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Recreation of the Rhodian Village of 
Lahania in Thebarton, South Australia,  

in the early 1950s
Part Three

Claude Hedrick

After World War Two ended in Lahania in 1946, villagers formed an almost continu-
ous stream to Australia until 1967. A smaller number of thirty-six went to America by 
1956. The Australian contingent 117 of the 128 went straight to Thebarton, in Adelaide. 
This massive exodus eased living conditions for some of those left behind. Markets 
opened outside the village by 1955 to sell crops. By 1958 fertilisers were available, which 
increased yields by 400% in the first year, but within four years the yields dropped back 
to the original amount. The Greek Government donated a tractor to the village in 1960 
(still there in 1978). In Australia, many of the men had to travel extensively and work 
under extreme circumstances to support their families. Thebarton, however, had many 
qualities which suited the new arrivals. One of these qualities was that they were able 
to participate in the community in a way that closely emulated conditions in Lahania.

Introduction
The years 1945 and 1946 must have been a difficult period for the people of the village, 
post-war conditions notwithstanding. There were enough villagers who remembered 
that the British had been prominently involved in giving the Dodecanese to the Ital-
ians in 1914. So the British announcement in Lahania in 1946 that they were handing 
them to Greece may not have been well received as an option, even in the event of 
finally achieving enosis with Greece. However, with the opening up of communication 
with the outside world came precious news, for example, of wonderful possibilities 
in the Australian inner city suburb of Thebarton. A somewhat beguiling strategy was 
used by the Lahanians already living in Thebarton in that they developed a migration 
slogan as follows: “Every morning when you get up there is a daily newspaper, a loaf 
of fresh bread and a bottle of milk on your doorstep”.
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At the end of World War Two in 1946 in Lahania, there were eighteen pre-war 
Lahanians living in Thebarton who had always lived there since arrival in Australia 
and a further twelve pre-war Lahanians, who had lived in the work-rich communities 
of Biloela and Thangool in south-east Queensland prior to the war before coming to 
Thebarton. Together this total of thirty Thebarton Lahanians formed a strong attrac-
tion for the war-torn peoples in Lahania. However, it was not a sudden and mass 
movement out of the village. It took some time for individual families to gather the 
resources for the long journey and put their affairs in order. Most importantly, the 
long bond with the land, the physical and spiritual manifestations of their religion 
and the interconnectedness with family and extended family, were huge hurdles to 
overcome. Nonetheless they bundled what they could together and took the essence 
of their culture and religion with them on the Diaspora to Australia. 

New beginnings

Table 1. Lahanian migration to Thebarton, South Australia from 1946 to 19671

Year Married
M      F

Single
M      F

Totals/
Year

Year Married
M      F

Single
M      F

Totals/
Year

1946   1 1 1957           3    3     3 9

1947            1   2 3 1958    1     2 3

1948   1       1   1       1 4 1959   1    1 2

1949   2       3   4       3 12 1960  1      1 2

1950   2       3   5 1961    1 1

1951   1       2   4       3      10 1962  2      2    1     4 9

1952   1   4    5 1963  1      2    4     4 11

1953   1     1 1964           1 1

1954            3     3       3     9 1965  2    3     1 6

1955   5       3     2       9    19 1966 -

1956   4       5     2       2     13 1967  1      1     

Total 14    18 26    24                                                       92 Total  8      9  14   15 44

The first person who left Lahania in 1946 for Thebarton, South Australia, was 
Triantafylllos Diakoriou aged seventeen years. His father had come to Australia in 
1929, his mother followed in 1947 and his sister came later, in 1956. The stark details 
of this movement are depicted in the above table. This was a “new” form of migration 
for the people of Lahania in the sense that nuclear families made the long journey. 

1 The details of this chart were confirmed in Lahania, based on formal interviews I conducted there in 
1978 and later in Thebarton.

Archived at Flinders University: dspace.flinders.edu.au



Claude HedriCk

504

Ninety-two people moved to Thebarton, South Australia, in this twenty-two year 
period. There were twenty-two married men and twenty-seven married women who 
made this journey and they were accompanied by forty single men and thirty-nine 
unmarried women, most of these “singles” were children. Ninety-two people left the 
village between 1946 and 1956 and forty-four made the journey between 1957 and 
1967. During this time period there was a smaller movement of thirty-eight Lahanians 
to America. Altogether this mass movement totalled around 166 people from the vil-
lage and represented a significant proportion of the population of post-war Lahania, 
which was somewhere in the range of three to four hundred people.

Lahanians post-World War Two living in Thebarton

Officially the Greek population of Thebarton was 73 people in 1947, according to the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, Census of 1947. It would be a nice twist to the Laha-
nian story if this figure included some or all of the Lahanian settlers, but I have not 
found evidence to support this claim. What can be said is that some male Lahanians 
moved in and out of Thebarton quite frequently in search of work in the early 1950s. 
One man’s work history, who arrived in Adelaide in 1949 aged twelve with his father, 
three brothers and a sister, is recorded in Table 2, as follows. Note that he was fifteen 
at the time he began working in Biloela. His age and unmarried status allowed him a 
great deal of mobility and a wide choice of occupations, leading eventually to his own 
business. Following his marriage in 1959, he remained in the one job for four years.

Table 2. A Work History

Milking Cows 1952 Biloela, Qld                   
Picking Cotton 1952 "        "
Cutting Scrub 1952         "        "
Cutting Sugar Cane 1953 "        "
Simpson Pope 1953 Thebarton, Adelaide
Opening Oysters 1954 Adelaide (City)
Picking Grapes 1955 Barmera, SA
Sugar Cane 1955 Biloela & Mackay, Qld
Fricker Bros 1956 Adelaide
Horwood Bagshaw 1957 Adelaide
Building Company 1957 " 
Rocla Pipes 1957 "
Oyster Bar 1959 " 
Building business 1959 " 
Opening oysters 1965 "
Own tiling business 1975 "
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Married men who arrived in the 1960s had a different work history. A case typifying 
this situation is that of a man who arrived in Australia in 1962 with his wife, son and 
two daughters. The man was aged forty-four on arrival. His first job was in a metal 
factory in the suburb of Hindmarsh (quite close to Thebarton); after five months he 
was sacked. Next he worked in a car firm, ten kilometres from Thebarton, where he 
remained for seven years before resigning. He then worked in a glass factory in The-
barton where he remained for seven years. His next job was once more outside The-
barton, where he stayed for two years until he was involved in an industrial accident. 
(In this latter respect this man’s work history was not typical, although he shared the 
experiences of an industrial accident with four other Lahanians.) Following a year 
and a half of unemployment he received a relatively small amount of compensation. 
Finally he found light work in a recreational park near Thebarton.

These types of experiences were typical of the employment profiles of the period. 
Note that according to this work history the man in question was eventually able to 
find work in Thebarton near to his home from 1956. Bear in mind that in this context 
Lahanian males had a long custom of travelling to nearby Turkey for seasonal work, 
so this tradition carried over to the new situation.

These Lahanian employment histories illustrate some important features of Greek 
working histories in Australia in this period. Construction and manufacturing indus-
tries drew most Lahanians as they did most Greeks.2 

Formalisation of Lahanian identity in Thebarton

In the meantime, Thebarton Lahanians were also formally coming together in ways that 
were strikingly similar to important features of conditions that they had experienced  
in Lahania. The formal institutions and traditions that framed a relatively closed and 
self sufficient village such as Lahania, were, in one way or another, available for partici-
pation in the “new village” context. These included the Greek Orthodox Church, with 
Greek language classes, Thebarton Primary and Secondary Schools, the establishment 
of Greek Taverns and Greek shops in Thebarton. In Lahania and every other Rhodian 
village it was the villagers who sat on the Church council, the Primary School Council 
and the Village council, along with, of course, the teachers and priests. A group of 
Lahanian men approached me on a platform of increasing assets for Thebarton Primary 
School and I was elected as the Chair of the school council on their votes. There is a 
flash of green behind a very high cyclone wire fence at the city end of the current St 
George College on Henley Beach Road. This marks a block of lawned space which I 
negotiated with the Education Department to be granted to the school for free. 

2 “At the 1971 Census, 53.1 percent of the male Greek workforce were engaged in manufacturing and 
construction (another 19.8 percent were engaged in commerce). Of the major immigrant groups, only 
the Yugoslavs had a greater percentage in these work areas. Only 31.2 percent of Australian born were 
employed in these categories.” C.A. Price, Australian Immigration: A Review of the Demographic Effects 
of Post-War Immigration on the Australian Population, Canberra, 1975, Table 6:15.
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On another level of Lahanian-Thebarton involvement was its formation of a Village 
Society named “Source of Life” after the Church at Plimmeri beach in Lahania, which 
was formed on 4 May 1951 in Thebarton. The original purpose of the Society was to 
raise funds for the tapping and piping of a spring near the Church at Plimmeri. This 
goal was achieved and subsequent projects such as a memorial plaque in the village 
cemetery and painting of the interior of St George’s church in Lahania continued to 
give the Society a definite aim, that of a focus on Lahania. Another fundraising pro-
ject during the period 1954 to 1971 resulted in thirty-three dances for Lahanians and 
other Greeks in Thebarton. These funds were secured not only for Society projects 
but were regularly used to assist poor and disadvantaged people.

At another and higher level again was the early formation of the Pan Rhodian 
Society of South Australia, in 1944, known as the “Colossus”, which represented all of 
the island of Rhodes, its villages and to some extent the whole Dodecanese. Altogether 
there were thirty four fraternities or village societies that had formed in Thebarton 
before 1971. Each of these fraternities were open to any other interested Greek. Six 
of these pre-dated the Lahanian Society.3

This connectedness with the island of Rhodes, the Dodecanese and all the Rho-
dian villages, demonstrates very clearly the lengths to which these Lahanian men, 
women and children sought to maintain a connectedness, not only with their own 
individual village but the broader fraternity of the Island of Rhodes, marked at its 
centre by Greekness. 

At a more prosaic level the matter of proximity for Lahanians, that is, proximity to 
their neighbours was also extremely important in the Lahanian context. Lahania was 
the only village on the island of Rhodes where most of the houses were abutted with 
one or more houses, on or up, to three sides. Now it is true that Greeks in Thebarton 
did tend (and do so today) to live in particular areas. There were two such areas in 
Thebarton one each side of the major thoroughfare of South Road, which I noted 
early in 1973, when I was a very active freelance community development worker in 
Thebarton. Unfortunately, my address system for Lahanians is not sufficiently adjusted 
to particular time periods, so I cannot confirm this proposition, but it remains my 
strong impression.

I would like it to be noted that there was one more characteristic about Thebarton 
that would have been particularly poignant to Lahanians in the very early days of 
their settlement. It was a fairly simple journey for Thebarton Lahanians to walk east 
from Thebarton, cross a set of railway lines and walk through a parkland, cross over 
a road and then enter Franklin Street, where its welcoming Greek Orthodox Church 
was open for them. They had made this kind of journey many, many times in Lahania 
to the Churches outside their Village.

Postscript: When I was talking with a Lahanian man after I returned from Lahania 
in 1979, I mentioned the migration slogan that had been used to lure Lahanians to 

3 See M.P. Tsounis, “Greeks in South Australia”, B.A (Hons) Thesis, 1963:34 for a list of societies. 
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Australia and he sighed and said, “Ah, but at what cost”. I wonder what he would say 
today? There was also mention of the slogan that was very popular in Thebarton in 
the 1970s: “That the Greeks in Thebarton are more ‘Greek’ than the Greeks in Greece”. 
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