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PROLOGUE 
---------------------- 

 
My intent in writing this book is to have something written down for my 

children and my grandchildren to go back to and find out some of their history 
and the history of their ancestors, in case some day they have the curiosity to 
look into their past. In 1980, when my sons were quite young, their Father and I 
took them to Greece to show them their roots and the land of Greece for the first 
time. However, I do not think they had the interest to see and understand a lot of 
what related to my past. Their interest was to enjoy the beautiful waters of the 
Mediterranean Sea and to have fun during the month of an amazing vacation. 
 

My experience tells me that someday they will have the desire to know all 
about their parents. If their Father and I are not around at that time, it would be 
hard for them to get answers to a lot of their questions. I want them to have the 
answers in this book. I want them to know how my life was as a young person 
and how all the experiences in it molded me into the person I am today. I want 
them to understand why I engaged in the belief and value systems I did. 
Hopefully, they will appreciate the good parts of my mothering and they will 
forgive the negative ones, after they understand where I came from. 
 

I certainly appreciate the opportunity and support I received from the 
Lifescapes Program at the Osher Lifelong Learning Institute at the University of 
Nevada, Reno, formerly known as ElderCollege.  I want to express my thanks to 
my instructors Esther Early and Margo Daniels for their encouragement, 
knowledge and inspiration and I would also like to thank the head of the 
Lifescapes Program, Julie Smyres Machado, Washoe County Public Library 
System, for keeping everything progressing and running smoothly. Without their 
support and help, I would never have been able to complete this important task. 
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Chapter I 
 

Ancestry 
 

Both my parents were born in the northernmost part of Greece. The area 
was called Vorios Epirus (North Continent).  Far north from the capital of Greece, 
it appeared to be another continent away, at that time. I have never been there, 
but from all I have heard and read about that part of Greece, I imagine it to be a 
place where the eagles would choose to make their nests and raise their 
offspring. It is a place sparingly inhabited, located up in very high mountains with 
a rocky landscape. The winters are harsh there and life, in general, is full of daily 
challenges. 
 

That is where my parents came from. Momôs family members were 
farmers. They were earth people who worked the soil daily. They raised animals 
and cultivated vegetable and fruit gardens for their everyday consumption. 
 

I never had a chance to meet my grandparents on either side of the family, 
because by the time I was born, that part of Greece was taken over by the 
Albanians who were allies with China. The part of Greece that was included in 
the country of Albania was behind the Iron Curtain, a term credited to Winston 
Churchill about 1946.  It was a good way to describe the manner in which the 
people were kept away from the rest of the world.  
 

My grandfather, Mihalis Routzos, was an intimidating persona to the whole 
family. He was physically strong, large in stature, good looking and a tyrant to all 
of them. I have heard Mom saying that every time she heard his voice she was  
so intimidated and scared of what he could do to her physically and verbally that 
she wet her pants out of fear. He was a philanderer, a fact known by all the 
family members. However, he was always threatening his daughters that if they 
ever did anything to shame his family, he would chop them up in pieces, hang 
the pieces on the outside clothes line for everybody in the village to see and 
make sure they knew the kind of girls they were.   
 

My grandmother, Chryssoula Routzos, was a very quiet, obedient and 
mild woman. How else could she really have been with a husband like hers? She 
gave birth to twelve children at home with the help of a midwife. She raised eight 
of them, five daughters and three sons, under very difficult conditions. One of the 
twelve babies was miscarried and the other three died at a very young age from 
childhood diseases which were hard to treat, at that time. 
 

Mom being the second in line of her siblings was working hard from the 
age of ten to help her parents with the daily chores. I heard her recount many 
times the story of the freezing winter mornings, when she had to get up very 
early and go to feed the animals. She had to work on the farm to help her father 
who very often, for reasons unknown to her, would beat her up severely to the 
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point where neighboring farmers would come to her rescue. Her whole life, right 
from the beginning, was extremely harsh. Thatôs how she viewed the rest of her 
life was going to be and thatôs how she lived it until the end. 
 

Dad came from a family of three siblings. He was the middle child with an 
older brother and a younger sister. His father, Panayiotis Garos, left home when 
my Dad was very young. He had immigrated to Asia Minor where he managed to 
buy a bakery. He worked hard there to be able to provide a better life for his 
family in the village. However, he died very young and his three children were 
raised by his loving wife, Kalliopi Garos and her mother, Katerini Garos. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
They were poor but good children, raised well by the two women who 

loved them a lot and did their best to care for them. All three of them, having 
been raised with love, became loving and expressive human beings. They, as 
well, had their tiny farm that they cultivated to grow vegetables and fruit for their 
sustenance.  
 
 

My Dadôs Mom with my older 

sister (right) and my cousin Steve 
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Chapter II 

 
Free At Last 

 
Mom and Dad were raised in the same village and they knew each other 

from school. She said she liked him, because he was a very nice boy and good 
looking as well. 
 

When Mom was fifteen and Dad sixteen, their mothers decided it was time 
to get them together. Momôs parents invited Dad and his Mom over and had their 
daughter serve them the coffee she made, so the two young people could meet 
formally and find out if he liked her for a wife. He did, so they decided to get them 
engaged. 
 

The event was quite formal, with a religious ceremony at home performed 
by a priest and attended by family members and friends.  Mom was happy. 
 

Right after the engagement, however, Dad left 
for Athens, the capital of Greece, to try his luck in the 
big city. He was gone for five years, without much 
contact with Mom, who stayed home with her 
parents, working the fields and being the helping 
hand around the farm. She was hoping and dreaming 
my Dad would be back some day to marry her and 
then she would escape her fatherôs demanding and 
harsh ownership. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
The years went by, when finally, Dad decided 

to return to his little village and marry Mom, to her 
delight.  As tradition had it, she then had to move to 
her mother-in-lawôs house and be the helping hand 
there, doing the most challenging jobs, since she was 
the youngest in that household.  Dadôs siblings were 
married by then and were gone to their homes.  Dadôs 
sister had married a young man who was living in 
the United States, in New York, and she and her 
family were the only close family members from both 
of my parentsô families I was able to meet a lot later in 
life.   
 

Dad in Athens as a 

bachelor (Dad sitting, 

right front) 

Momôs wedding attire; charcoal painting by Dadôs cousin 
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Two months after their wedding day, the Albanian army was looking for 
Dad to have him drafted into their army. As soon as the family got wind of it, they 
very quickly made plans to have Dad sent back to Athens to be safe from the 
Albanians. Once again Mom was left behind with the in-laws and her familiar role 
as a helping hand.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Three long years went by, when Momôs Dad gave her the money to go to 

Athens and get reunited with her husband. Not too long after that she became 
pregnant with her first child.  At that time they were staying in the Hotel ñOlgaò 
where Dad was working as a desk clerk. They were given a small room. 
However, right before the birth of the baby they were asked to find a place to 
move, because the hotel was not a place to house babies. They rented a room in 
an Athens suburb where my older sister was born. Five months later there was 
not enough money to support a family of three in the big city and my parents 
decided it was better if Mom and my sister went back to the village to be with the 
in-laws and at least have food to eat and a roof over their heads. 
 

Once again Mom was away from her husband trying to survive on her 
own, only this time she had her baby to worry about. The familiar routine started 
again, where she had to work the fields and be the maid to the mother-in-law and 
the members of her family. 
  

Dad (left) with a friend 

and his child in Athens 
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Five years went by with not much 
contact with her husband. By then my sister 
was five and a half years old and the Albanian 
borders around the Greek perimeters of the 
country were getting very tight. People were not 
able to leave the country for any reason 
whatsoever unless they had a passport. My 
Mom, for the last time, however, decided to go 
back to Athens to her husband and stay with 
him no matter what. By then her father had 
passed away and she had no money for the 
long trip to Athens and no easy way to get 
there without a passport.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

She had to think hard and figure out a way to make enough money to use 
for her escape. The only profitable thing she thought she could do was to hike up 
to the mountains as often as she could, cut trees, shave the trunks of them, 
shape them into long, building beams and have them ready for sale to people 
who needed them for roofing. The only tools she had borrowed for the task were 
an ax and a saw.   
 

She struggled to carry the beams, one by one, to her village on her aching 
shoulders. She had to ask one of her brothers to sell them for her, since selling 
was not a respectable job for a female. She was hoping to make enough money 
as soon as possible for her trip to Athens. With all that superhuman work she 
managed to do, she still did not have enough money for their trip when she was 
ready to leave.  

 
To help her out, one of her brothers-in-law, who felt sorry for her, gave her 

a little more money. With his kind gesture, she had gathered enough for her trip. 
She made plans with a friend of hers from the same village, who had acquired a 
passport and was heading for Athens as well. Her friendôs brother, who lived 
close to the border, knew the guardsô schedule and routine pretty well. Mom had 
to carry my sister on her shoulders for the long hike to their destination. She had 
gathered a few of her belongings in a bundle as well, and with all of that she 
walked a good forty-five miles with my sister on her shoulders to the spot on the 
border where she and her friend were supposed to pass on to the other side. At 
that point, her friend passed through with her passport without any problem. She 
then hid on the other side waiting for Mom. The friendôs brother kept a watchful 

Mom in the village with 

my older sister on her lap 
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eye on the guards, who gathered in their kitchen to have their meal. With great 
caution he guided Mom through a safe spot on the other side to meet with his 
sister and continue on foot until they reached the town where they boarded a bus 
to take them to Athens. It was a fantastic success for my Mom and sister, 
because they were finally free of the angry in-laws who hated to see Mom leave 
the village and lose her help for good. 

 
My Mom and sisterôs anticipation to meet Dad was beyond belief.  They 

were free in every sense of the word.  They were even free from the Albanians 
who were barbaric and threatening. 
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Chapter III 
 

The Blessing of Friends 
 

The trip was long and hard but when they arrived at the Athens bus depot, 
rather than seeing Dad there eagerly waiting to meet them, they found a friend 
had been sent in his place. Dad had attended a party the night before and he did 
not get enough sleep, so he was in bed catching up with his rest. He had sent a 
stranger to meet his wife and small daughter. 
 

Mom was discouraged, but the prospect of seeing him and being with him 
helped her to let go of her feelings and be happy for the reunion. 
 

They lived in a room, the three of them, until I 
arrived nine months later. We became a family of four 
very quickly.  

    
We were very poor. Many times we did not have 

enough money to feed ourselves. Dad was a chain 
smoker and very frequently he spent what little money 
they had to buy his cigarettes. He told Mom to go to the 
grocery store and charge the bread she needed to buy 
in order to feed her two daughters. She was unhappy 
and angry, but on some level she was thankful she was 
not back at her village. However bad the big city was, it 
was still better than her village and the life she had 
experienced there. 

     
 
 

 
She was lucky enough to have a family of friends from her village who 

lived on the next block from where we were. They took her under their wing and 
tried to help her with everything they could. Sometimes it was in the form of 
money, sometimes in the form of food and most of the time in the form of 
emotional support and understanding. In 1943, when my younger sister was 
born, Mom did not produce enough milk to nurse her new baby. She was 
desperate because we were in the middle of the war with no money or any open 
store around to buy canned milk. Her friend had given birth to a baby boy at the 
same time as my Mom and she came to Momôs rescue. She had more than 
enough milk for her own baby. She, being as supportive as she was, had Mom 
bring my infant sister to her house so she could nurse her along with her own 
child. That was a life giving grace for my sisterôs survival. 
 

Right after the war, when food was still scarce, Mom had sent me over to 
their house to borrow some sugar. I was very skinny and sick looking. Momôs 

Mom, my older 

sister & I the baby 
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friend was always worried about my health. When I arrived at their house she 
had just finished cooking rice with chicken livers. As though she was doing me a 
favor, she got a big plate, piled it up with her delicious food, according to her 
opinion, and put it in front of my face on the table after she sat me on a chair and 
pushed me all the way to it.  She then announced that she was going to lock the 
door of the room behind her to give me time and privacy to eat the food. When I 
got finished, I was to knock on the door; she then was to give me the sugar I 
came to borrow and at that time she was to let me go home with a full stomach 
and possibly a lot healthier than the time I had arrived at their house. 
 

I felt seriously trapped. First of all, I was a miserable eater who had no 
appetite whatsoever for any kind of food at all, and second of all the idea of 
chicken livers in the rice nauseated me. In great desperation, I looked around like 
a cornered animal hoping to figure out a plan of escape. By then I was sweating 
heavily and praying for a Godly guidance to a good solution. Before too long a 
great idea came into my head. As I was looking around me, feeling painfully 
trapped and panic stricken, I spotted a hope chest in one corner of the dark and 
small room. It was conveniently placed against the wall with a small space 
between the two. I slowly, with the plate in my hands, moved toward the hope 
chest. I knew it was a perfect solution to dump the food behind it. 
 

It was the best solution I could come up with. I did not have to eat the 
nauseating food and then I was allowed to go home. In my innocent childôs mind I 
could not think beyond the point of my brilliant solution. I never thought the rice 
and the chicken livers would be discovered sooner or later and they would be 
traced back to my criminal act. I very quickly knocked on the door which came 
unlocked and very gratefully I thanked Momôs friend for the delicious meal waving 
goodbye at the same time. I wanted to leave their place as soon as possible, 
because the guilt of my actions was eating me away. She commented that I ate 
the food very fast for my age.  I assured her that I ate it fast because I was too 
hungry and the food was delicious. She handed me the sugar I had come for and 
I left there without looking back once. 
 

A few days after my visit, my Momôs friend started sniffing a foul smell 
around her room. Unable to figure it out, she started looking everywhere around 
every corner. It was not much later when she came up to the rotten food behind 
her hope chest she had served me the day I went there to borrow the sugar. She, 
disturbed, but somewhat amused by my ingenuity, told Mom of my disgusting 
doings, but had Mom promise not to punish me, because she admitted my act 
was humorously clever. It was a great relief not to be belted for that. 
 

 
 

 



 15 

 
Chapter IV 

 
Leaving without saying Goodbye 

 
One day, all four of us, Mom, Dad, my older 

sister, Amalia, and I were dressed in our best 
clothes. My younger sister was not born yet. Mom 
put on her one and only beautiful dress and her 
coat; Dad was in his dark, one and only suit and I 
was in a beautiful white dress with an ornate white 
coat, white sox and shoes.  My Godfather had 
given the outfit to me as a gift. Mom dressed me up 
with the beautiful clothes now and then for very 
special occasions. I was so happy to look so pretty 
in that fancy outfit.  

 
The occasion for the fancy attire was a visit 

to the neighborhood photo studio. At the time I had 
no idea why we were having a family portrait. I just 
enjoyed the smart look of all the family members 
and I had no reason to question anything. It was a 
few days later when the family portrait was justified 
in my head.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              
 
 
 
 
Usually Mom and Dad did something a little special with us girls on 

Sundays. We either went to the royal gardens, near the royal palace, for an 
afternoon of playing and watching the swans swimming in the beautiful pond, or 
went and visited relatives or friends, or sometimes we even went to the movies. 
My older sister was six years older than I was. At the time of the portrait I was 
three years old and she was nine. 
 

This particular Sunday, I was the only one going with my parents to visit 
my Momôs uncle and his wife.  My older sister was not with us.  She must have 
been busy with some other kind of activity. 
 

The relatives lived in Piraeus, the port of Athens. We had to take the 
metro to go to their place. It was quite exciting for me to visit them, because we 
did not get to travel on the metro very often. We did not get to visit them often 
enough, because the trip seemed to be a lengthy one and I suppose more costly 
than the trolley, which we used to be on a lot more. The trolley was the only way 
to get from the suburb we lived in to downtown Athens. We used to go to the city 

Family portrait before Dad left for the 

war ï I am on my Dadôs lap  

                    



 16 

often, because thatôs where my Dad worked as a hotel evening manager then.    
Mom did most of her grocery shopping in the main market in downtown Athens. 
The market spread along three large city blocks divided into various sections. 
There were the meat, fruit, vegetable, fish, legume, dried nuts and other specialty 
sections. 
 

It was fun to go there with my Mom or Dad. It was more fun to go with my 
Dad, because he bought what in his eyes looked best. My Mom on the other 
hand seemed to buy what was the most affordable. She seemed to have a better 
sense of how much money we had and what we were able to afford. My Dad, 
however, lived for the moment and he had fun with it, something I enjoyed very 
much in him, because it was more exciting.  
 

To get to Momôs uncleôs house, first we had to take the trolley to 
downtown Athens and from the Omonia Square, which was the very center of the 
city, we got on the metro for the trip to the harbor of Piraeus. At the metro station, 
we had to wait for a while to get on the train. The train was yellow and long with 
several wagons. I was fascinated with the metro lines in the dark trench below us 
lying there with all the electrical cables running by them. It was an unfamiliar 
sight and scary indeed, but fascinating at the same time. My Dad had explained 
to me repeatedly how dangerous it was to fall into the trench with the high 
electrical current cables. The indicated danger, coupled with the curiosity of it all, 
made it extremely intriguing for me. There were times that I was tempted to jump 
in there and find out for myself if what my Dad was lecturing was true. At times, I 
noticed rats rummaging for food in the trench right by the electric cables, without 
being electrocuted. That generated a lot of doubt in my head for Dadôs 
explanation of the electric cable dangers. I do not know if I believed everything 
he said to me from then on about danger. However, I never had the nerve to try 
and jump in the trench in order to find out for myself. 
  

I always loved to sit by the window when traveling on the train. I was 
hoping to get a glimpse of everything the train was speeding by. I loved the time 
we sped through the tunnels. They were very dark no matter what time of the 
night or day you traveled through. The clicking sounds the speeding metro made 
in the hollow space were very loud. As the lights sped by very fast inside the 
tunnel, the unusual sounds and smells created a perfect scenario for me to 
imagine I was having a rare adventure in a mythical place.    
 

When the metro came out to travel on the street surface it was just as 
interesting to watch. All the structures along the streets were going by so fast. 
Here the breeze was usually very pleasant with all kinds of street smells and 
interesting people going about their business. Trees and flowers were popping 
up here and there giving a pleasant accent to the landscape. At the end of the 
trip we got off the metro and walked for a while right by the big ships anchored in 
the harbor. It was overwhelming to gaze at the size of them and watch the 
various activities that were taking place on the several decks. There were lots of 
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men always scrubbing the floors or loading and unloading big containers. There 
were men polishing windows or hardware, moving around fast looking very busy 
trying to do their job well. I was always walking between my parents who were 
holding my hands, practically dragging me along while I had my eyes fixed on the 
huge ships and their on-board activities. Eventually we came into the residential 
area away from the harbor where the ships, the harbor activities and noises 
faded away. 
 

Before too long we were at our uncleôs house. He was an older, gray 
haired man, with a mustache and lots of wrinkles on his face. He was Momôs 
fatherôs brother.  He was very kind and friendly and the most important part for 
me, he always offered us his wonderful desserts which he used to make himself 
and sell during the day at the harbor on his little push cart. Thatôs how he made 
his living. His specialty was a dessert called ñbougatsa.ò  It was a very tasty 
custard filling dessert, wrapped in fillo dough, baked and sprinkled with powdered 
sugar. I loved eating that. I sat in their courtyard savoring every bite of it and 
playing with a couple of their cats. The adults visited having long conversations 
that I did not care to listen to at all. I was in my own world, with the delicious 
dessert and the playful gold and brown furred cats. 
 

When my parents were done with their visit, I kissed the uncle and his wife 
good bye and we went on our walk back to the harbor and the metro terminal for 
the trip back to central Athens. The terminal was a very interesting place as well. 
It was a very large enclosed area with a high glass ceiling and all kinds of stores 
under it. Interesting people were waiting to catch the metro for the trip back to 
their destination, while others hurriedly were getting off the recently arrived train. 
 

No matter how late in the evening the return to Athens was on the metro, I 
would try not to fall asleep, because I wanted to experience again all the facets of 
the trip. 
 

This particular Sunday the return home was pretty late in the evening.  As 
soon as we got on the trolley from Athens to home and sat on the last seat at the 
back with my parents, I crawled onto my Dadôs lap and went to sleep. The trip 
home was too familiar and not that interesting, so I let myself relax and doze off.  
However, although I was asleep, on some level I must have been aware of the 
discussion between my Mom and Dad. It wasnôt a pleasant one at all. I donôt 
think I could repeat what was said, but I was definitely disturbed by what I was 
sensing. I knew that something wasnôt right. I had heard my Mom cry and there 
was some kind of an argument going on. 
 

As I found out later that was the last night that my Dad was to sleep at 
home for a long time. Early the next morning he left to go join the army and leave 
with his unit for the Northern Greece region in an attempt to push back the 
Italians who were to enter the Greek borders as allies to the Nazi regime. Later I 
realized the visit to my Momôs uncle was for my Dad to say goodbye and ask 
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them to keep an eye on us while he was gone. My Mom was against his decision 
to join the army. Thatôs the reason they were arguing about it on the trolley. They 
were discussing his departure and the frightening happenings of the pending 
war. 
 

This was also the occasion for the dressing up in our good clothes and the 
family portrait a couple weeks before. 
 

The next morning when I woke up, Dad was gone.  I was not alerted at 
first, since sometimes he had to go to work during the day and he would leave 
the house early in the morning. However, I did not see him that evening at home, 
or the day after, or the week after or the month after. He had not told me he was 
going away to the war or the reasons for his decision.  I was missing him terribly 
and I was depressed not having him and his happy disposition around. I was 
missing his playfulness, his attention, and his talks with me, his hugs and kisses 
and his closeness. His presence always gave me such a warm feeling and 
security. My lifeline was gone. I eventually figured out from my Momôs 
discussions with the other women in the neighborhood he had left for the war. I 
could not understand why he had not come to say goodbye to me when he left. I 
was perplexed and disappointed in him. I could not make sense of it. Why 
wouldnôt he have come to kiss me and tell me where and why he was going? He 
was always truthful, I thought, and very considerate of me. How could he have 
done something like that?  Was it because he probably thought that I would not 
have noticed he was gone, if he had not said goodbye? 
 

My Mom was crying quite often and she was expressing her anxiety just 
as often to her women friends, because she was worried for his safety. He had 
stopped every kind of communication with her for some time. The only 
information she managed to get was from an injured returned soldier who was a 
family friend. He had returned from the war and had informed my Mom he was 
pretty sure all the men in my Dadôs unit had become prisoners of war. It was 
nothing definite, but very probable. 
 

The passing days and months with only my Mom around were long, 
heavy, lacking of any kind of dialogue, laughter, play or touch. 
 

She was distant, crying a lot and although physically present, she was 
emotionally absent. She was staring in space for long periods of time, while her 
mind was thousands of miles away somewhere; I never knew where or why. 
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Chapter V 
 

Nazi Bombs 
 

It was April 1941 in Athens, Greece. 
 

Athens was in her spring glory. Blue skies, pale pink almond blossoms, 
intoxicating spring flower scents, red poppies and Natureôs rebirthing promises. 
 

When I was engaged with the immediate world around me and the beauty 
of the spring colors and flowers, my world seemed to be absolutely beautiful, 
simple and well defined. My Mom, my older sister, the family across the street 
and the two families on either side of my one room home, were the world I was 
aware of. It felt perfectly fine and I was totally satisfied when I was not thinking of 
my Dad and his absence from my daily life. Some of the time, I was a happy 
three-year-old little camper.   
 

The rutted street in front of my house was our playground. It was always 
busy with children playing simple, creative games. One of the games was to pile 
up a few rocks in an upright fashion. We then formed two teams. One of the 
teams tried to scatter the rocks around with the rolling of a small ball. The goal of 
that team was to pile up the scattered rocks again and avoid being hit with the 
ball of the opposing team. The game was called ñskatoulakiaò or ñlittle turds.ò 
When we were not playing the game, we had fun just bouncing a tiny rubber ball 
against the wall for a long time. Now and then we got lucky with someoneôs bag 
of bright marbles. It was so pleasing to feel the smooth marbles in our tiny hands 
and try to have an aiming game with them. 
 

What a simple, fun, carefree life! 
 

Unfortunately, it all came to an abrupt end when the Nazis started 
bombing Athens and the surrounding areas in an attempt to occupy Greece. It 
was very hard for me to understand what was going on. I was too tiny to know 
there was a bigger world out there than the one I knew. I was too young to know 
there was a Hitler with grandiose and evil plans. One moment I was in a blissful 
existence with my perfect little world and the next moment I was terrified by the 
hoarse screams of the sirens, warning us of an upcoming air raid, which changed 
my world forever. 
 

I felt my Momôs forceful grasp of my hand. Without any explanation we 
were scrambling, running down the street to find some kind of a shelter. We were 
like mice, uncovered from their nest, running frantically to find a hole to hide and 
be safe again. There was not such a kind of shelter in my neighborhood then. 
The only places to pseudo hide were two basements belonging to two 
neighborhood families. One of them was a walk out basement and the other one 
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was half under the ground; hardly a safe spot to protect oneself from the deadly 
Nazi bombs.    
 

It felt desperate to me to run at such a frantic pace, not understanding 
why, not knowing or even suspecting from what. However, it did not take me very 
long to realize that my life, and that of my Mother and older sister, was in danger. 
 

We scrambled in the walk out basement which was closer to our house. 
We were shoved into a small room located in the far left of the big basement. 
This particular room, which I think was some kind of a storage room, was mostly 
under ground. There were lots of other people who simultaneously crowded in 
that space. It was dark, totally quiet and still. I thought everybody could hear my  
fast breathing. There was a sense of urgent anticipation in that tiny space. All of 
a sudden I became aware of the thunderous, low flying, combat airplanes tearing 
into the fresh spring, Athenian air. Pretty soon I heard a new sound. It was like 
the sound that heavy metallic balls would make falling forcefully from high above 
and exploding on the ground around us. I heard my Momôs and the other 
womenôs faintly whispered prayers. I felt the terror in the core of my body. I froze.  
Someone wanted to kill us and I did not know who or why. My breath became 
faster; my heart was racing with a pounding sound that I was sure everyone 
could hear over and above the explosions of the bombs that were falling all 
around us. 
 

I started to pray. I am not sure how I was aware of Godôs existence at that 
early age, or how I knew to pray. I think this was the first time I ever felt the need 
to pray and to ask protection from a power higher than my parents. 
 

I knew that I, and all the rest of us, needed some powerful protection. I did 
not know who these people in the airplanes were, why they were trying to kill us 
or where they were coming from. The one thing I was sure of was that they did 
not like us for some reason and they wanted us killed. But why did they not like 
us? None of us had done anything wrong. Every muscle of my body was tight. 
My breathing was out of control and my heart felt like it was going to jump out of 
my chest.  
 

My prayers were becoming more intense as my ears were engaged to the 
sound of the amazing number of bombs falling all over the place. I could not stop 
praying. By now hot perspiration was soaking the clothes on my tiny body. In my 
vivid imagination, I felt Godôs hand taking mine and holding it tight. I felt calmer 
and just then I realized the bomb sounds were different each time. If the 
airplanes were around us, the bombs exploded very near, at which time they 
were extremely loud and deadly. However, the sound of the explosions was 
becoming a little fainter, which made me realize that the airplanes were by now 
flying away from us and the bombs were exploding away from our area. What a 
relief, I could not believe it! The relief, however, did not last very long, because to 
my paralyzing fear, the airplanes started circling around our area again with 
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another raid of bombs. This time my ear was trained to the sound changes and 
the minute the explosions became weaker, my hope for survival became 
stronger. 
 

Finally, the bombing raids stopped. It felt like a lifetime had gone by in the 
neighborhood basement. I thought I had experienced a hundred deaths in that 
short period of time. Before too long, we all came out of the basement and ran 
into our homes. 
 

My body felt disjointed, heavy and minimized. I thought my Mom or the 
neighbors would somehow start talking about the terrorizing event. I thought 
someone would be able to express some relief seeing the end of this earth- 
shattering experience we all had witnessed. Nothing like that happened, 
however. It was confusing. Everyone around me went about their activities as 
though nothing unusual had happened. I felt perplexed!  Was I the only one who 
felt so terrified?  Was I the only one that felt so vulnerable and paralyzed?  Was it 
a figment of my imagination or indeed had something awful happened to all of 
us?  It could not have been something I alone had experienced.  Was there 
something wrong with me to feel that bad and that vulnerable?  Dear God, why 
wasnôt anyone talking about it?  Should I have expressed to someone how 
terrified I had felt?  But had I done so, if those strong feelings were just mine and 
not experienced by anyone else, then people would have realized that something 
was really wrong with me. I was also terrified by that. I decided to stay frozen in 
silence. 
 

All that fear, confusion, terror and vulnerability had been forever stored in 
my head and heart. They were stored in every fiber of my body. It had all become 
my companion foreveré.. 
 

It was like I had experienced a nightmare of a ñRussian Rouletteò game 
without having control of the trigger.... 
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Chapter VI 
 

Nazi Occupation 
 

We were well into the Nazi occupation. 
  

Dad was still gone to Northern Greece.  As far as we knew he was still 
fighting the enemy or was a prisoner of war.  We were hoping and wishing he 
was still alive.   
 

Mom was by herself, trying to keep our family going.  It would have been 
hard enough under normal circumstances for a single parent to do that, but to be 
able to endure something like that alone during a fierce war is heroic.  As the 
occupation was progressing, all the available raw materials and goods were 
diminishing from all the stores along with food and everything else that a country 
needs to keep going in a healthy way. The Nazis were taking away everything 
that was so essential to the rest of us. 
 

The Greeks were trying to survive in misery, fear and uncertainty for the 
future. 
 

Our small family of my Mom and older sister and I could not leave the city 
and go somewhere else. We had no place to go where we might have been able 
to get some assistance and comfort. My Momôs and Dadôs families were very far 
away from Athens. At that time of limited transportation, my parentsô village was 
worlds away. When my parents left there as young adults, their belief was that 
they would not see their families again, or not for a long time. My Dad never had 
an opportunity to get back there again to see his family before he died. 
 

Athenians turned to all the domestic animals to feed themselves. Dogs 
were disappearing, so were cats and even rodents. The saving grace for a lot of 
people was the carob beans that they gathered from the trees and used for 
nourishment. Humans of all ages were dying left and right from starvation. Five 
hundred thousand Athenians perished during that time. My Mom had to provide 
for us somehow or our family would perish as well. Having come from a small 
village where hard work with animals and land was a daily life, she had the 
courage and physical stamina to go on and figure out ways to provide as well as 
she could for herself and her two children. 
 

At first she managed to find a job at a cleanerôs establishment. However, 
she had to find someone or somewhere to take me during her work hours, 
because I was very young.  My older sister was old enough to stay with 
neighbors while Mom was at work. 
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Right around the area of our residence, the government was subsidizing a 
nursery for working mothers whose husbands were at war. Thatôs where my 
Mom decided to take me to free her for work. 
 

I was barely over the age of three, but I remember vividly the day she took 
me there for the first time. 
 

The building was a very nice one, built on a corner lot, by one of the busier 
streets in that area. The main building had a large grassy yard up front for 
playing and a good size wading pool for the children. The nursery was built on a 
slope. The back side of it was mostly under ground with stairs from the street to 
the back entrance, where the offices were located. The front side of it facing the 
groomed yard had big glass doors from the ceiling to the floor opening up to the 
playrooms where we spent time playing with indoor toys for the winter days.  
Sunshine from the large French doors came in for warmth and brightness.  In the 
hot summer days the doors opened up to the beautiful yard with the wading pool.   
   

The day my Mom took me in for the first time, I remember, we entered the 
building from the back door, straight to the administration offices.  
 

We went in and a nurse greeted us in the office. My Mom spoke with her 
for a few minutes and then the nurse proceeded to pick me up, put me on a 
dressing table and started taking my clothes off.  She seemed to be on a mission 
to put on me the little off-red, culottes uniform the rest of the children in there 
were wearing. This whole scene was a brand new experience for me. I had no 
idea why we had walked in there. I started to cry, because I did not know this 
person who all of a sudden had declared ownership of me!  My Mom took some 
steps toward me with the intent to pick me up and quiet me down when the nurse 
asked her to leave. When I saw her go I started screaming, wanting her to come 
back. The nurse ordered me with her intimidating voice to stop my screaming, at 
which point my crying turned into desperate, drowned sobbing. 
 

From that day on my daily stays at the nursery were filled with fear, 
anxiety and discomfort. 
 

Forty years later, when I was working as a radiological technologist in a 
mammography clinic, we had a closet full of off-red gowns we handed to our 
patients who came in for their mammograms. Every once in a while, without any 
particular reason, when I handed someone her gown, I was flooded with 
unexplained feelings of anxiety, fear and discomfort. I felt like a vulnerable tiny 
child and I could not figure out why. However, it was happening often enough 
that it grasped my attention. I had to resolve in my mind the source of those 
feelings, because they were driving me mad.  I had no obvious reason to be in 
that state of mind now and again. 
 




