorities

never signed my papers. | kept waiting. Then my brother got accepted to go.

My father Kleanthis had only been back six years from exile, and now he had
gone abroad again. | had lost him when | was two then did not see him

properly again until after my wedding in 1964.

| tried to go abroad many times but the local police station would not sign my
documents so | could get my passport. | had work at a retired army general’s

house, and | fixed a door frame and replastered a wall which had cracked. |
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was very fair with my prices, and the general asked what favour he could do
for me in return. “Sir, | keep trying to get a stamp and signature on some

forms to allow me to get my passport, but the local authorities won’t sign it.”

“Why do you want to leave Greece? You have golden hands; you can make a

good living here.”

“Yes, sir, that is true, but I have a wife and two children. I don’t have any
land in my name yet, and my earnings go towards rent and food. My parents
have gone abroad and rented out their fields and house. There is nothing for

me here.”

“You are wrong, my son.” The general put his hand on my shoulder, and then
he sighed. “However, as you have done such a good job for me, I feel I would
like to grant your wish if possible.” The general picked up the phone and
called the local police station; he spoke to the officer there and asked why the
papers would not be signed.

“Why do you listen to the rumours of other people?” the general yelled down
the phone at the policeman. “He is a good boy, of good character and | vouch
for him. You can’t find another like him in the whole village.” The general
listened to the policeman’s reply, and then he laughed. “Look, times have
changed — if you still separate the right wing from the left, then you need to

wake up. I will tell him to keep out of politics, now you do your job.”

The general told me that other residents of the village had spoken against me
because I was the son of an ex-communist. The general had ordered that they
sign the papers immediately. The papers were ready the next day, after two
years of trying. | am certain if the general had not spoken to the police on my

behalf, I would never had been given permission to leave Greece.

| started getting the visas ready for both Germany and Australia. Since | had
gotten permission from the local authorities to get my passport ready, |
wanted to follow my family to Sweden. My brother did not respond to my
letters. | got my visas ready and all the countries of Europe were listed;

however, there was a mark against Sweden. | was not sure what that meant.

Athina Bakirtzidis Singh, The Bells Will Toll, Part 1: Sanguine

51



My wife told me, “Sweden is barred. You were not given permission to go

there.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said. “Sweden is part of Europe and | have permission
to travel anywhere in Europe.” I travelled to Sweden and at the border | was
refused permission. They rang the Greek embassy, which confirmed I could
not enter. Waiting in Denmark for permission to enter, | sent a letter to my
brother to come and help me. I did not hear from my brother. Perhaps he could
not help. I decided to go to Germany where another cousin was living. Many
of my relatives had fled due to the political climate. The dictatorship was
making it difficult for any relatives of ex-communists to have a fair life. To
get to Germany | passed through Holland. It was a beautiful country but | was
shocked at how young women dressed and behaved. They wore such short
dresses and did not seem to mind if their undergarments were visible. | saw
many girls lying on the riverbanks making out with young men. I had not seen
this behaviour before. | learned a few Dutch words; one was shra, which was
“scissors”. | bought some beautiful fabric with gold threads woven through it
for my wife and she made it into a gorgeous party dress with a gold rose at
the chest. In Germany my cousin was kind enough to let me live with him and
his wife and child in a small flat. | slept on the couch. It was small and
crowded but they were very nice and treated me like family. | worked in a
factory. After a few months | began to learn some of the language and I saw
how life was there. It was hard and there was racism. In the factory Greeks
stuck with Greeks, Turks with Turks, Germans with Germans and often there
were clashes. | decided to go back home, but my cousin wanted me to stay. |

told him I would go back home and apply for a longer-term visa or residency.

I returned home after being gone for months. I put my fate in God’s hands
and decided to go to the first country that granted me a visa — Australia or
Germany. | got permission to go to Australia within a month. Then we quickly
sold our belongings and packed those we wanted to take with us. It was
exciting to have a new beginning in a new country but also sad to leave those
we loved behind. I had found the courage to go abroad because of my own

family having left for Sweden. If they could do it, then I could do it too. We
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first got a train to Athens, then an airplane to Egypt. From there we boarded
a ship which would take a month to sail from the Suez Canal around Africa
to Mauritius then Australia. It would pass through one of the roughest seas in
the world between Africa and Australia, sail past Western Australia, Adelaide
then Melbourne and Sydney. We had the choice to get off at Melbourne or
Sydney. We chose Melbourne because another family we came to know on

the ship were getting off there and encouraged us to do the same.

**k*k

Further to Father’s memories of us leaving Greece for Australia, | remember us being in
an open jeep going through a jungle in Africa — maybe it was Djibouti; Father told me we
stopped there. Father organised a quick safari while the ship was reloading supplies. He
struck up a jovial conversation with the khaki-clad African driver. It must have been in
Greek, because | am not sure that Father had learned much English on the ship. Mother
told me he threw the English books aside and preferred to talk to other Greeks going to
Australia than study and told Mother not to bother going to the English-language classes
on the ship. Father made lots of contacts on the ship, which helped him the early years in
Australia. The drive in the jungle was exciting for all of us. We found a pineapple plant
growing there and the driver grabbed a ripe fruit from the middle of the plant and sliced
it open with a huge knife, offering us some to taste. It was wonderfully sweet. We had
never even seen one before. There was another surprise — Father purchased bananas. It
was the first time we had tried them as well. | liked the bananas just as much as the
pineapple. Mother was terrified and kept saying, “Lions or cannibals might attack us in
the jungle, let’s go back to the ship.” | was both excited and scared, waiting for a lion to
jump out and surprise us with a mighty roar. The weather was extremely hot and humid
once we left the cool shade of the jungle and drove in the open jeep. Father was always

brave like this, loving to travel, meet new people and try new things.

Back on the ship, | remember thin African men darkened by the sun wearing white
singlets and loincloths carrying parcels the size of a small car on their backs, supported
by a white sling around their foreheads. Barefoot, taking small quick steps. It astonished
us to see anyone working this way, and how strong one person could be. The men did not
look ominous, but we had never seen people of this skin colour before and Mother

panicked, pulling us close. We were frightened of these hard-working men after she did
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this. Obviously, her actions were due to ignorance and culture shock. | was so distracted
holding onto the rails and watching the loading of the ship that my favourite blue thong
with a yellow margarita flower fell off my foot into the sea. | cried when Mother said we
could not get it back and it would float over to the African harbour. This was the first time
that something happened in my life which had irreversible consequences. Before then, |
usually got what | asked for. The second irreversible thing which would take time for me

to realise was that we had left Greece and our relatives there.

A week or so after this we weathered a terrible storm. Mother was lying on a deck chair
after dinner. My sister and | had ventured out on deck and the wind pulled our small
bodies towards the rails at the edge of the ship. | was only three and a half and my sister
was two and a half. The wind and water raged and shrieked like harpies. The black waves
which rose and fell beckoned me to come over the edge as | stared at the hypnotic motion.
I was afraid of the pull of the waves. The wind pushed me against the rails and held me
there, with its invisible force. I called Mother but she just smiled from the deck chair and
would not move. The waves became gigantic dark mountains, making the ship rock and
roll. | tried to get away, but the wind was too strong. | had to wait for the ship to rock the
other way to attempt my escape. When the wind was not so strong, | ran towards Mother.
My sister followed behind. | was relieved to get away from the edge of the ship and dared
not go out there again. Mother was dazed, lying on the deck chair. I now wonder if she
had consumed alcohol and that is why she did not rise to help us away from the rails. Or
perhaps she thought we were safe. Mother does not drink, so it is unlikely she was
intoxicated. Perhaps the waves had hypnotised her too. My memory of those waves and

my fear of them has not faded.

Sometime during the night, the ship rocked violently and I fell off the top bunk. I cried,
rubbing my head. Father exchanged his bottom bunk for my top bunk. I learned it was
safer to sleep closer to the floor. Initially Father let me have the top bunk because he
thought | was old enough. Living on the ship was exciting. There were many other
families and we would meet during meal times. Mother told me there were lots of dried

black olives provided for the Greek passengers.

One day the ship staff gave Mother a couple of folded pieces of crepe paper, one red and
one white. Mother made my sister and | pretty red dresses out of it, with jagged borders

like dresses in the Flintstones, and matching red headbands with white flowers sewn onto
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them. Later that day there were festivities on the ship and we had a dance competition.
The children all held hands and danced. | won the dance competition. However, the prizes
—which were dolls or cars — had run out and Mother was upset. They found a consolation
prize for me later, a spare doll. Life on the ship was fun; we stayed with Mother most of
the time while Father was busy networking. Eventually the day came when we berthed in
Melbourne and disembarked. | remember being terrified stepping down off the ship,
fearing my leg would slip on the wide spaced stairs with thick rope handrails on the side,
that | would end up overboard. Father got a taxi and we went to the Migrant Hostel in
Maribyrnong which had been made for newly arrived migrants. There we got a small
room with bunk beds to sleep in and store our belongings. Breakfast was served at five-
thirty am and ended at seven am, and we found unusual foods there such as baked beans
on toast. Father spent time liaising with other Greeks while we were left behind at the
hostel doing activities such as drawing. There were also English lessons. | began to pick
up words and phrases. After a month at the hostel, Father found somewhere for us to live,
in a bungalow behind another Greek family’s house in Balaclava, a then working-class

suburb of Melbourne.
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12
Photograph

I look at the photo of Father which sits on top of the fifty-five-inch television screen
covered with a white lace tablecloth. Before he married, he was only known as Zacharias,
but Mother always called him by his new name, Haralambos, given to him when he was
rechristened at eighteen in an attempt to avert the disaster which befell his elder brother
from happening to him too. Zacharias was a name with communist implications at the
time, due to Zachariadis who was the General Secretary of the Communist Party of
Greece (KKE). Zachariadis had urged Greeks to resist the fascist occupiers during the
Axis War so the Greek government released him from jail. However, the Nazis sent him
to Dachau concentration camp. He returned in 1946 after Nazi Germany collapsed and
this time he urged the Greek people to fight for democracy, which meant resisting the
rightist government. This was one event which contributed to the Greek Civil War. Father
could not continue to have that name, so his godfather re-christened him Haralambos,

after his grandfather. Everyone in the village, though, still called him Zacharias.

The photo stays the same, but every day | seem to notice something new. | see the dark
shadows of the past playing across the faces, the frozen dreams which remain captured
by the photographer’s skill, and the subjects’ lack of ability to make their faces devoid of
emotion. There are not many photos of Grandmother Athina, as she refused to be
photographed. Maybe she thought suffering was hard enough, without it being preserved
forever for all to see.

The photo dates from around 1950. | can see the sadness, strength and pure ideals of an
eighteen-year-old Uncle Kostas (months before he was killed by the “car accident”), the
resignation and frustration of my twelve-year-old uncle, and the anger and resentment of
my father, aged ten. Grandmother Athina looks like a Picasso painting — one eyebrow
arched in shock, the other dropping in sorrow. She was forced to bear the cross of the
departed rebels.

I long to offer them some comfort, to reach into the past and take Grandmother’s hands

into mine and give her love and support, but history cannot be rewritten and only God is
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ever-present. At Easter | light candles for the departed, who in my mind have never left,
but are only playing hide and seek at the edge of my consciousness, sometimes speaking

to me in my dreams.

“She had many burdens,” Father says as if he can read my thoughts. | imagine
Grandmother lived her life and bore her burdens with dignity, but her heart was broken
after losing each of her relatives to illness or mishap, and then losing three of her children.
So many people go through life and pass into insignificance once they die. But | cannot
let that happen to Grandmaother, or Uncle Kostas, or even my beautiful Aunt Marianthe —
not to any of my relatives. Grandmother was someone to me and those who knew her. A
sage, a talented woman, who fought alone to bring up her children while her husband was

exiled for twenty years.

I am sad no copy of her wedding photo remains. | was told she was strikingly beautiful. |
saw a photo of her cousin Olga when she was about seventeen years old. My uncle told
me that Grandmother Athina looked very much like her when she was young. Great-aunt
Olga looked stunningly beautiful, like an actress, with dark curls and large dark eyes. I
can see the same looks in Father when he was young, and also | have a black-and-white
photo of myself at twenty-five in which | also have the same hair and dark eyes. | will
have to content myself with these comparisons. | never got to know Grandmother Athina,
and only have a few brief memories from my childhood when she refused to take me into
her lap because my cousin was crying and needed comforting. We had been in a tug of
war over the same toy. “Give it to him!” Grandmother Athina had snapped. | was startled
and hurt. I also wanted that toy. I pulled at her skirt, trying to get her to lift me too into
her lap but she ignored me. My father explained to me many years later, “You were crying
and trying to get Grandmother Athina to lift you into her lap but she refused. She already
had her grandson in her lap and in our culture boys are valued over girls. She may not
have meant to ignore you, but she did. | got annoyed with her and | picked you up in my

arms and left. To me girls have the same value as boys.”

I remember how Father was hoping my middle sister was a boy. There was tension in the
air when it was time for Mother to go into hospital; Father really wanted a boy after two
daughters. When my sister was born, for the first few months Mother and Father barely
spent time with her. | was told to rock my little sister in the pram or cot. | was given a

bottle of milk to feed her with. Father eventually got over his disappointment. Several
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years later when Mother gave birth to my brother he was overjoyed. The boy carries the
family name and is expected to care for the parents when they are old. Following Greek
tradition, Father named my brother after his father. However, none of my siblings
continued this tradition when naming their children. In the end, | was the one who named
my son after Father. It was a duty and expectation that | understood since childhood and
knew I had to fulfil. Afterall, | carried my grandmother’s name, the person Father had

loved the most.

Father smiles and sits back in his armchair near the front window and resumes the story

he was telling me about life in Greece before | got distracted by the photo on the mantel.

We worked ten hours a day for three months, June, July and August, threading
tobacco onto two-metre metal spikes which we hung up to dry in rows. We
would only harvest 300 to 400 kilos of tobacco. Others in our region would
produce 1000 to 2000 kilos of tobacco each season. We grew a lot of wheat
and made hay for the cows and horses for winter. Mother kept many chickens.
Without them we wouldn’t have had food to eat. What was there to eat back
then? Those days there was no money, only the rich had money. We had to

farm and trade for our survival.

I went three to four hours a day to school and sometimes I didn’t go at all. It
was during the war and even in 1950 and ’51 there was still war going on, the
final rebels were being chased. I excelled in mathematics. | was also good at
Greek history, but in the other subjects ... Ha! ... | had no interest. School

was another place of injustice for me, the son of an ex-communist rebel.

We made pasta at home. | can make a skafi, like we had then, so we can make
macaroni and couscous in Australia. Couscous is the best food, my poulaki.
We can add eggs, butter, milk, and mix them well, then put them into flour.
You will see what couscous that is. Not like the tasteless one you buy from
the shop.

At night we slept. But in winter, one and a half to two months we would gather
the dried tobacco and pack it into giant parcels. The state would send buyers
to collect them. We did not get much money, only once we got 38,000
drachmas. And that money lasted one year. We would sing songs, girls would
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come to work for us harvesting and spearing tobacco and would sing songs
in winter to help pack the tobacco. We were poor but Mother would cook

everything for us, so we passed through life well enough.

My father’s house was the same then as now, only not renovated. | made the
new windows, doors, floors, ceiling. Everything. | made a fancy door and
carved the ornamental pieces by hand. I put leadlight windows in the top
section of the door and painted it green. It was a door fit for a king.
Grandmother was so proud of it and showed it off to everyone in the village.

Whenever she opened her door she remembered me.

| once caught seven kilos of fish. Grandfather, grandmother, my family, your
mother’s siblings and her parents all ate of these fish. We shared them around.
My mother would bake them in the outside wood-fired oven. She would light
the oven with wood, then put in the bread to bake; afterwards when the oven
was very warm and running on the last embers of wood she would put in the
fish, so it would not burn in the hot flames. The fish were salted and dressed
with olive oil, nothing else. They were very sweet-tasting, from pure

mountain-river water. The aroma from their cooking was delicious.

There still are some places with fish, but people are too lazy to go fishing.
The giant metre-long fish with moustaches, the goulianos, are gone now.
Tobacco farmers began to spray their tobacco to get a bigger crop and threw
cans of pesticide into ditches on the side of the road. When it rained, the
remaining pesticide would run into the rivers. Everything died. Neither frogs,
nor fish nor snakes remained. Nothing. The water is dead now. There is
nothing inside. These damned people. I told them, “What have you done, you

Killed the rivers!” They didn’t listen.

Higher up in the mountains, there still are fish in the clean water. It takes an
hour to an hour and a half to go into the mountains. |1 would go up there on
donkey-back to collect firewood. We would not spray our crops in the forties
and fifties, so everything was organic. Our wood stove heated the house in
winter; it would whoosh out hot air in quick vibrating puffs and we would

happily anticipate getting toasty warm, like having a hot bath. We roasted
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chestnuts on the top of it and they were quick delicious snacks. We lived close
to nature, with septic systems or holes in the ground, not flushing toilets; no

electricity, no TV, no telephones except in town and the police station.

Our cousins, uncles and aunts came to visit often, which we enjoyed. Mother
would cook on one side of the stove, and she would also make bread,
spanakopitas, or sweets on the stove-top or oven. We made our own organic
flour from our wheat. We would take it to the mill in the next village, Zitohori.
I would take two sacks of wheat on donkey-back and get it stone-ground. It
would last six months. We had a tall metal silo container made of circular
lamarina — corrugated iron — inside one of our rooms. When we harvested the
wheat we kept it in this silo, and it would last over two years. We had two
cats to keep away mice and rats from the house. It wasn’t possible for rodents
to get into the wheat the way we stored it. Here in Australia our cats are
spoiled and lazy. We only fed our Greek cats occasionally with fish heads and
scraps. There was no cat food being sold in those days. The cats worked hard

hunting rodents to survive.

Those who had lived in Turkey and knew where our house was there, have
all passed away. | know the locations; my Aunt Euthemia also knew where
they were. My grandfather Haralambos had mills, seven mills on seven hills,
one for each son. He had many chickens and giant roosters. He kept good
relations with the Turks, as did his father Panagiotis. Great-grandfather
Panagiotis had built houses for his family into the side of a cliff and they
entered from the roof. The family was about 200 individuals, including
parents, grandparents, children, spouses, grandchildren, and uncles and aunts.
Houses were built side by side and went deep into the mountain. Growing and
milling grain, especially wheat, was their main work, but they also kept
animals and nut trees. The Turks and Armenians would come to grind their
wheat in his mills. And if they didn’t have wheat he would give them some.
His kindness saved people’s lives in winter, just like his father who gave them
lavash bread to eat in winter. That’s why the Turkish neighbours saved my
grandparents and the family during the population exchange when they were

leaving for Greece. They escorted the family, two horses on each side of their
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bullock cart, keeping other Turks away. They had been our neighbours and
we had lived together peacefully until then. People began leaving Turkey in
1914 till 1922. 1 think my mother’s family left in 1921 and my father’s a little
earlier. It was hard leaving everything behind: the mills, the farms, the
animals, the houses, the friends and neighbours, and a way of life that had
been theirs for hundreds if not thousands of years. As my grandfather and
great-grandfather left their home, my father also left his in Greece for some
time, and I in turn left my home in Greece for Australia. It has been a repeated
story over four generations, but for different reasons: religious persecution,
civil war and political tensions. Through this change, our family has become
stronger and closer. My mother was fourteen when she left with her mother
and brother. My mother married my father, who was fourteen years her elder,
when she was seventeen. The whole village celebrated having such a beautiful
and accomplished bride. They danced for days. My mother, Athina, was
considered strikingly beautiful in her youth. Sadly her brother died from
pneumonia after going out onto a balcony in the winter and getting sick. He
had been very handsome with curly black hair and large eyes; he was about
seventeen. My mother did not recover from his loss.

During the Civil War in the late forties, my father and other communist rebels
burned wood in caves to survive the winter. They would get bread from
villagers. They did not worry about wolves. Men and women both sheltered
in the mountains. Those who survived left Greece for Poland, Russia,
Czechoslovakia, all the communist countries. They left in groups and settled
nearby each other, with the people they fought alongside. Some never
returned to Greece, they died overseas, and their children are still there. There
was a lot of money in Czechoslovakia. My father returned alone, his comrades
remaining behind. The ones who took their wives and children with them had

no reason to return.

Greeks go to church regularly and pray daily. Whenever | go to the church |
always light a candle for my parents. There is no power above God, so daily
prayer is important. Even if you walk through fire, do not let it burn you. Pray

to God and you will be safe, as those who dance on the red coals holding icons
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on the feast of Constantinou and Eleni are safe. | believe God heard our
prayers and returned my father to us from exile.

There are places near the mountains where no one visits today. Maimundire
was the place the rebels took fascist prisoners or Nazi collaborators to execute
them. It is near a river in the mountains, near the slopes of Seita and Langathi.
Around 1946 during the Civil War, the remaining Germans and collaborators
had made a deal with communists for protection. The andartes would still go
into villages at night and capture fascists and collaborators and kill them in
Maimundire which is two and a half hours by foot from Leukotopos. They
say it is full of ghosts and evil spirits. Maimundire is a place used to frighten
children into behaving. | have seen it several times and it is the most terrifying
place on earth. One slip downhill and you are gone into a dark water-filled

abyss with no escape.

Even after the Civil War ended | was ostracised. Fascist relatives called me
Athina’s dog when I went to vote, because I was communist. Mother and my
brother and | were banished from our home in Leukotopos in 1948 and taken
to Ahino to live because communists would come for bread and food in the
night in Leukotopos. The police moved us till 1950, after the war had ended,
so we could not harbour or help communists. Ahino had a famous female
rebel guerilla fighter, none other than a priest’s daughter. Her name was
Zaharoula. Her father refused to help rebels or give them food or shelter. One
night Zaharoula came to Ahino, to the church, dressed in boots, pants, coat
with bullet belts slung over each shoulder and her machine gun in her hands.
She yelled out, “Where are you, cowardly priest? It is |, Zaharoula, come out
so | can finish you off myself! Don’t you know there are young men and boys
dying of hunger in the mountains without a bite of bread or a drink of water?
And you are refusing to help them! Come out now! Where are you?” The
priest hid himself so he could not be found. There were songs sung in her

honour for decades. Zaharoula helped many people.

Before we left Leukotopos, one night andartes came down from the
mountains. Mother and my brother Kostas were sleeping on bedrolls. His

godfather Nicholas and Uncle Gianni hid under my bed. They were Pautzides
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—supporting the English — monarchists, on the far right. The rebels with Uncle
Eraklis came by in the night searching for them, and asked, “Is anyone else
here?”” Mother lied, “We are alone.” The communists would have killed them

if they had found them, relatives or not.

In 1948 the andartes struck the village, Ahino, where we were living. There
was a huge blast; | saw bullets the size of pencils lying on the ground, which
could blow a person apart. The andartes wanted to pass the river Strymonas.
Fascists running away ahead of them drowned in the river because it was fast
and deep. In the morning the andartes left for Ivera village and the national
soldiers came with cannons to Ahino and were firing at lvera. Some of the
captains who ordered the firing of the cannons were socialists who did not
want to Kill the communists and got the cannons to fire wide of their mark. |
and other kids would collect the bullets and get unsuspecting kids to throw
rocks on the bullet remnants. If there was any gunpowder inside, it would
force small shrapnel into your legs and knees and make them bleed. This
game was played on me too. That night Uncle Eraklis came with some other
rebels and hugged my mother goodbye; she was his sister-in-law, and it was
the custom to farewell all leftist-sympathising relatives on the way to the
mountains. Father was hiding in the mountains. | used to sleep next to Mother,
so | woke and saw them take bread and food with them when leaving for the
mountains again. Later that year uncle was killed. Father got injured in his
leg and the andartes took him with them in 1949 to Vermion, the ancient
mountain range in Northern Greece, then to Yugoslavia (Serbia) to get treated
in a hospital there. After that he did not return to Greece but went with other

rebels into Czechoslovakia.

The Bafralides were the most fanatical fascists. One of these was a captain
called Gusu. He wanted to kill someone from Zervohori village where your
mother is from, and villagers were calling out to Christos, my father-in-law,
to save that man, who had nine daughters, but he said, “Why will I go? I will
also get killed.” Eventually, he managed to talk to the leader, Gusu, and
explained if the father was killed, who would feed nine daughters, a wife and

an old grandfather and grandmother? By killing one, they would kill twelve.
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That is why my father-in-law was called Captain Christodoulis. Christodoulis
means a servant or worker of Christ. He could talk to both fascists and
communists and managed to save lives on both sides with his common sense

and heartfelt logic.

The mountain Vitze is nearby and before the Civil War and Axis War there
was fighting there with the Albanians. My father-in -law, Christos, fought
there too. After that he did not want to be involved in any fighting. There has
been a lot of fighting in Greece. It is a paradise, full of lush green valleys and

mountains, and everyone wants a piece of it.

When the Civil War began in 1946, Zachariadis was with the KKE. The
government then escaped to Egypt with the King. George Papandreos went
there with him. The English wanted Greece to be on their side, but worried
about communism growing in Greece. Once the Axis War ended and the
Nazis and Italians left, Velouhiotis was the ELLAS commander and would
not surrender weapons to the fascists. He was eventually betrayed and killed.
They told Zachariadis they would give him seven places in parliament, but he

wanted control of defence. The government refused and the Civil War began.

Zachariadis went to Russia. The Russians were Orthodox, had a similar
alphabet and values, and were closer to the Greek way of life, so many
questioned, why should the Greeks go with England instead? The English
brought back King Constantine — who deserted Greece during the war to save
his own skin. They captured young students, seventeen and eighteen years
old, and took them to the island prison Gyaros, where they were forced into
hard labour and many of them were killed. Prisoners had to crawl on their

bellies and anyone who lifted their head up would be shot.

In 1963 most of the young men of our villages, including me, went to
Thessaloniki, an hour’s drive away by bus, to see the doctor and anti-war
activist Lambrakis speak. It was the most inspiring speech | have heard. We
all loved Lambrakis, a man who had achieved amazing things in his life — a
champion athlete, then solder, then doctor then parliamentarian. There were
many people and it was very crowded. The police cordoned off the crowd into
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sections to keep us under control. My cousins and | were excited after hearing
the speech and we began to hope for change. It was starting to get dark, and
as we discussed how to go back home there was a commotion. We turned to
see what was happening. The police just stood there and did nothing. The
fascists did nothing. The police just pulled large ropes up to keep people in
place and to stop a riot. We heard a fight start and some people got arrested.
Later we were told Lambrakis was attacked and a man jumped on the
attackers and fought with them and eventually two people were arrested. They
were far-right extremists. The whole of Greece was in uproar. This was a
peaceful speech, but it had become an assassination. Lambrakis was in
hospital but died five days after the attack. All the villages then had large
“Lambrakis parties” in honour of the activist. The police raided these parties
one by one and some people got arrested. If you were arrested, there was a
chance you would end up at Gyaros. After that it was illegal to mention the
name Lambrakis, or to even have anything written by him, including
scientific papers. | began attending anti-war and leftist meetings full of young
people. I saw that things were not going well and wanted to know more about
what was happening and how we could change things for the better. Then
there was a military coup and the dictatorship started in 1967. | was chased
from village to village by fascist spies and police often came to arrest me for
no good reason. They had a file on me and kept track of where | went and
what | did.

My cousin Kostas was taken to Gyaros in 1967 by the dictatorship. He
survived. Anyone who wrote “I am not a communist and am against
communism” would be allowed to go home. If you refused you would be
jailed, tortured and possibly killed. The son of Papandreou came from the US
and got voted in even by communists, and he removed the persecution of

communists and peace eventually returned to Greece.

During October 1968 | travelled from Thessaloniki to my village in
Leukotopos to vote. Dimitrios, my fascist friend, told me to vote openly — I
think he was told by others to vote that way and to warn me to do so as well.

He said, “Things aren’t going well, so vote openly.” I said, “Look, Dimitrios,
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you have your way and | have mine. Let me do what | want.” He then left,
but one of my uncles who was fascist said, “Look, Athina’s dog has come
here to fight us.” I went and complained to my aunt. I did not mention that he

called me “Athina’s dog”, but she scolded him nonetheless.

My brother, with a shaking hand, openly voted that he wanted the king and
monarchy. But I voted “No”, and the “No” vote was 87% so the king went
back to England. His cousin Phillip married Queen Elizabeth. I yelled at my
brother, “Why did you vote openly?” He got annoyed and said, “Mind your

own business.”

Maybe if we had gone to Germany during the dictatorship, the files stating |
was a communist would have followed us, so it is better that we came to
Australia. We would have been followed everywhere in Europe by the

dictatorship’s spies.

I would travel everywhere in the mountains, even Maimundire where people
say there are ghosts. I don’t believe in such things. Ghosts are called
phantasma in Greek, and this means what you with your own mind imagine
or create. So ghosts are creations of our own minds and I don’t believe in

ghosts.

The villagers are too lazy or scared to go to the mountains anymore. They
never used to go for firewood, even in winter, before electricity and gas
anyways. | used to go up to the mountain on donkey-back at the age of fifteen;
sometimes my brother would come too. | would supply the rest of our

relatives with wood.

I wouldn’t go to school much. I was the son of a communist and was treated
badly by the fascist teachers. One day a teacher asked me to get him a very
strong cane. | went and found a strong straight branch from a Crania tree. |
brought it to the teacher and he broke it while whipping the palms of my
hands. My hands swelled up like balloons and | swore at the teacher and never
went back to school. Maybe he thought he had reason to hit me, for wandering
off during the class outing, but I didn’t. It was between me and another kid.

The previous day 1’d punched a boy who was verbally abusing me. I wasn’t
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going to sit there and be sworn at, so | stood up for myself and the teacher
didn’t like it. There was no fairness for the children of ex-communists. If you
stood up for yourself you were the aggressor; if you remained silent you got
abused. I knew | would be wasting my time going back to school. My hands
hurt for a month. I ran errands for the whole village, went fishing, collected
firewood and helped my brother with farming. | had so much freedom, free

like a bird to fly wherever | wanted. | loved that part of my youth.

The police came to my house to ask why I was not at school. “Until you send
that teacher packing, | am not returning.” | showed them my hands. The next
year that teacher never returned. My mother said, “People like that are not
even animals, let alone humans.” She was very upset that her child had been
hit so badly by the teacher. She thought the degree of punishment did not fit
the crime. She saw it as another slight on our family because my father had

been a communist rebel.

I’1l tell you more about what happened. The school had gone on a picnic to
another village. There, two other boys from another school cornered me and
wanted to hit me because my father had been a communist. It was two against
one. Before they could touch me, I punched one so hard he fell on the ground.
The other one ran away. | was only ten and younger than them but I was tough
and was used to being singled out. Then 1 left the picnic and went home,
feeling there was no point in staying as the day had been ruined. The next day
the teacher asked me angrily why I hit the other boy. I said, “They tried to hit
me, so before they did, I hit one of them.” The teacher was forty; he was a
Pontian fascist. He knew about my father being in exile in Czechoslovakia.
Eventually this teacher left or retired. Then a new teacher, Gregorios, came.
His wife was pregnant and | would get sour apples for her, and in return no
one forced me to go back to school. I did not like school because it was always
a place of trouble for me. This new teacher stayed in Leukotopos, | had coffee

with him when visiting Greece in 2010. He is a very nice man.

| became a carpenter. At the age of fifteen | went to Serras as an apprentice
to learn to make cabinets, wardrobes, shelves and other furniture. The

mastoras (master builder) would pay me three drachmas a week and | would
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use that money to buy beans and vegetables to make fasoulada. I would cook
for myself and learned to cook well. I stayed at my cousin Levko’s mother’s
house. | lived with a nephew who was learning to be a metal smith, making
wrought-iron gates and balconies. He was not as passionate about his craft as
I was about mine. At eighteen I opened my own store but people didn’t pay
me much. They would come and plead with me: “Zacharias, please come and
fix my window,” or “Please fix the leak in my roof, winter is coming.” And I
would go because | was kind-hearted and could not bear to see anyone
suffering. They would get me to do some work and say, “Here, take this small
payment now, and I will pay you later on.” Of course, few of them paid
anything more, and not wanting to make a fuss, I let it go. Then | left the
village and went to Thessaloniki to excel in my trade. There I learned to make
doors and windows, as well as do renovation work. | worked quickly with a
lot of energy and aimed to achieve what the customers requested. | had pride
in my work. My bones became strong from wielding hammers, carrying wood
and tools, and digging trenches for stumps. | was very fit and became a

popular carpenter. I also started making enough money to support my family.
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13
Tobacco Season

From my visits to Greece, flying Olympic Airways before cigarette smoking was banned
on the flights, 1 remember Greek cigarettes as being stronger smelling and more
intoxicating than Australian ones. | would struggle to breathe and the air was grey with
smoke, even in the non-smoking section. There was no escaping tobacco smoke on the
Greek flights. | was brought up by Mother to dislike cigarette smoke and anything to do
with tobacco. Perhaps that had to do with the amount of tobacco farming she did as a

child. Father, however, smoked until he was sixty-five, but never inside the house.

“Poulika mou,” Father said, “let me tell you about the tobacco farming we did in our
youth in Greece. Then you will understand why | wanted you to become educated and
not do this type of work.” I sat down on the couch where Mother would sleep in the
afternoon after she had completed all her chores. Mother’s feet would swell and she liked
to rest her legs. I listened quietly to Father but could not understand why he considered
farming lowly work. | felt it was honest work and necessary work, and those who did it
provided for their families and others. But I did not say this to Father. | did not wish to
interrupt him, and if | had worked in the fields for years perhaps I would have the same

opinion as he did about farming.

I would wake at three in the morning to get ready to collect tobacco. In June,
July and August we would go with spirit lamps to break the lower yellow ripe
leaves from the tobacco plants. Then we went home by eight after five hours
of picking leaves. Later we would spear them onto long metal spikes. At the
end of the spike we threaded a string. When the spike was full, we pulled the
leaves onto the string then hung them up in the sun for a week. Once they
were dry we hung them in the attic. The usual rate was five drachmas for one
kilo of dried tobacco. A usual day’s wage was around eight to thirteen
drachmas per day, but this was not a lot of money. Sometimes we got twenty
drachmas per kilo. Before leaving Greece, we got seventy-five drachmas per

kilo. My mother took the profits and bought land at Evosmo in Thessaloniki
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for me to build on, but the government built a road there, so it was lost. We
filed for compensation through the courts, but nothing came of it.

As well as tobacco farming, we made yoghurt and butter, had chickens for
meat and eggs, goats, sheep and cows. My mother was intelligent and an
accomplished cook. The Greek government gave the Pontians land to build
on to compensate for the land they had lost in Turkey. There was no village
there before my relatives arrived; they had to build everything from scratch.
All the men helped to build a house for each family. Some houses are about
a hundred years old in the village. Eventually everyone went into tobacco
farming, as tobacco grew well in the valleys between the mountains. My
grandfather Haralambos got thirty-two acres of land. They built the village of
Leukotopos on this land and all the relatives settled there, married and made

houses for their children.

We slept after threading tobacco. We would get sleepy because the tobacco
sap went into the skin of our fingers. The nicotine would make our heads spin.
We finished at one in the afternoon and would sleep on the floor on blankets

and cushions for siesta. After waking, we would care for the animals.

During summer the picked tobacco leaves would dry, and by winter they
could be packed into bundles ready for the state buyers. We had to make sure
the tobacco was completely dry so it would not rot. For six months we worked
very hard planting, weeding, watering and then harvesting and threading the
tobacco. Then in autumn and winter we had less work and focused on building
up firewood supplies, preserving vegetables and making syrup sweets out of
young fruits and baby eggplants. We had to prepare for winter. There were
no fridges, so preserving food was essential. Dried fruits and vegetables,
pickled olives, herbs, sauces and other preserves were used instead of fresh
ones. Onions and potatoes lasted for months, especially in winter; beans were
dried and stored. There was always plenty of staples. The buffalo butter, olive

oil and herbs made all of this into delicious food.

In the summer we went to fairs every weekend, after we had completed our

tobacco harvesting for the day. Each village would have a fair in turn. Agio
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Georgiou was one saint celebrated at the village fairs. Each saint was
celebrated by a different village. We had horse races, bike races, car races.
Musicians played music in small bands and people danced, flocking to the
cafes to sit outdoors and sip coffee and look at others in their Sunday best.
Souvlakis roasted on spits. There was an air of festivity and celebration. The
fair at our village, Leukotopos, was on the twenty-ninth of August, for Saint
loanou. In the late evening, the whole village would dance and musicians and
singers sang late into the night, near the primary school, opposite the church.
I loved to dance and had many cousins to join hands with. I always made sure
I looked smart for the festivals. | never forgot those rubber shoes and white
hand-knitted socks which got stuck in the mud during the Civil War when we
were very poor. | bought the best pointy-toed shoes and wool suits and wore

them everywhere, even to work.

Once a year the circus would come. They tied a rope between two trees and
an acrobat would walk across it. | went to the circus many times, and also to
see the Karagiozi (shadow puppets). | even learned to carve my own
Karagiozi then hung up a sheet with a candle lit behind it so | could play my
own puppet show at home for Mother and my brother and anyone else who

was around.

| learned to cook from Mother and perfected my skills during my two years’
compulsory army service. | would help her cook sometimes when she needed
help. We had a brick oven outside. We would burn wood in the oven and it
would be hot for hours. From September | would start bringing firewood
home. It would take about thirty trips with two donkeys to get 1500 kilograms
of wood. | then cut these into small enough pieces to go into the stove inside
the house to keep us warm in winter and for cooking. During the winter there
was no farming, so for three to four months, the whole of winter, 1 would go
to the kafeneion to pass time. The only work was to pack the dried tobacco

leaves into parcels ready for the government buyers.

Mother made pickled vegetables, toursi, from tomato and cabbage. We would
slaughter a pig and use the fat for cooking, such as frying eggs with bacon.

There was not really any work from September to March. We worked hard
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the other six months of the year, from spring till the end of summer. Life was
good in many ways: hard work for six months made for easier living for the
remaining six months. The only problem was the lack of education. We didn’t
know how to improve our lives, or where to invest our money properly, just

like the land that the government took from me to build a road.

People were kind, loving and supportive of each other. | quit school in the
third grade. No one cared for school much during the war anyway. | was
intelligent and good at mathematics but I chose to do carpentry. This was the

best choice for me.

After I married | would also help out my in-laws. My father-in-law Christos’s
house had manure from the cows lying in the yard. This made the soil very
fertile. Tomatoes planted there grew as tall as the ceiling. 1 would help my
father-in-law with whatever work was needed: repairs, planting, harvesting.

He was a good man and always treated me very well.

In the summer, gypsies would travel from Italy to Greece then to Bulgaria.
They brought dancing bears and monkeys holding metal cups for coin
collection. They mistreated the animals and would hit the bears to make them
stand on their hind legs and dance. They also tricked people into parting with
money by saying if a bear sat on you, you would recover from any illness.
After the bear sat on someone it would not get up. So the gypsy would explain,
“In order for the bear to rise, you must give money or a sack of wheat.” Once
they got paid, they would play drums and little monkeys would dance and the

bear would rise off the sick person.

Another example of why the gypsies were feared were the stories local
villagers told, which happened several times to different families. The gypsy
women would find any honest old woman in the village and say, “Let me tell
your fortune.” The old woman would say, “I have a lost son.” The gypsy
would say, “I will tell you where he is.” Then the gypsy threw a blanket over
the woman’s head and her companion would quickly search the house for
valuables to steal. The gypsy woman would say, “I see someone with dark

hair walking. He is walking a long way.” The old woman would say, “But my
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son has fair hair, are you sure it is him?” The gypsy woman would say, “Yes,
it is hard to see clearly; it is him, his hair is fair.” Then the gypsy woman
would say, “He is far, far away but he will be back soon.” “What can I give
you, poulaki mou?” the old woman would ask. “Whatever you have to spare.”
The old woman would take out a hanky and unwrap a coin from the corner
and give it to the gypsy. The gypsies would leave. Then slowly, day by day,
the old woman would find some of her belongings were missing. Her heart
would break each day that her son never returned and her other children would

say to her, “Serves you right for letting gypsies in the house.”

My relatives were very tight with their money, not like me. When | went to
Greece in 2007 my sister-in-law would turn off the geyser after some time, so
that the water went cold while | was showering. When | was newly married
my father would turn on the fridge for one hour then turn it off again all day
then turn it back on again one hour at night, to save electricity. My brother
was the best man you could find in the whole region in terms of being well
behaved and honest. So it is not surprising he married a fascist teacher’s
daughter, a very high-profile marriage. It was an arranged marriage, within
the Pontian community, so it had the approval of my mother. Mother was very
happy with her choice. Back then, the wife had to bring some sort of dowry.
I turned down an arranged marriage. | chose to marry for love, and if that was
not bad enough, I chose to marry a native Greek, not a Pontian Greek, and |
became interested in communism. I did not choose an easy life — | was young

and strong and chose my own way.

Communism means we joined to help one another, we fought for Greece.
However, some made errors. The leader of the Communist Party made a
mistake which led to the Civil War and the rebels hiding in the mountains. |
believe Zachariadis should have accepted the places in government given to
him, then perhaps the communists could have existed side by side with the
fascists in diplomatic rule. But maybe the Civil War would have happened
anyway. Some wanted to get more than others through less effort. Better jobs,
better pay, more rights. The rich wanted to carve a line between them and the

poor. To make it an uncrossable barrier. But the communists wanted a level
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playing field, equality as a reward for years of hard fighting for the freedom
of Greece from the Nazis. Other Greeks did less but wanted more. That is the

way it has always been, and that is not equality.

During the Axis War, the right-wing liberals wanted to stay with England and
the royalists. They would let communists into towns and the Nazis would go
and catch them. Eighty thousand left-wing students were killed on the island
of Gyaros. This is how | remember it, from newspapers, pamphlets and
demonstrations | attended in Greece. It makes me so angry. So much promise,
so much talent, the best of the country were killed. The ones who could give
the light of Prometheus to the rest of the population, to see and understand,
were silenced, the brave ones. The rest cowered in fear or shut their mouths.
I am so glad Mikis Theodorakis survived torture and jail. He was not afraid
to speak out, and because he spoke the truth and stood up for it, it nearly cost
him his life. Perhaps this is why he survived. Even the fascists loved his songs,

poems and writing. He sang from between the iron bars in his jail cell.

Just like now, with the financial crisis, Greece was in a terrible state after the
war. Communists took children with them when they retreated behind the Iron
Curtain, but they were their own children or the children of other communist
relatives who wanted their children with them. | cannot understand how
people are claiming they kidnapped other people’s children. I only know of
communists who took their own children. They wanted to educate their
children because the education system in Greece after the war was not very
good. Political and social standing often took precedence over academic
performance. People with the right connections got their children into
university or the best jobs; it was not always the best students who became
something. We too should have gone with Father, but he was being pursued
by fascists and we did not see him while he was hiding in the mountains, so
we could not plan anything. If he had not left Greece he would have been

killed sooner or later.

Later when those children who had left with the communists came back to
Greece from Russia or the Balkans, they could not get work. Some stayed

abroad and refused to return to Greece. One Pontian woman from Tashkent
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returned to Thessaloniki with her four university-educated children. They
could not get any work, not even as kitchen hands. She got cancer and died

from worry.

Why am | a fool to love communism? There is a reason. The youth who
remained in Greece often had jobs below their educational background. The
rich people’s children got all the good positions. Nepotism flourished with
fascism. Those with money could make propaganda. Police would follow me
around Thessaloniki. | had to report to the police station. I hadn’t done
anything wrong other than politically lean towards the left. That is why |

chose to leave Greece; | wanted a peaceful life.
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14
The Island of Gyaros and the 40,000 Children

Father often told me about the island of Gyaros where some of his relatives were exiled
for being leftists. 1 wanted more information about this and looked online and found
several articles stating that 10,000 to 22,000 prisoners, mainly leftists, were exiled to
Gyaros during the Civil War. One article mentions that Gyaros was the Dachau of the
Mediterranean and was called the “Island of the Devil” (Kokkinidis 2017). It had been
used since Roman times to exile prisoners and did not have any natural fresh water source,
so was the harshest island on which to be exiled. The prisoners were forced to build the

five camps which housed them.
“Could you have been sent to Gyaros?” I asked Father.

Maybe if I had been more involved in leftist activities. | was a carpenter, so |
had to work on my trade, but | often went to demonstrations. The island was
used again after the Civil War and during the dictatorship till 1974.

My father’s cousins were fascists and would try to frighten me. They would
not allow anyone to speak up and give their opinion about the king or the
USA. They would threaten to have me killed. If they reported you to the
police, you would be thrown into a concrete cell. They would throw water on
you and keep hitting you with metal batons. Then when one person tired,
another would take over and they would continue until you died. This type of
torture was called falanga — your skin would soften because of the water and
the trauma inflicted by a single blow was worse and more painful. The secret
police did this. I was never hit but | was chased many times. My Uncle Eraklis
was caught and beaten using falanga. He managed to survive and escape into
the mountains. My first cousin Kostas was tortured with falanga and sent to
the island Gyaros. When the government fell he returned. He was leaving for
Bulgaria when he had a car accident and hit his head. Often rocks and debris
were left on the roads in and out of Greece. Thieves would wait for someone

to crash and then would come and steal their money and jewellery and leave
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them to die. Kostas survived the accident. He died many years later in 2010.
His father had been a rebel and was killed by the fascists. They tried to make
people sign a petition stating that they were against communism and they
were not a communist. Then they were released from Gyaros — otherwise you
would be killed. The fascists would come to take your livestock, your food,
and if you complained they could kill you.

The communists had women with them in the mountains; some fought
alongside the men, others helped cook food and wash clothes or get water. If
anyone hurt a woman, he would be tried and if found guilty, put to death.
There was brotherhood in the mountains. A general sexually assaulted a
woman and she reported him to the communists. Seven rebels came and found

him and put him against a tree and killed him.

The grandchildren of communists no longer have the same problems in
Greece. After Andreas Papandreou came to power, all political differences

were put aside.

Secret files were kept on people of interest. There was a file on me, and
wherever | went, to new towns, the file followed me, stating that | was a
communist. Villagers who knew what | was doing and where | would be
going had the file sent after me, so the police would keep an eye on me
everywhere. They would not let me rest, even though | had done nothing to
them. One cousin would inform on me to the police and my file kept being
sent behind me to various police stations so | would be arrested or questioned.
He was one of the people who never let me have peace back then because |

was the son of a communist in exile.

My cousin Sakis was called an old communist — paleo Kommuna — so he
grabbed the man abusing him by the throat and threw him against a wall.
Verbal abuse and injustice was common. Once reconciliation happened in the
eighties, differences were supposed to be put aside, but if you dig a bit, you
will find the same ideologies are hidden at the core of what people still

believe.
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I was twenty when | became a soldier, a fandaros, in the army reserves. We
were sent to Tripoli and | was given a machine gun on a tripod because | was
a communist. Some Vlachs were made into lieutenants. We got three months’
training in Tripoli, and | learned how to clean, use and assemble the guns.
Then we were stationed at Veria, near Thessaloniki, for eight months. | was
a trumpeter and would play the trumpet in the morning to wake the soldiers,
then I would proudly raise the Greek flag and watch it unfurl against the sky.
I liked it there and I was well liked by other soldiers. After this | was asked if
I wanted to go to Cyprus and I said, “Wherever the nation sends me, I will
go.” The colonel said, “Bravo, Bakirtzidis.” He tested my loyalty due to my

being a communist.

We went to Korio, near a monastery in Cyprus. The Turkish army wanted to
come to Cyprus in September 1963 but Greece did not let them. Cyprus was
a Greek Island and Turkey wanted to invade. | was stationed there for some
time, then we returned to Northern Greece. While we were there, someone
deliberately put laxatives in the food so everyone had to rush to the bathroom
many times. Then they told us to run barefoot in the snow. One of the
lieutenants called me aside and told me not to run, but | wanted to run. | stayed
back because | had been told to stay back. | was a favourite of some of the
seniors there because | was so hard working and dedicated. Later the other
soldiers who had run barefoot in the snow had feet swollen twice their normal
size and were in so much pain they could not stand or walk. I felt guilty that
I had been shown favouritism and spared this torture. | wanted to go and run
in the snow so that | could be on the same level as the rest of the soldiers.
Twenty-four thousand soldiers had gone to Cyprus during the time | was a
fandaros. Later the Americans fought the Turks there. The dictatorship in
Greece lasted from 1965 to 1973. In Cyprus there was an English air base
with tanks and they could see the whole Mediterranean and Egypt from there.
Cypriots wanted the bases out so the US brought the Turks there for their own
interests. Now the bases are still there and Cyprus is divided in two. I did
twenty-four months” service. We were paid thirty drachmas a month, which

was enough to buy razors to shave. Service was compulsory.
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After | returned from service, that was when my family left secretly to live
with my brother who had gone earlier to Sweden.

“Father,” 1 asked, “why would they leave in secret? That does not sound right. Did
something happen? Did you have an argument?” Father looked at the ground and there

was pain in his eyes.

There was some minor disagreement, but nothing big enough to justify them
leaving secretly. | was their family too. | sent letters later to my parents and
told them to visit me in Australia, not only live with my brother in Sweden. |
was also their son and | had four children. Mother told me she was very cold
and developed arthritis in Sweden, so the climate did not suit her. However,
with one excuse or another no one ever came to Australia. Then one by one,
my parents passed; no one lives forever, and that chance to be together in

Australia disappeared.

Uncle Eraklis was a member of the Kommounistiko Komma Elladas, KKE;
that is why he hid in the mountains with my father. Uncle Eraklis was good-
natured, he would not harm a fly. As | said before, he was ambushed and shot
as he came into the village to get bread. For three days he was calling for help
but no one came to help him. It is said the fascists went to cut off his head
after he had died. Other villagers were too afraid to go and help him in case
they were reported as being communist sympathisers. The fascists in Zitohori
beat drums and danced into the night to celebrate the death of Uncle Eraklis,
the communist rebel. I heard they put his head on a pike and danced with it

to drums. It is not known who buried Uncle Eraklis or where.

Fascist supporters became policemen. They did not get paid wages but with
food. | called them hungry dogs. In 1948 we had to move from Kavaki,
another name for Leukotopos, to a good house in Ahino. We were moved to
stop us feeding or helping rebels. Uncle Eraklis was still alive then; he came
and hugged my mother, Athina, and asked where my father was. She replied,
“In a church in the mountains.” Then the rebels took my brother Kostas, who
was only 16, to go get water for them with another man. Kostas did not want
to go to the mountains, but because they were older than him, he could not
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refuse. They took him into the mountains and he collected water and filled
buckets and troughs. There was a break, and he was allowed to rest and eat
some bread. Then, under cover of darkness, Kostas ran away and came back
home at night and hid in a blackberry bush till morning, until the rebels had
all retreated back up the mountains. He knocked on the door and came inside.
He was pale and shaking. I felt sad that he had suffered in the cold for hours.
He did not want to leave our mother or my brother and me alone to go to the
mountains. He was not that type. He was peaceful, studious and kind. Kostas
had other plans for our future as a family, to help us all have a better life. He
felt the responsibility that Father had left behind weigh on him. He could not
leave us behind to fend for ourselves. But perhaps it would have been better
if he had stayed in the mountains with the rebels and retreated with Father to
Czechoslovakia, because in 1951 the fascists ran him over with a car and

killed him anyway.

During our stay in Ahino we lived with Aunt Euthemia. She was kind and
shared whatever food she had. She looked after us like family. | had another
aunt called Evgenia. She was also kind and a good woman. The fascists killed
her husband and she had four sons. They must have felt pressured to also
escape possible persecution. One left for Bulgaria but was unable to survive
there without his mother and brothers. He could not adjust to life outside of
Greece. His family was his life. Exile is not for everyone — there was no
returning home to Greece because the borders were closed.

During Lent, forty days before Easter, we did not eat oil, eggs, milk or meat.

Then at Easter we ate red-dyed eggs with joy.

Barbagianni who lived across from us asked me to go to Kizili village to
collect a lamb. I went and did as | was told. Then | was surprised he
slaughtered it and gave it to the priest. | saw the Despoto priest eating lamb
on Good Friday and got angry because | could not understand why the priest
was breaking the Lenten fast a day and a half early. | went home and ate eggs.
My mother saw me and angrily said, “What are you doing?” I told her, “Don’t
say a word or [ will break all the eggs.” Then I told her, “Why should I fast
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when that dog of a priest is eating lamb?” Then my mother understood and

was also upset with the priest.

From 1952 onwards, Mother would send me to collect bitter greens for
cooking, such as dandelion leaves and bitter dock, nettles and prickly golden
fleece or reicardia. | would go to a plot of land not far from the church, near
the river a few kilometres from the village. We called the greens rathikia or
just generally horta. Not everyone would bother to go and collect these
greens; maybe they were afraid of landmines. I wasn’t afraid because | knew
that most had been found and removed, and | trusted in God. | would collect
around five kilos of these green leaves in a sack. Mother would use them in a
variety of ways. She would boil them and serve them with lemon juice and
olive oil as a side dish with other foods. She would also bake them with
homemade ricotta cheese and herbs in pies. She would add them to soups,
stews, or salads. People who ate these greens were very healthy and usually
lived long lives. The ancient Greeks used them to cure liver and blood
disorders. We may have had very little but we always ate well through our
hard work and effort. These greens kept us healthy and vigorous. We never
got sick. Other villagers didn’t go to collect these greens often. They would
instead come to Mother to ask for some. “Athina, give us some greens as well,
you have hard-working sons,” they would say, although they had sons too.
Even back then, few people wanted to work hard. I would go and collect food
myself. Even now, when | am not feeling well, I collect the rathikia and

dandelion greens from my garden and boil and eat them.

It was 1951 when the police came and took Mother and put her in the jail
under the police station. Few people were fair-minded and accepting of the
relatives of ex-communists. Three years later was not much different. We
didn’t have our own buffaloes after the war to plough our fields so my brother
went to an uncle’s house and made the agreement to plough three days for
him and then borrow the buffaloes to plough our own fields for one day. After
working three days he went to get the buffaloes but the uncle refused and said,
“Take your complaint to Stalin.” I found out about this after a boy ran over

and told me to hurry because my uncle was beating my brother. | ran over
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there and pushed our uncle away and saved my brother from further
humiliation. | was fearless and stood up against aggressors or injustice, when
my family could not do so. I took his buffaloes and we ploughed our field.

An agreement was an agreement.

Another fascist uncle of mine, Giannis Panagiotidis, was my supporter and
stopped others hitting me if he saw me being targeted. He loved me and was
a very good man. | helped him build a well near his house and since then he
was always on my side. He had grenades, guns and rifles in his possession.
The fascist supporters were given guns to watch over the ex-communists from
1950 to 1962. My brother was in the army doing his compulsory service, so
from when | was fifteen to seventeen | was the only one left to look after
Mother and our crops. All able-bodied men in the village had to act as sentries
from time to time. The fascist commander told me to pick up a rifle to guard
the door of a fascist supporter. | refused and threw him over the bridge into
the stream below. He went and complained to the police, and two officers

came to arrest me and took me to the police station.
They said, “Do you know what you did?”

I said, “Yes, I hit an ilithios.”

“What fool, he is your commander.”

“He told me to pick up a rifle; that is why we fought. My brother is in the
army and | have to work so Mother and | have something to eat. I am not
going to stand idle in front of a fascist’s door.” I would not have stood in front

of anyone else’s door either, but especially not a fascist’s. The war was over.

In 1985 | again saw the commander who had reported me to the police. He
was paralysed on the right side due to a stroke. He cried and said, “What did

you do that I chased you and reported you to the police?”

| said to him, “Forget it, what happened, happened. Life is short, let us live

it 2
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Till 1974 there were reprisals against ex-communists. Many were imprisoned
in Gyaros. Some children of ex-communists were taken to the Balkans,
Bulgaria or Russia. It is propaganda that the leftists kidnapped 40,000
children and took them out of Greece. The fascists and royalists were afraid
that the children of ex-communists would also become communists and that
Greece could again in the future lean towards communism. Therefore, those
who went behind the Iron Curtain took their children and the children of
friends and relatives with them to have a better life, a fairer life, without
persecution. One child who was taken to Czechoslovakia became a mechanic
and also a soccer star. When he returned to Greece he was twenty and more
accomplished than many other young men in Greece. The governments in the
communist countries looked after the Greek communists and their own
citizens. Now the unemployment rate is 38% in Greece. The government
should have taken better care of finances. Many young people live off their
parents’ pensions. When their parents are gone, then what? Who will then
return to farming the land to survive? Most families now at least grow some
fruit and vegetables for themselves, but tobacco and wheat farming have
decreased.

My mother came from Meten, a place now in Turkey which was famous for
mines, but which also belonged to Pontian Greeks back then. In 1922 when
my parents were expelled from Turkey along with hundreds of thousands of
other Greeks and Armenians, my father was twenty-three. Many of these
refugees embraced communism in Greece. Another uncle expelled from
Turkey would say to me, “I did not see good days, but you will see better
days.” He was convinced Greece would become communist and that it would

benefit most people. However, that was not to be.

In Turkey there were Greeks who lived in Bafra who were forced to speak
Turkish only and they forgot most Greek. Later they left Turkey during the
genocide in 1922 because they were Christians. They came to Greece, but
they were on the side of the monarchists and English. We called them
Paotzides and Bafralides. They were usually far-right fascists, also on the side
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of the German Nazis. People feared them because of their loyalties not being
with Greece.

My aunt was a Bafralidisa. Her parents came from Bafra and only spoke
Turkish, even though they were Greek. | learned Turkish from a local woman
called Yotsadari; she was also a Bafralidisa. Because | spoke Pontian Greek
as well as Greek, I could pick up some of the Turkish words. She didn’t speak
Greek so she only worked for the Pontian Greeks and Bafralides, helping with
farming work or tobacco harvesting. Later I improved my Turkish in
Australia after | met two Turkish men who knew no English. | became their
translator and good friend. In some ways, | had more in common with them
than with other Australian Greeks who came from other parts of Greece,

because of political differences.

During the Axis War in Greece in the early 1940s, the Nazi Germans were
gathering Greek Jews and sending them to concentration camps. | was a very
young child. Some villagers would hide Jews in their cellars, then let them
leave at night with provisions enough for a long journey. They would help
them plan their route, usually through Yugoslavia. Dimitrios, my mother’s
uncle, helped a Jew carry his heavy suitcase to the train. The Jews had been
told that they would get work in factories and that the train would take them
there. No one knew they would be sent to a concentration camp, otherwise
maybe something would have been done to save them. Uncle Dimitrios said
the suitcase was full of gold and was very heavy.

The EAM [Ethnikd Apeleftherotik6 Métopo, National Liberation Front]
consisted of Greek soldiers fighting the Nazi Germans during the Axis War.
The Paotzides and Bafralides were collaborators and informers to Germans
in order to get favours, guns and food. They would chase rebels like my father.
England and Russia carved up which countries they wanted after the war and
it was not possible for Greece to go with Russia. There were many leftist
fighters during the Axis War and perhaps they could have won Greece over
to communism after the war ended. This conflict led to the Civil War and the
rebels went into the mountains. England didn’t want Greece to go with Russia

and the US provided guns, weapons, tanks and airplanes so that Greece was
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wrested from the leftists. The leftists had actually saved Greece from the
Nazis and were initially heroes. In a complete turnaround of ideology, heroes
became criminals. These people destroyed Greece. See how the rich took all
the money out of Greece and now there is no money — people are killing
themselves or starving, and there is difficulty and suffering. The majority of
Greeks now are fascists. The Communist Party is small. The ex-communists
joined other socialist parties. It used to be the second-largest party in Greece.
Perhaps if Greece had become communist it would have flourished and there

would have been enough for all. We will never know.

*k*k

After listening to Father’s story, I thought about those 40,000 children that Father told me
were not kidnapped or taken away by leftists by force. | found conflicting information
about this in books and online; no doubt some of it is propaganda, which has remained
because not enough has been done to clarify this. There are some books written by
children taken away by the rightists which contradict the stories told about the leftists
kidnapping children. There is more mention in current online records or official history
of the leftists abducting children than mention of the queen’s camps, where children of
leftists were forcibly taken away by the authorities to prevent them being indoctrinated
into leftist ideologies. In her memoirs, Queen Frederika wrote: “The main project, at the
beginning, was to save our children in the northern provinces from being carried across
the borders and from being educated as enemies of the country” (Barentzen, latrides &
Smith 1987, p. 127). So, who really took the children away? The government? Was it all
propaganda blamed on the leftists because they were the enemies of the government?
There is probably more than one answer. Both sides appear to have taken children out of
the country: the leftists took their children to save them from persecution, and the rightists
to prevent them from being taken behind the Iron Curtain and potentially being trained as
communist rebels. What makes me sad is that families were torn apart by the politics of

the time.
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15
Karamana and Sahara

One of Father’s favourite foods is yoghurt. Sometimes we made it at home. Mother would
boil cow milk then wait till it was lukewarm. Then she would put a large tablespoon of
good quality yoghurt into the saucepan and mix it around with the milk till it was
dissolved. She then poured it into a bowl and covered it with several tea towels and left

it overnight. The next day we had yoghurt.

“It is fresh and sweet,” Father would say as he tasted it the next morning. “But still,

nothing like our own buffalo-milk yoghurt in Greece.”
“Buffalo-milk yoghurt?” I asked incredulously.
“Yes, the best yoghurt comes from buffalo milk, as does the best butter.”

“Can you tell me how you made it?” I asked. Father smiled. He loved remembering the

stories of his youth.

In 1955 we had two buffaloes called Karamana and Sahara. They were good
buffaloes, but stubborn. We milked them and made buffalo-milk yoghurt and
ayran. Mother would have a barrel attached to the ceiling. We put milk into
it and shook it till it became butter. We ploughed the tobacco fields with the
buffaloes and they both gave us calves to sell. Sahara had a white mark on
her forehead and she was better natured. Karamana was very naughty. The
gypsy women would come at ten in the morning to start planting the tobacco
seedlings, but by then it was too hot and the buffaloes got restless. One time
they began running for the pond with the plough still attached. It cut
Karamana’s leg. I thought their legs would get sliced off by the plough
swinging wildly behind them, but luckily it broke in half and they ran into the
water with only the top piece attached. | was eighteen when this happened in

1958. Thankfully Karamana’s leg healed and got better.
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I was inexperienced with buffaloes and took them to work in the heat of the
day but was told by a neighbour that I should unharness them after they
worked in the morning so they could soak in the pond for a couple of hours
during the hottest part of the day. Then they would be ready for work again.
We had a barrel of water to sprinkle onto the tobacco seedlings. A gypsy and
her two daughters would help us. The buffaloes sat and relaxed in the pond,
then they ate grass. By four in the afternoon the gypsies had finished their
work and we gathered everything up. My mother and the gypsies got into the
wagon and the buffaloes took us home. Mother milked the buffaloes in the
evening. She would make a thick and creamy yoghurt from their milk. Then
she would put most of the yoghurt into the barrel with the rope attached to the
ceiling and would rock it until it became butter and buttermilk. The best butter
comes from yoghurt. Cultured butter. We drank the buttermilk to keep cool
in summer. We didn’t eat much meat. Once a year we killed a pig and boiled
the fat and meat in a large copper pot. Mother would cut the meat into small
pieces, then put it into a large clay urn or amphora and seal it with wax. Two
months later we would open it in winter and fry the fat and ham with eggs. It
was sweet-tasting and delicious. Many other villagers did not have the

cooking skills of my mother. We ate very well.

Later we got two cows, one chestnut-coloured and one white. They were good
cows and gave us milk, yoghurt and butter. My mother made the butter.
Sometimes | sold a kilo of butter and got thirty drachmas, and Mother would
shop in Nigrita, the main town, for any groceries we needed. Other people did
not even have food to eat. There was so much poverty. We were well off in

comparison: at least we could feed ourselves.

I was an explorer and found many things in the mountains, such as large snails
near the river, called purnaria. They were two inches long. The snails of the
fields were smaller and sweeter. | was nine and my brother eleven, when we
would go and collect ten kilos of snails in 1949 in Ahino, where we were
moved during the Civil War. Many people would collect snails back then
because they were a source of protein and there was not much meat to eat.

Mother would clean them by boiling them in water, then pull them out of their
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shells with a fork and cook them with pilaf rice. She would sometimes sauté
them in buffalo butter and then crack eggs over them to make an omelette,
which we ate with bread. In Patriki there were sweet white snails in the grass
near the river, which I also collected. In France snails are now rich people’s

food, but back then, only the poor ate snails.

When | was sixteen, in 1956, | went alone after rain to get snails. | began to
cross the river and a flood came down from the mountains. | was swept away
downriver but luckily a tree branch saved me. | sat in the sun for an hour to
dry out and waited for the river to slow down to its normal pace. Then | went
and gathered big black snails two inches long. | never told Mother what had
happened. She had already lost Kostas a few years earlier and I didn’t want

her to yell at me and be afraid of losing another son.

There were some landmines here and there. Usually, they were near the
villages to stop the rebels from coming down the mountains. But the rebels
found them and removed most of them. In 1949 or 1950 a man took his sheep
over a field in Ahino. The sheep were blown to pieces by landmines. Twenty
sheep got Kkilled. He had 140 sheep. Lucky the sheep stepped on the mines,
not the people. Many people also got killed. Another man was travelling with
his cows pulling his cart and he and the cows got blown sky-high. The
fascists, those swines, put the mines there to stop the rebels coming to the

villages for bread and left the mines there after the war.

One night in 1948 my godfather and a first cousin of my father came for bread
and asked, “Is there anyone hiding here?” Mother said, “No, no one is here,
just my children and I.” They were fascists, hiding from the rebels who were
roaming the streets at night. They hid under our beds, then in the morning,
when the rebels were gone, they escaped. They may have informed on
someone. If they had been caught, they would have been taken to
Maimundire. Usually, fascist relatives hid under our beds because the rebels

ruled the night.

Many fascists went to Valta, a fertile valley, where anything you plant grows
well, and hid in the haystacks. The rebels would yell at the haystacks, “Come
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out or we will shoot you,” and the confused fascist supporters hiding in the
haystacks would think they had been seen and come out. That was a trick the

rebels used, and it usually worked because when you are afraid you don’t

think straight.

In 1947, when | was seven, we had a field up near the mountains and built a
fence around it for our pigs. The large female pig had eight small piglets and
we had to spend the night there with the pigs to keep them safe. We built a
hut with a fence around it out of brambles with spikes on them. The pen was
also made of sticks and brambles. A huge wolf came to eat the piglets in the
night, and we held our breath and cowered in our hut. There was nothing we
could do. The sow came out and chased the wolf. Adult pigs have huge tusks
that could have torn a wolf to pieces. My brother was nine and | was seven
and he told me the sow was missing, so we left our hut and waited with the
piglets to keep them safe until she returned. When the sow came back, we
stayed in her pen with our arms around her neck and slept like that. She kept
us as well as her piglets safe and warm. Later we sold the piglets and bought

some goats.

I caught six fish from the river with my bare hands, holding a small piece of
bread and waiting for the fish to come between my palms. Then | would scoop
them out of the water and throw them onto the riverbank before they could
slip away. I cleaned them and strung them together on a twig. When | took
them home, Mother baked them with lemon, fresh oregano, tomato, parsley,
onion and lots of olive oil. She put them into the brick oven after the bread
had finished baking. The aroma of the honey-sweet bread and the fish was
intoxicating. | ate joyously, then licked my fingers and the plate to savour

every last drop of olive oil.

In some areas till 1945 there were Germans in Greece. We went from one war
to another. The Civil War began in 1946 so there was no time for people to
recover. No time for animals to be raised again in abundance or crops to

flourish.
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In 1950 almost no one went to university. Most people were uneducated after
ten years of war and teachers had only done two or three years of high school
before they became teachers. In those days we kissed the hands of teachers
and priests. People would stand up in respect to greet them and kiss their
hands. These days that doesn’t happen. My older brother Kostas was very
educated. He knew more than a lawyer. He only finished secondary school,
but he was a genius. He could read a book and remember it word for word

and excelled in mathematics. No one could match him.

My first cousin Eraklis wen