From a Shepherd to a Chemical Engineer
Pollitecon Publications
Australia

Manoli Germanchev (Olie Germantsis)

My Childhood Memories

My Childhood Memories: From a Shepherd to a Chemical Engineer

My Childhood Memories is the story of a shepherd boy in
Macedonia who enjoyed observing and trying to understand the
mechanical and technical objects and events around him. When
he migrated to Australia and did well in school he turned that
love of mechanics into a career in engineering and teaching. His
story has many insightful and comic details about the life and
people in a small Macedonian village, growing up as a migrant in
Melbourne, and developing a fulfilling career in engineering.

My
Childhood
Memories
From a Shepherd to a Chemical Engineer

Manoli Germanchev (Olie Germantsis)

My Childhood Memories
From a Shepherd to a Chemical Engineer

By
Manoli Germanchev
(Olie Germantsis)

1

My Childhood Memories ‐
From a Shepherd to a Chemical Engineer
By Manoli Germanchev
(Olie Germantsis)

Published by
Pollitecon Publications
PO Box 3411
Wareemba NSW 2046
Australia
Web: www.pollitecon.com
Email: info@pollitecon.com
Ph: +61 2 9705 0578
Editor & Publisher: Victor Bivell
ISBN 978‐0‐9804763‐6‐1
Copyright 2020
Front Cover image by Manoli Germanchev (Olie Germantsis)

2

CONTENTS

Prologue
Introduction
My Three Birthdays
Early Memories
School Days
The Property
The Villages
How Things Work
Seasons
Things We Did, Things We Made
The Last Long Goodbye
The Icing On The Cake
The Last Goodbye
It Has To Be Chemical Engineering

3

4
8
13
20
23
39
46
52
61
90
95
123
131
136

PROLOGUE
It’s an unusual way to start an essay on my memories in
Macedonia, that is to start with a description of our visit to the
Centrelink offices in Box Hill in Melbourne, Australia, but this
is not an ordinary essay. First of all I never wanted to write
anything about myself, mainly because I don’t like writing and
secondly I am not good at it. I wanted to keep my memories to
myself. I feel memoirs are reserved for socially prominent
people, who feel they can further help the community with
their life experiences. I believed it would be self‐indulgence as
nobody in the general community can benefit from reading
my life history except possibly my grandchildren. But the
unrelated visit to the Centrelink offices triggered in me the
need to write down at least the more interesting and beautiful
memories I have from that short but amazing time that I
enjoyed in Mala, Macedonia.
My essay of my memories (I am reluctant to call it
memoirs) is as unusual as is the introduction to it. I use the
phrases “Dedo and me” and “my Dedo” a lot throughout the
essay [Dedo is the Macedonian word for grandfather], and
that is because the essay is as much about Dedo as it is about
me.
Dedo took me under his wing and mentored me and
treated me like an adult, he took me with him almost
everywhere he went and included me in business deals that
he was involved in and as well as that he regarded me as a
4

friend, not just a grandchild. His intention was for me to take
over the running of our property as I was the next male in line
to take over the property. All of his sons and one of his
daughters had left for a better life in Australia and of course
they had good reasons for that difficult but necessary decision
that they made. It must have been tortuously difficult for Baba
[Baba is the Macedonian word for grandmother] and Dedo to
run a property that housed, fed and maintained a dozen
people during that tumultuous period in that part of Europe. I
suspect that Dedo was under huge stress most of the time, he
took up the responsibility of running the property mainly on
his shoulders, with some help from his brother Pavle. I have
seen Dedo Petre lose his temper several times and I have been
told that he has been very strict and sometimes even abusive
to his family. Dedo Pavle on the other hand, who was
responsible for the running of a similar household to that of
Dedo Petre, had a more gentle approach with his family. Dedo
Pavle never contradicted Dedo Petre, he was seen as Dedo
Petre’s shadow. They were a great team together; Dedo Petre
was the hot tempered one and Dedo Pavle was the mild
mannered partner. I remember one such situation that
illustrates the different temperaments between the two
brothers; it was during the time when they were feeding their
chickens in their respective front yards. Dedo Petre knew all of
his chickens by sight, one day during feeding time he saw one
of Dedo Pavle’s chickens among his flock. I can still hear him
calling out to the chicken “chooza” (foreign) and trying to shoo
it away. Dedo Pavle’s chicken wouldn’t go away so Dedo Petre
5

lost his temper, reached out with his hand, caught the chicken
by its neck (like a frog catching a fly), broke the chicken’s neck
and threw the freshly killed chicken over the dry‐stone wall
into Dedo Pavle’s yard. Dedo Pavle, cool as a cucumber, said
to Dedo “Thank you Petre, we were planning to have chicken
stew tonight.”
I have great respect for both of my grandparents, for they
started with very little money, worked hard, saved their
earnings, developed a great property and raised responsible
families. All of this was achieved during the most difficult
period of Macedonia’s history; starting with that region’s
liberation from the Ottoman Empire, the Balkan Wars, the
invasion of our region by Italy, the Second World War and
finally finishing with the straw that metaphorically broke the
camel’s back, the Greek Civil War. The Civil War was the
catalyst for the exodus of the Macedonians from that
scenically beautiful and socially friendly part of Europe. Ever
since the southern part of Macedonia was annexed to Greece
by the Allied Forces life for the Macedonians became
unbearable. We lost our human rights, we lost our identity
and we lost our names. By the stroke of the Allies’ pen we
became second class citizens in our own land. Baba Mara
made a poignant remark at the departing Turkish migrants;
Baba Mara at one time told the departing Turks that she was
glad to see the back of them as they were leaving our village.
The answer to Baba’s remark by the departing Turks was:
“Don’t celebrate yet young lady because those who will take
6

over from us will be worse than us.” The departing Turk’s
remark has since then been vindicated; there has never been
a truer statement said than that.
Fortunately for me I was born during the fading phase of
the Civil War and thus didn’t experience the horrors of war,
but I saw the agony and tension on our people’s faces during
those years post the Civil War and until the time we left for
Australia. It is in this social and geographical backdrop that my
personality and character were formed.
It has taken me a long time to write this article because I
had to wait until I could virtually transpose myself into that
region, I had to wait until I could feel the emotion and then
gather the right words in order to paint a picture for you, the
reader. Please read this article slowly, read between the lines
and even between the words so that hopefully you might
capture the emotion that I tried to infuse into this article. If
you can see the snow sparkling in your eyes, if you can hear
the lambs bleating and if you can smell the sweet musty
aroma over the strawberry field then you have captured some
of the magic that I have tried to portray.
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INTRODUCTION
It was at the Centrelink offices in Box Hill, Melbourne
where I first thought of writing down my memories from my
past. It was during June
2015 when my brother
Steve and I went into the
Centrelink offices to
inquire about his age
pension entitlements.
Steve wanted to
know how his recent
inheritance would affect
his age pension. The
Centrelink official at Box
Hill was very helpful and
provided us with useful
and up to date financial
information for Steve to
make an informed
decision about his
Dedo and Baba in front of what
appears to be the travel agent’s office financial affairs. During
in Lerin.
all of that personal
questioning, the question of: When and how we came to
Australia came up, we answered simultaneously and instantly
“In March 1960, by a ship!” The lady then, with a great deal of
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understanding, possibly due to her personal experience,
remarked. “It must have been a great adventure for you two”.
Just then I thought to myself, yes, it was a great
adventure, greater than anyone can imagine as a flood of
memories started rushing down from my past. It was a
personal moment of reflection at the Box Hill Centrelink
offices. I had these types of moments before and each time I
thought to myself that I should write them down before I
forget them, but each time I dismissed the thought of writing
anything about my past as not being important enough for
anyone to want to read.
Slightly more than two years later though, when my first
granddaughter Grace was born and she was old enough to call
me “Dedo” (grandfather), I realized that she would one day
want to know why I am called “Dedo” while the grandfather
on her mother’s side is called “granddad”. Another thing she
might want to know about is, why her father has a different
surname name to her Dedo. Well, now, I feel I need to explain
the above and at the same time give my other grand children
and other interested relatives and friends a brief description
of my early history via my childhood memories. I will only
cover moments in time, personalities and feelings that I
experienced during the time I was in Macedonia which made
an impression on me and thus formed my character and
personality.
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The title “From a Shepherd to a Chemical Engineer” was
suggested to me by my wife to highlight the vast
transformation that I went through in that short period of
time. I was plucked from a rural village in a war torn country
where I had just completed primary school and I was destined
to live on a subsistence farm tending to our fields and the
small herd of sheep and domestic animals for the rest of my
life. Within nine years of arriving in Australia and not knowing
one word of English I managed to complete a Degree in
Chemical Engineering and ended up working as an
Experimental Officer in the Defence Standard Laboratories
(DSL). The work at DSL required me to design, develop and
test military weapons for the Australian Army to use during
the Vietnam War; needless to say this was top secret work
requiring a security pass and silence about the nature of the
work for the next 30 years. As I now look back at this period of
my life, I too am amazed at the transformation that I went
through, that is from a shepherd in an undeveloped village
where animals were the main source of power to an advanced
country where I was using state of the art equipment to
develop modern weapons. The educational path leading to a
degree in Chemical Engineering will not be covered in this
essay as it is not the subject of this article but my thirst for
knowledge and more precisely the need to know how things
work was instrumental for me in completing my engineering
course; this will became evident to the reader as I outline my
observations of nature during my formative years. The seeds
10

for a deeper understanding were sown into me by me looking
at natural objects and observing natural events.
Even though I said that I will only cover the period of time
that I was in Macedonia, I will now break my promise and
transport myself into the future for a brief moment and
correct a false statement I gave my science teacher. I feel it’s
appropriate to say this now as this will further emphasize the
effect that my observations of natural things had on my
personal and academic development. I was half way through
my year 11 at Richmond Technical School when and where our
science teacher was trying to encourage his students to study
more.
He asked every student in turn how many hours per week
he studied and the teacher compared the time of study with
the student’s physics results.
He was trying to establish a correlation between the
physics result and the study time.
I had the top result for physics at that time. When he
asked me I suspected he was expecting to hear an
extraordinary figure for my hours of study.
“How many hours do you study, Olie?” he asked.
I answered “None, sir.” My answer put a spanner in the
works. In desperation he said “You are unique, I will leave you
out of this.”
11

Here is my belated confession. I wish that I told him that I
studied since I could walk. I studied every day, but not from
books (I didn’t have any books). I studied nature. I could read
nature like a book. I observed, I analysed and at times I
experimented with nature. Nature was my teacher.

12

MY THREE BIRTHDAYS
I was born on the 7th of December 1947 during a cold
winter day (according to my grandfather) in a remote village
nestled in the rugged region of south west Macedonia. (This
region had been annexed to Greece and is now part of north
west Greece). At that time the region was in the middle of a
civil war.
My father was Mitre Germanchev, my mother was Fania
Trenova, my grandfather was Petre Germanchev and my
grandmother was Stojanka Matina. On my mother’s side, my
grandfather was Stefo Trenov and grandmother was Mara.
That is how we introduced/ identified ourselves. People in the
village want to know your immediate family, in other words
they want to know to which family you belong. The family
name was very important in the village. People are respected
by the family’s moral standards and work ethics. The family
reputation is paramount for south‐eastern Europeans.
Other family members included my grandfather’s younger
brother Pavle and his family who lived in the other half of the
duplex house. If I were to include all the uncles, aunties and
cousins who lived there at various times they all would add up
to a substantial and interesting lot of characters. Due to the
Civil War most adults were dispersed in different places,
including war zones, jails and detention camps. Young men,
but old enough to fight for the partizani (partisans) would run
13

and hide after being tipped off that the partizani were looking
for recruits.

Photo of Dedo Petre’s immediate family. Back row from left: Vasil
and his wife Tsila; Noume and his wife Lefa; Ristana; Dad. Front
row from left: Tinka, Para, Baba, Dedo, baby Manoli and Mum.

During my birth, which was at home mind you, only the
two sets of grandparents were home and two young aunties
to help Mum deliver her first born in a house without running
water, no electricity and no medical support. It wasn’t a good
start for a newborn to survive under such difficult conditions.
My father wasn’t present at the birth due to the Civil War
which was raging at the time in the nearby hills. The Civil War
promised independence and freedom for the historically
tormented Macedonians but failed to deliver. I won’t go into
14

Short version of the Germanchev family tree.
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the political history of the nations in that area as it’s very
complex and in addition to that most of the recorded events
are inaccurate due to biased recording of the facts by the
victors, suffice to say that Dad (along with his brothers,
cousins and many villagers) was involved in that unnecessary
Civil War against his will. His forced participation in the Civil
War against the Greek National Army had dire consequences
for us the Germanchevi in terms of his future prospects in that
country that recently occupied our land and that didn’t
acknowledge us as a separate ethnic group. A risky birth under
primitive conditions during a heavy snow‐fall brought Manoli
Germanchev to the world on 7th of December 1947 in a village
that we call “Mala” but was re named “Tropeouhos” by the
Greek government. In Dad’s absence and due to the heavy
snowfall my grandfather decided to report my birth at the
village police station the following day. At the police station,
grandad had difficulty making himself understood because of
his poor command of the Greek language. So, as a result of
that miscommunication, my date of birth was recorded as the
8th of December 1947 (the day that Dedo showed up at the
police station). This date was to be my official birthday for the
next 16 years.
By the age of 16, I was in Australia and I found myself
attending Richmond Technical School in Richmond, Victoria
and attaining very good results, in fact I was top of the class
each year and because of that, one of my teachers suggested
that I should apply for a scholarship to finance my tertiary
16

studies. In order to qualify for the scholarship I had to become
a naturalized British subject. This required me to produce my
birth certificate which of course was in Tropeouhos, Greece. I
wrote to the government office in Tropeouhos requesting a
copy of my birth certificate. Several weeks later I received a
crude copy that had a scratch mark in front of the number 8
that looked like the number 1. As a result of this copy, my date
of birth read as: The 18‐December‐1947. As a result of my
naturalization for the purpose of applying for a scholarship I
became a British subject at the age of 16; by the way I was
awarded a scholarship which funded my tertiary studies for a
period of four rears.
This is how I ended up with three birth days:
7th of December 1947 is my actual (Macedonian) birthday.
8th of December 1947 is my reported (Greek) birthday.
18th of December 1947 is my official (Australian) birthday.
I was christened by our family Noumko (Godfather), Lazo
Gazolainov, who lived in the village of Neret. (By the way,
newly born children are named by the Noumko, not by the
parents.) He named me: Emmanouil (Manoli as the common
name), a religious name relating to Christianity. It was
customary to be given a religiously related name if one was
born close to an important religious date. My brother for
instance who was born close to Easter was named Anastasios
(Stase in Macedonian), meaning resurrection. If a child wasn’t
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born close to Christmas, Easter or a saint’s name day it would
be named Risto (Chris) after Jesus if it was a boy or if it was a
girl she would be named Mara after the Virgin Mary or Ristana
(the feminine name for Risto) after Jesus. That is why a lot of
Macedonian families have children named Risto, Mara and
Ristana.
Our family name of Germanchev had been changed
earlier, sometime in 1930 to Germantsis (a Greek version of
Germanchev). The Greek government began to systematically
change all Macedonian names including villages and
geographic features in a mass ethnic cleansing operation. The
name changing started during the 1920s and continued until
1996. Further to the agony of the Macedonian people, the use
of the Macedonian language was banned in public places from
1924 onwards. Fines were imposed on anybody caught
speaking Macedonian in public.
A story that my Dedo used to like telling people goes
something like this: “I was overheard by a policeman ordering
my donkey to stop, calling out to it “zastani” which means
stop in Macedonian. The policeman heard me and
reprimanded me. He stated: “That barbaric language is
banned; you must speak Greek from now on.” “But officer, the
donkey does not understand Greek,” I replied.”
Although the Macedonian language was officially banned
in public places, we spoke Macedonian at home.
Unfortunately no one in our family could read or write in
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Macedonian; in fact nobody knew the alphabet so we only
knew the spoken Macedonian language. Our ethnic
background and our family’s involvement with the partisans
during the Greek Civil War and our insistence for our human
rights and refusal to convert to the Greek ethnicity consigned
us to a life of subsistence farming without any prospects of
work in the Greek public service or for any future government
assistance.
However for a healthy young boy with a loving family
around him and living in a clean natural environment, life was
good; I didn’t know that anything better or different existed. I
simply enjoyed everything around me.
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EARLY MEMORIES
My earliest vivid memory, strange as this might seem, was
of my grandparents and other relatives, but not Mum or Dad.
We were sitting on the ground under the cherry tree on a
rogozina (a mat made from corn stalks that was used as a
ground cover). There, my grandfather was teasing me and
trying to embarrass me by trying to pull my shorts down. I was
trying to get away from him by walking along the 5‐6 cm in
diameter corn stalks of the rogozina without losing my
balance. I must have been three years old then and the Civil
War had finished. Dad must have been away working in the
fields or else he was making arrangements to go to Australia.
Mum on the other hand had a bad infection in her ankle and
was away most of the time seeking a natural cure after being
told that her leg needed to be amputated if she wanted to be
cured by a standard medical procedure.
That is why I don’t remember Mum and Dad under the
cherry tree with me.
Memories of Dad are vague and uncertain. I can just see
now a faint but uncertain vision of a person dressed in a
military uniform kneeling next to me and saying good bye to
me. If that was Dad going off to another tour of duty, I would
have been less than two years old and not able to remember
clearly, or I could have confused this scene with the sketch on
the front page of our first grade reader which depicted a
soldier kneeling down close to his son and saying good bye to
20

him as he went to war; this was approximately at the age of
five years and is more likely to be the correct memory. I still
remember the first grade reader, possibly the only book the
school had. It was a poorly resourced school, so much so that
our village was receiving food aid. We were given powdered
milk amongst other essential items including rubber shoes
made by the American rubber company “Dunlop” for the cold

Dad (front row second from left) with the partizani. After nine
months with the partizani Dad escaped whilst on guard duty; he
ran down the river so as not to leave footprints in the snow. It is
thought that it was then that Dad caught pneumonia which later
developed into T.B.
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wet winters. The American aid agencies helped us with food
and essentials while the British Air Force bombed our villages.
The powdered milk was an insult to us as previous to the
Second World War and Civil War we were producing enough
milk for our own consumption and selling the excess milk in
the nearby town. I didn’t drink that powdered milk which was
made by mixing water with the powder, because it looked like
lime to me – the white watery paste that we used to white‐
wash the outside of the house.
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SCHOOL DAYS
By the time I was five years old and started school, Dad
had left for Australia. This was in early 1952. Next time I would
see my father was eight years later on the 12th of March 1960
in Melbourne, Australia. I went to school methodically but
lacking enthusiasm, however that first grade reader made a
great impression on me as it taught me how to pronounce the
Greek alphabet correctly, in particular I remember a caption
together with a sketch of a grandmother feeding milk to a cat.
The caption read: Ee Yaya thiny Yala stin Yata (grandma is
giving milk to the cat). This was an example of how to
pronounce the third letter of the Greek alphabet. Every other
letter was taught in a similar way with a suitable caption. The
teachers however, provided a good and relevant education
with the limited resources they had.
A typical school day started out with the whole school
lining up in front of the Greek national flag and singing the
Greek national anthem; after that, the teacher would check
every student’s finger nails and when satisfied with the
cleanliness of their fingernails the teacher would let the
student go into the classroom, otherwise the student would
be directed to go home to cut and clean his/her fingernails.
Topics at school were varied and relevant, including
Language, History, Geography, Mythology, Calligraphy and
Arithmetic. Physical activities included body stretching, push
ups, marching and basic gymnastics without any equipment.
23

The school or anyone else for that matter didn’t have any
sporting equipment, not even a soccer ball. We didn’t
participate in sport. The school involved the community in
social events as much as it could by staging plays and religious
events.
I remember one year I was in a school play that was acted
in front of our village community. I was dressed in military
clothes and brandishing a replica rifle made out of wood. The

Dad standing on the left serving in the Greek National Army; he
joined the Army in order to escape persecution from the
partizani.

play was a typical war scene, my part was to run on to the
stage and inform the section leader that the partisans were
approaching our position. Another activity I enjoyed and
24

remember clearly was that we had to make a scale model of
our region out of clay depicting villages, rivers, mountains and
other relevant features. I dug the clay from the bank of our
nearby creek and spent days at home working on it. I enjoyed
making things, more about this later. The usual lessons of
writing, reading and learning arithmetical operations with
whole numbers and fractions were constantly practised.
However I do not remember operations with decimals or
percentages; nor do I remember any basic algebra being
introduced. But I do remember that my interest in attempting
and solving more challenging mathematical problems was
sparked by a sweets vendor who used to come to the village
on Sundays selling sweets and ice cream. I had no money to
buy anything from him. I was just staring at those sweets and
salivating. One Sunday the vendor challenged me with a maths
problem. If I got it right he would give me a piece of cake he
told me. Well I got the answer to the problem he gave me,
and I was rewarded with a piece of cake. That was the
beginning of my fascination for problem solving and how
things work in general, more about this later on.
The teachers were conscious of the need to provide us
with social activities. This involved outdoor excursions.
Excursions usually took place in spring. 1st of May was a
compulsory outing for the whole school: we would walk
outside in the open fields and look at the new plants that
sprung up after the long winter, enjoy the flowers and enjoy
looking at birds and other animals. One particular year the
25

whole school went on an excursion to the town of Kostur by
bus; this was my first long trip outside the village. Kostur was
built around the lake Kostur, the town was renowned for its
fine fur industry. What stuck in my memory mostly about
Kostur was the statue in the middle of the main cross roads,
something I had not seen before. Later on I found out that a
lot of other towns had a statue of a prominent person in the
centre of the town. Another thing that I saw for the first time
were people swimming in the lake, they were wearing small
shorts, again something new for me. I liked being outdoors
surrounded by nature and observing things no matter how
minor.

Wagon loaded with hay ‐ a representation of Dedo and me.
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Dedo one day came to school and asked the teacher if I
could be excused from school as he needed me to help him
collect the hay that was dry enough to be picked up. I was to
climb on the wagon and squash the hay as Dedo piled it on. I
was overjoyed to escape from the classroom and help Dedo.
Even though I was physically in the school I was always
thinking about being outside. This is why I don’t remember
any other students around me in the school. I was very much a
self‐occupied student, making my own observations and
always looking beyond the classroom. One such example was
that of a painter, not quite outside the school, but a good
distraction from the classroom. This particular man was
painting the ceiling of the classroom, and as he covered the
area that he was painting and needed to shift the ladder he
would walk it as if he was on stilts instead of climbing down to
shift it; I found this fascinating and very clever. I was an
obedient student and paid attention to the teachers, because
if one did not pay attention to the teachers the punishment
was literally foul. If you misbehaved or did not pay attention
to the teacher you would be assigned to latrine duty, which
meant cleaning the outdoor toilets by first sweeping the waste
into a ditch and then diverting a stream of water to wash the
mess into the main village creek. Repeat offenders would be
locked up under the school in the space between the floor and
the ground during Saturday morning. This severe action was
used to shame the student, as he/she was visible to people
passing by the school. Being shamed was a great deterrent,
and it worked as I saw this punishment applied only once in
27

my six years that I was at school. I don’t know what sort of
misbehaviour would warrant such a punishment, but I am sure
if my cousin George (this is my second cousin George, the one
on Dedo Pavle’s side) was caught trying to knock the school
down one Sunday afternoon with a hammer he would have
been peeking between the stumps under the school. George
hated going to school; in fact he hated being confined in
classrooms. I liked going to school but not necessarily being in
the classroom. I enjoyed walking to school especially in winter,
I liked walking on and pressing with my feet on frozen puddles
and watching the air bubbles shifting under the ice and
listening to the cracking of the ice under my weight. The path
was covered with snow and frozen pot holes. I enjoyed sliding
on it in my well‐worn rubber shoes (donated by American aid
agencies). The shoes had the word “Dunlop” and a chain
pattern on the soles. I wore out this pattern during summer to
make the shoes slippery for winter so I could slide on the snow
with them.
In winter we had to bring our own fire wood to school to
keep the school pot belly stove stoked. Those who didn’t bring
fire wood would sit away from the pot belly stove and feel the
cold. It was during one of these winter days that I had my first
personal encounter with the Gypsies. Two female Gypsies
confronted me on my way to school and demanded that I give
them the two logs of fire wood that I was carrying. I refused to
hand over the wood; they threatened to put a spell on me
that would make me sick and eventually kill me. I didn’t want
28

to freeze in the classroom and, secondly, if the teacher told
Dedo that Manoli didn’t bring any wood to school that day he
would deal with me himself in his own stern way. So the
Gypsies didn’t get my fire wood. The Gypsies in general would
not physically take things from you. They would persuade you
to give them what they needed by threats or by begging, but
not by physically snatching. On another occasion, a female
Gypsy offered to tell my grandmother her fortune. Our
downtrodden and insecure people were always desperate to
find out if the future held better prospects for them; this
made them an easy target for the Gypsies. That particular
Gypsy asked for a loaf of bread and a knife so she could tell my
grandmother her fortune. My grandmother dutifully obliged.
The Gypsy cut out a square pyramid shaped piece from the
loaf of bread, spat in it and proceeded to tell my grandmother
her future prospects whilst reluctantly offering the loaf of
bread back to my grandmother. Well do you think my
grandmother would take the loaf of bread back with Gypsy
spit in it? No way. The Gypsy got her free meal for that day.
The male Gypsies would offer specialist services such as
silvering our knives, forks and spoons for a small fee or food. I
was very suspicious of this service even though I didn’t know
the potential harm of this procedure. They would melt a piece
of solder in a pot and then dip the utensils in the molten
solder to give the utensils that shiny silvery appearance. It
didn’t take long for our people to find out that this utensil
silvering procedure was harmful to their health and
consequently was rejected. Despite the deceptive methods
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the Gypsies used in order to survive in that competitive and
harsh environment, I admired them for their persistence and
never‐give‐in attitude. In fact I liked them. I loved their music,
their dancing and their strong sense of survival against all
odds. In the evenings they would set up their camp by the side
of the road, light a fire and start their music and dancing. A
piano accordion, clarinet and a violin would set the mood for
the young girls to start whirling around and clicking their red
shoes as they danced around the fire. They were poor, but
they were rich in life.
The school had other functions in addition to educating the
children of the village. It was the social hub of the village; the
school ground in particular was used for panagiri (social
events similar to fairs), for weddings, by visiting entertainment
groups and as a social meeting place. The weddings were
always a major attraction and were attended by most of the
villagers; invitations were not required. When the music
started, anyone with blood running in his veins would rush to
the school ground and join in the fun.
A standout visual event for me was when I first saw a
wedding party leading the bride and her family from
Krepeshina (the next village, five kilometres away), to our
village. I first heard the sound of the big drum, a slow rhythmic
and low pitch sound that could not only be heard, but was
also felt for kilometres along the valley. The band was leading
the wedding party while it was playing a kind of sad sounding
music (a family giving away their daughter). This was a
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fantastic sight of a group of people, taking the new bride to
her groom and essentially to a new life in the nearby foreign
village; yes a village five kilometres away was regarded as a
foreign village because people very rarely visited other villages
around them. The band and wedding party were wearing
traditional costumes which were hand made from wool that
was shorn from their own sheep. The musical instruments
comprised the big drum, two small drums, a piano accordion,
the ubiquitous clarinet and in some cases the gaida (an
instrument similar to a bag pipe, but unlike the Scottish
version this one was made from a sheep’s skin and had one
pipe). Each village had their own particular style of clothing,
so much so that one can tell which village you were from by
the clothes you were wearing.
Weddings and religious events were the main social
interactions for people, they were the times and places where
people could catch up with one another and young people in
particular had the opportunity to meet potential partners. The
music and dancing would go on all day, young men would lead
the circle of dancers hoping to attract the attention of suitable
mates. The young maidens would join in and dance in a demur
way but making sure they displayed their latest costumes
which showcased their domestic skills. I was too young to join
in and not too interested in dancing, however I enjoyed the
sound of the clarinet, such a clear and thrilling sound. My
grandfather on Mum’s side played the clarinet at home. I
remember one day he had me seated on his lap and played
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the clarinet for me, it was a magical moment. Many years
later at the age of 28 in Melbourne I bought a clarinet hoping
to learn to play it as my Dedo did. The attempt was in vain, I
found out that I had no musical talent and it was far too late
for me to develop a musical skill.
Amongst the other activities taking place on the school
ground at different times of the year were shows and acts
such as dancing bears, acrobats and vendors selling all sorts of
goods. I remember one such dancing bear routine that was
performed in the school ground. That act was kind of difficult
for me to watch. I felt sad and sorry for the bear as I watched
this large old bear being dragged by a chain that was attached
to its nose and how the bear was forced to dance on its hind
legs and bow to the audience at the end of each act . The huge
size and the painful screaming of the bear added to the drama
of the act. A lot of people were amazed by the act and at the
same time were frightened of the bear at such a close range.
But it was not as frightening or dramatic as the wild bear I was
confronted with one late afternoon in a nearby vineyard. The
bear was foraging for left over grapes, as I was, when it at last
saw me and lunged at me. I ran like a rabbit dodging vines,
fences and rocks all the way down to the neighbour’s house.
His name was Pando Mladenov, he had a shot gun and I asked
him to come and shoot the bear. He was calm and collected,
he listened to me and in a calm voice told me that the bear
would have gone into the forest by now and besides it was too
dark to look for it now. I was very fond of that neighbour; he
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was humble and knowledgeable about hunting and fishing. I
can still remember the scene of him cooking freshwater fish in
a frying pan over an open fire outside his house. The fish were
coated with flour and were cooking in olive oil with onions and
salt. He gave me one small fish to eat straight from the hot
frying pan – it was magic. I can still smell the fish and
remember the taste of the cooked freshwater fish even now.
At another time and at a different place he took me hunting
one early morning, it was during winter, the ground was
covered with fresh snow. We were the only people there,
hiding in a circular bunker made out of rocks that was used
during the Civil War. We waited for hours for this particular
hare to appear and run across his firing range. Eventually the
hare appeared and dashed past our bunker and out of sight in
no time at all. The neighbour didn’t fire his shot gun. He said
the hare was too fast and he would have missed it. “No sense
wasting a round,” he said. I couldn’t believe the patience and
calmness of this man. He said we will get him another day. He
was very fond of his German made shot gun. He liked talking
about it as much as shooting with it. One day he described to
me how to pick a good gun barrel from a poor quality one. He
said “Open the gun stock, place you thumb nail at the end of
the barrel and look through the other end of the barrel, now
move your thumb and observe the light reflections from your
thumb inside the barrel. If the reflections are smooth and
unbroken the barrel is perfectly machined.” Kole Mladenov,
the son of Pando, was like his father, already an accomplished
hunter even at the age of 12 years. He had a sling shot for
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hunting birds and a snake catching stick. The stick had two
short branches in the shape of a “Y” at one end. By placing the
“Y” end behind the snake’s head he would pin the snake to
the ground. He would then grab the snake by its neck, just
behind the snake’s head. Kole, also like his father, liked talking
about fishing and snake milking. One day he showed me how
he milked the venom from a snake. He had already caught a
snake and had a glass cup with him; the glass cup had a fine
cloth stretched over it that was held by a rubber band. Now,
Kole squeezed the snake’s neck causing it to open its mouth
and expose its fangs, then he forced the snake to bite the fine
cloth. I saw the venom dripping into the glass cup. Kole told
me that he sells the venom to a hospital in Lerin, but I found
this hard to believe. Kole’s knowledge of snakes most likely
saved my life at another occasion, more about this later.
The acrobatic act was more amazing than the bear act.
Two bare chested muscular men suddenly appeared
apparently out of nowhere with their props in hand. At first,
they executed somersaults, then walked on their hands, lifted
one another over their heads and basically attracted
everyone’s attention by displaying their physical strength.
When a sizeable crowd gathered, a flat wooden board with
large nails sticking through the board appeared and was
shown to the audience for authentication. The board was
placed on the ground and then one of the men very carefully
lowered himself on the board of nails to the amazement of
the crowd. Before the crowd stopped gasping with
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amazement the men staged another incredible act of
strength. This time the stronger looking man stretched his
arms overhead and leaned backwards until he touched the
ground with his hands. He transformed himself into a human
table, his arms and legs acting as the legs of a table, his
abdomen horizontal and flat above the ground like a table top.
The other man produced a large rock which he struggled with
but eventually he managed to place it on the human table’s
stomach. The gathered crowd was amazed at the strength of
the man supporting the rock on his stomach. The act did not
end there. The standing man then produced a big sledge
hammer and proceeded to swing the hammer and hit the rock
held by the human table. The hammer blows were convincing
as one could hear the sound produced by the sledge hammer
striking the rock and chips of rock flying everywhere. The
audience could not believe their eyes, some were shocked,
others could not look and others were shouting “Stop.” I stood
there and carefully observed the whole act. I loved observing
and analysing things. I instinctively knew the rock somehow
softened the sledge hammer’s blows, but I couldn’t explain
how. It would have been much more painful if the man was hit
directly by the sledge hammer, I thought to myself. I wanted
to learn more about these sorts of things. This act stirred my
interest in science, although I did not know what science was
then.
At a different time, a different season but at the same
school ground, this time all of the space between the school
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and the adjacent church was used. It was the most important
religious event of the year, the re‐enactment of the
resurrection of Christ. Oblivious to me, the whole village was
lined up between the school and the church and they were
absolutely silent, all including me gazing at the assembled
clergy who were waiting to enter the empty and darkened
church to re‐enact the resurrection. At the stroke of midnight
a light in the church would spontaneously appear indicating
the beginning of a new era. Starting from the original light
source in the church each person had their candle lit by
another person until eventually everyone had a light to take
home; bringing into their home the essence of Christ. To
describe the scene that has been etched into my mind all this
time requires the skill of an accomplished writer, or an
imaginative poet, none of which I am. Even now, as I am about
to start describing it, I know that I can’t do it justice. However I
will try to describe it as best I can and as I remember it.
This scene could have been set up by a skilled movie
director. God surely played a part in this as well because
Easter fell early in that calendar year and winter lingered on
later than usual, sprinkling the ground with fresh pure white
snow. The bright full moon was hung at just the right spot in
the sky to provide sufficient light for the clergy and their
paraphernalia to stand out against the darkened background.
The probability of all of the above coinciding at one time and
in one place was too great to be real, yet it was real. The
church candle lights (before they were blown out) provided
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the warm amber light that added the last touch of perfection
to this amazing scene. Time stood still for the crowd to absorb
the majestic beauty and the significance of this event.
Standing knee deep in the glistening pure snow an altar boy
was holding a tall gold cross enhanced by the warm glow from
the church lights. Behind the altar boy and at either side of
him there were two banners stretched between two poles and
each was held high by two clergymen. The banners had
religious figures embroidered on to them. Four brightly
coloured silk ribbons where attached to the poles and were
fluttering in what felt like a still night air, this was a surreal
scene that defied the laws of nature itself. Slightly behind and
under each banner stood two priests dressed in the most
elaborate robes that they possessed, each holding the incense
burner in their right hand and a golden grail covered with a
knitted doily in their left hand. At a respectful distance behind
the priests stood several ladies dressed in their best
traditional costumes, their costumes included the apron with
its embroidered lacework. Each lady held an icon of their
patron saint in front of their apron. Each icon was framed by
the lace around the perimeter of the apron. All stood still
ready for action. The scene was set, the church lights went out
and the procession began to move. It was an instant and
gentle motion without any jerky movements and they all
glided towards the church. From my vantage point I had a
three quarter view at the start of the movement, then the
procession passed me at right angles. I was mesmerized by the
fluttering of the ribbons in the windless night. No sound was
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heard, the snow was hardly disturbed, all of the participants
seemed to float on the snow with no apparent body
movements. As the procession moved away and headed
towards the church, the scene started to fade away as it does
in a well photographed movie scene. There were no apparent
foot prints left in the snow. All eyes swivelled left and
witnessed the procession enter the church. Then the scene
started to lose its magic as the gathered crowd grouped
together and began to enter the church. Now, that magical
scene lost its effect, sadly it turned into an ordinary church
service scene as the last person entered the church but the
original magical scene still lives on in my head to be revisited
and retold again and again.
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THE PROPERTY
It wasn’t just a property. It was a house, a farm, an
orchard, a vineyard, a work place and a social place. Above all
it was our land and we were the people of that land. We were
attached to that land and our existence depended on the
management of that land.
The seeds to establish and develop the property in Mala
were sown early in 1900 when the two young brothers (Petre
and Pavle) decided to leave the village of Neret and start a
new life for themselves in the more promising and fertile
village of Mala. Mala was situated at the base of the mountain
we called Leskata and at the start of the valley where the land
was more fertile and easier to work on. It was a monumental
and well thought out plan. To raise the money needed to buy
the land and build the necessary buildings Dedo Petre went to
America during 1915‐1918. He was 30 years old then. Dedo
Pavle went to America and to Australia independently from
Dedo Petre. They worked at menial jobs. Dedo Pavle worked
as a waiter in New York and when he went to Australia he
cleared land in Tallangatta north east Victoria. He also worked
at the St Moritz ice skating ring in St Kilda where I, as a
student, learned ice‐skating and competed in interschool
speed skating competitions. I love these accidental
connections. I too built a house (a holiday house, but not to
the same grand scale as that of my grandparent’s house) in Mt
Beauty which is near Tallangatta. I don’t know what jobs Dedo
Petre did, but he taught me how to count to ten in English
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(this was the only English I knew before I arrived in Australia).
He also told me that in America there was a drink called
“beer” which he liked very much, but drank it in moderation
as he had to save as much money as he could. They saved
enough money to buy several acres of land at the north west
end of the village and in 1924 they left Neret and moved to
Mala.

Map of the village: A village of about 100 houses (not shown)
between the creek and the river. Lanes are not named and houses
are not numbered.

After excavating and transporting stones from the side of
a nearby hill, the two brothers engaged stone masons from
the village of Belkamen (literally, White stone) to build the
duplex‐style house. It was a solid and imposing two storey
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structure with a cellar underneath and a built‐in stable for the
animals behind the house. The scars where the stones were
excavated are still visible today; so is the track that was used
to bring the stones to the building site by a horse drawn
wagon, pulled by our horses. At one spot the track is very
narrow. This is where they lost one load of stones when the
wagon together with the horses rolled down into the creek.
Fortunately the horses were not injured. The stones are still
there, they stand out from the surrounding stones in the
creek. The stones are piled like a stack of dominos, creating
hiding spaces for birds to build their nests. There is a particular
species of medium sized birds with a long and narrow tail that
make their nest under such stones. We named this type of
bird “petropoulo” (stone‐bird in Greek). I remember watching
one of these birds darting about in very quick and short
movements around those stones. I knew it had a nest under
there and I wanted to find the entrance to it. Well, the bird
dazzled me with its quick movements and managed to go to
the nest without revealing the entrance, a very effective
survival technique.
The house was the most important building in the whole
complex of our property. It consisted of a large utility room on
the ground floor with a central wood‐fired stove that was used
for heating and for small scale cooking. The ground floor was
earthen with a paste of cow manure over it to contain the
dust. The cellar floor was of natural soil, while the floors above
were constructed of raw hand‐sawn timber. The flue from the
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stove ran along two cornices before it exited into the
atmosphere in order to utilize the heat from the gasses. The
perimeter of the room had built‐in beds that were used for
seating as well as sleeping and there was a low dining table in
the middle of the room for eating. It was a modest room with
no other furniture except for the mantel piece on which
rested the kerosene lamp, our only source of light for the
evenings. As you enter the house you are faced with the utility
room on the left; adjacent to the utility room we had an
umbarr (silo) with three separate compartments, each
compartment with an opening at the bottom and each
compartment with a hopper on the first floor. Past the silo and
at the end of the house is a stone stairway leading to the first
floor with two bedrooms and a store room. In the store room
we kept preserved food such as dried peppers, green

Para on a visit back from Werribee and Leta in the Livada.
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tomatoes, walnuts, leek sausages and dried apples (I
remember during one day in winter Baba slicing a small piece
of dried apple for each of us). Halfway up the stone stairs
there was a landing with a small window facing east. The small
and only window on that side of the house provided a good
view of the creek behind the house. From this vantage point I
have seen the creek when it had turned into a torrent, usually
during autumn. The volume of water and the power of the fast
flowing water was scary, rocks and broken branches where
carried down by what appeared to be boiling muddy water. At
the first floor we poured the year’s supply of wheat, corn and
barley in the appropriate silo hoppers. Walking past the
hoppers westwards one will end up on the balcony that was
overlooking the yard and past the yard one could see the hay
field, the strawberry patch and the orchard. The balcony was
held by steel posts that went past the balcony and supported
the roof above. On one very cold winter morning I was on the
balcony with Dedo looking at the frozen hay field when Dedo
said to me “Let’s see how much you have grown by showing
me how far up the pole you can touch with your tongue.” I
stood on my toes, stretched my neck and touched the pole
with my moist tongue. Instantly my tongue was glued to the
pole by my frozen saliva. As I pulled back I could feel my
tongue starting to rip, the pain stopped me from moving
further. Fortunately for me Dedo came prepared with a cup of
warm water which he poured over my frozen and glued
tongue and thus released me from the pole.
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Looking to my right from the balcony I could see the melon
patch. Here we grew rockmelons and watermelons; beautiful
fruit. Watermelons were and still are my favourite fruit. I
learned how to tell when the watermelon was ripe for picking.
Firstly, the last leaf where the melon is attached to the stem
had to be brown and shrivelled. Secondly, you could tap the
watermelon with your finger and listen for a deep satisfying
sound. If you were still not sure you could cut a square
pyramid‐shaped piece and actually see if the melon was red
inside. If it was not red you would replace the cut out piece
and it would grow back again without the melon going rotten.
At the north‐west perimeter of our property was a channel
carrying irrigation water to the village; at that point the water
cascaded down a short waterfall and into a pool. I remember
one hot day Dedo sent me to place one of our watermelons in
that waterfall pool for it to cool down so we could have a cool
watermelon after our evening meal. It’s amazing how much
cooler the water was after it cascaded down that small
waterfall. Looking straight ahead (westwardly) and past the
stone wall that surrounded the back yard where the sheep
were kept at night, one could see the mud brick kitchen set in
the livada (hayfield). In this kitchen we cooked stews, beans
and other similar meals in cast iron pots held over an open fire
by a tripod. Other meals that required a frying pan or baking
were cooked in either the wood‐fired stove or the furna
(wood fired oven).
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Other outer buildings included the hay barn, the wine
room, the wagon port, the stables, the furna, the rakia still
and finally the outside toilet. The toilet was actually three mud
brick walls in the shape of a “U” about two metres high and
built over a ditch that could be flushed occasionally by rain
water. The entrance to the toilet was covered with a hand‐
made rug. Fortunately the toilet was a good distance away
from the house for it was a horribly smelling thing and in
summer it was buzzing with flies. I for one very rarely used the
toilet.

A photo of the three
of us kids (Manoli,
Steve and Silvi) with
Dedo and Baba, in
our borrowed
Captain’s caps and
our Dunlop shoes,
making
arrangements for
our migration to
Australia.
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THE VILLAGES
The rugged south west part of Macedonia was dotted with
isolated villages like a night sky is dotted with bright stars.
Those villages existed and thrived for hundreds of years, long
before the Ottoman Empire occupied that region. The people
inhabiting those villages always identified themselves as
Macedonians. During the Ottoman occupation few Muslims
lived in those villages that were dotting the mountains. Even
when Greece and Turkey exchanged populations after the
Greek‐Turkish War, relatively few prosfigi (Christians from
Turkey who were resettled in Greece) settled in those
mountainous villages; they were truly homogeneous
Macedonian villages. I know several villages by name and have
been to two others in addition to Mala. Although the villages
are a few kilometres apart, contact between people from the
different villages was difficult due to the rugged terrain and
lack of modern transport; remember I am describing the
situation during the 1950s. Because of their isolation, the
villages developed their own individual identity.
I would like to express my perception of the unique
identity of the villages that I visited and the villages that I have
heard about from adults who had contact with them. I don’t
wish to insult anybody from those villages, this is my
perception of them and it’s described with a tongue‐in‐cheek
manner and of course it doesn’t apply to each and every
person from that village.
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Starting with Neret: everyone in that mountainous region
has heard of Neret. It was the brightest star in that group of
villages, the most populous, prosperous and self‐assured
village in the region, big enough to be regarded as a town. In
fact it was too big and was quickly running out of arable land
as it was perched on the plateau of a steep hill; that is why my
grandparents eventually moved to Mala. At its peak, before
the Civil War and Balkan Wars, Neret was the place to be. It
had just enough land, plenty of water (appropriately renamed
Polipotamos; meaning many rivers in Greek), and it was not
inhabited by Turks or prosfigi. If by chance you meet a person
from Neret, you have to bow to him and kiss his hand for
maintaining the great reputation of Neret.
A few kilometres south east of Neret, perched on a steep
hill without a plateau you will find pretty Lagen (aptly
renamed “Triantafyllia” by the Greek government; meaning
“rose”), the village that wants to emulate Neret. Lagen has
rich black soil to grow enough potatoes and vegetables to feed
its own population. If you meet a person from Lagen you have
to take up the lotus position, sit on the steep hill and listen to
him for hours and say “yes…yes” every now and then to keep
yourself awake; be sure to thank him for his fairy tale; Lagentsi
crave praise.
North of Lagen and south west of and close to Mala you
will find Krepeshina (now renamed “Atrapos”) squeezed in a
bosom created by two hills close to each other. It has an
intermittent river which has water running through it only
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when it rains. Krepeshina is the poorest village of them all. If
you meet the rare Krepeshets, give him a hardy hand shake
with a ten dollar note in the palm of your hand.
At the base of the hill that we call Leskata and where the
valley starts you will find Mala (its new name is now
“Tropeouchos”) with its arable land and plenty of water
supplied by a creek and a permanent river. But Mala doesn’t
look like a village, it looks more like a “T” intersection where
the road from Neret, Lagen and Krepeshina meets the road
from Kuchkoveni and it takes you to Lerin. And unfortunately
for Mala it has a tarnished reputation. It was inhabited by
Turks and its name has a Muslim origin, it was originally
named Mahala. And now it still has prosfigi living there and is
frequented by gypsies and sometimes by Vlassie (Vlachs).
Mala sounds like a cosmopolitan village, but during that
period Mala was not a happy place to be in. If you meet a
person from Mala ask him to tell you who he really is; if he
refuses to answer then ask him for directions to Lerin.
Using an astronomy analogy I will now briefly describe the
distant and mysterious outer villages, like the outer planets of
our solar system starting with Turje. One of Dedo Pavle’s sons
married a young lady from Turje. She seemed gentle and
content, she hinted that most of the people in Turje had a
gentle, friendly and content nature. All I know is that Turje is
far from Mala and is mysterious. If you meet someone from
Turje, be prepared for a long and interesting chat.
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Belkamen is another distant and mysterious planet‐like
village and it is the direct opposite to Turje. All the inhabitants
of Belkamen who are engaged in stone masonry are
industrious; Dedo Petre contracted stone masons from
Belkamen to build his house. Don’t go to Belkamen unless you
want to chisel blocks of stone.
Further north of Neret over the mountain range and where
the bears roam freely you will find Bouf (now named Akritas).
It is nestled in the middle of three mountains arranged in a
triangle and between each mountain runs a river that supplies
Bouf with abundant water. The village was as big as Neret
with a population of 3,000 people, all of whom shared three
surnames, namely “Todorovsky” “Oposhinov” and “Branov”,
none of whom are related as I was told by my Boufchanets
father‐in‐law. Boufchani are fiercely protective of their
Macedonian identity. When you next meet a person from
Bouf (I am sure you will), ask him if he knows someone other
than a Todorovsky, Oposhinov or Branov. Oh, I nearly forgot
to tell you the most coincidental and wonderful thing that
happened to me. I and none of my relatives had ever heard of
Bouf before, even though it was about 20 kilometres from
Mala as the crow flies. I mentioned the words “my
Boufchanets father‐in‐law”, well that is because about 12
years later I married a beautiful and wonderful girl from Bouf
even though I never heard of the place; no, not from Bouf in
Macedonia, but from Bouf in Preston, Melbourne. This is the
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best example I can think of for the definition of the Turkish
word “kismet”, which means fate.
If I stayed in Mala I might have married a Greek refugee
girl named “Toula”, can you imagine that. Our middle age and
old age women formed their own soap‐opera group and
started pairing boys and girls almost from the time that they
are born. They had me paired with Toula whom I didn’t know
and I didn’t like her name, because her name in Macedonian
means “brick” and I didn’t want to marry a brick.
Finally we reach the giant outer planet‐like village named
Bapchor (Pimenikon in Greek), giant in geographical area and
giant in reputation. Because of its distance from anywhere and
isolation Bapchor became completely self‐reliant, like a large
planet it developed its own weather – meaning people in
Bapchor had to be self‐sufficient in every industry. They made
everything they needed by themselves; they were clever,
creative, industrious and reliable. If you want something made
or repaired take it to a Bapchorets. Sadly Bapchor the village
was bombed and was razed off the face of the Earth by the
British Air Force under the command of the American military
in the Civil War. Fortunately for the inhabitants of Bapchor,
the American military command gave them a three day notice
to evacuate the village before the bombing started, and they
did evacuate, some of whom ended up in Melbourne. One
particular young man who ended up in Melbourne married
Dedo Pavle’s youngest daughter. Here in Melbourne at least,
Bapchor rose from the ashes like the phoenix (the mythical
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bird that rose from the ashes) and reformed itself. If you meet
a person from Bapchor don’t mention the bombing but
congratulate them on recapturing and maintaining the
heritage and the soul of Bapchor.
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HOW THINGS WORK
I mentioned earlier that I enjoyed observing and
wondering about how things work. Well, adjacent to the small
waterfall that is near the main dirt road that leads to the three
villages which are nestled higher up the mountain, is where I
was confronted with a great technical puzzle that kindled my
interest in science and more specifically in engineering. This
leads me to a new chapter of how things work and in this
chapter I will detail the puzzle.
For as long as I can remember I was fascinated by things
that moved, whether they were animals, birds or machines, I
wanted to know how things worked, I actually wanted to find
out for myself how things worked rather than being told by
someone else. I kind of knew that our teachers weren’t able to
provide the detailed explanation that I was seeking, an
explanation that I felt was right and kind of tied in with my
experience I had of that particular thing. I have a firsthand
example of such a half‐baked explanation by a teacher of why
we have earthquakes for example. Our region is prone to
earthquakes. I experienced one such earthquake while I was
at school. The teacher’s attempt to explain the reason for the
earthquake was not convincing enough for me. He said that
the underground water erodes the soil until the soil above it is
thin enough not to be able to support itself and thus collapses
causing the nearby houses to collapse around it. The teacher’s
explanation did not satisfactorily explain the shaking of the
ground that went on for minutes before and after the ground
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collapsed. Besides in that particular case the ground did not
collapse at all. My grandmother’s explanation of what causes
thunderstorms was another example that was even less
convincing. She said that God was angry at us and was
shouting in a grumpy voice. If God is capable of creating
everything and knowing everything then surely he can express
his anger in our language, I thought to myself. I preferred my
grandfathers’ explanation. They simply said that they did not
know what causes thunder or other natural phenomena. By
the way, both of my grandfathers reputably have never been
in church. When asked why they have never been in church,
Dedo Pavle replied thus: “I was in desperate need of help one
day. I asked St Nicholas for help, but he didn’t turn up, so now
I don’t go to him in his church.” There are many things that my
grandparents, parents and adults knew such as farming,
shearing sheep, making cheese, making wine: the list goes on.
They made virtually everything including spinning their own
wool and then knitting jumpers and socks. We had lots of
tools and basic machines to keep us self‐sufficient. The only
things that we bought on a regular basis were olive oil,
kerosene, rice, preserved (in salt) fish called “Ranga”, and very
rarely we bought linen for sewing frocks and shirts. But there
were many things they could not explain to me. As far as I
knew none of the people in our village knew how cars, trucks
and tractors worked, for example. I was fascinated by such
machines and when and where I had the opportunity to see
any of these machines at close range I would run there,
observe and ask questions. One day, fortunately for me but
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unfortunate for the driver of a large truck, the opportunity to
see a truck at close range came about. The truck became
bogged down in the wet and slippery road near the above
mentioned small waterfall. The truck’s rear right wheel started
to spin in the slippery mud and the truck stopped moving
forward. The other wheel was not spinning, indicating that it
was driven by the right wheel only, something I believed had
to be the case as only in this way powered vehicles can go
around corners covering the different distance of the inner
and outer curves of the road while the inner wheel was not
spinning on the inner side of the road. Well my inner joy of
proving to myself that I was correct in my assumption didn’t
last long as I stood there and watched the driver jamming
rocks and dirt under the spinning wheel that eventually
stopped the right rear wheel from spinning but now made the
left rear wheel spin. Well, this was an unexpected puzzle that
made me more determined to solve. I wasn’t embarrassed by
my wrong assumption; it just made me more resolute to
investigate that puzzle further. One could say this was the
moment that sparked my interest in engineering. A second
and more interesting event is described below.
Our village being at the base of the rugged mountain range
was often used as the base camp for military exercises. There,
near the neighbour’s house was a military truck parked across
a ditch, with running water in the ditch. A young soldier was
looking at the engine bay. This scene has a lovely connection
with my future experience in Australia and my interest in
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chemistry. That military truck spanning the ditch had its
bonnet open. The young soldier scooped water from the ditch
and began to pour water in what I now know is the radiator. I
had not seen anything more intriguing before. I could hear
that the engine was running. There was something interesting
going on inside that complicated looking machine. I was
privileged to walk around and examine the truck at my leisure.
I observed steam and a few drops of water coming out from a
pipe at the back of the truck. I felt like an amateur scientist
observing an experiment in progress, and like a budding
scientist wanting to know more I asked the soldier two direct
questions.
“Is that water that is coming out of the pipe from the back
of the truck”?
The answer was yes.
“Is that the same water that you are pouring in the
radiator”?
The second answer was no.
How can this not excite you? Now I had to learn what was
going on inside that engine.
There are no straight forward answers in science, I thought
to myself.
Seven or eight years later I was driving the exact same
model of that military truck (it was a Studebaker, six wheel
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drive) in Australia, as part of my military service. By that time I
had learned how trucks and cars worked and how petrol
combines with oxygen from the air to produce carbon dioxide
and how that water that I saw coming out of the truck’s
exhaust pipe was produced by the combination of hydrogen
which is an element found in petrol and oxygen from the air.
It wasn’t just cars and trucks that I was interested in
looking at. I was interested in almost anything that involved
forces and movement. For example, I wanted to know how
snakes moved without having legs, or did they have legs? One
day our group of young kids were speculating whether snakes
had hidden legs, tiny legs that only appeared whilst the snake
was moving. Even Kole the young snake catcher didn’t know
for sure. One of us suggested that if we catch a snake and put
it into a hot fire it will expand and reveal its legs. Well, one day
we caught a snake and threw it into a hot fire, a fire that we
had going most of the day whilst we were looking after the
sheep, but no legs appeared. This was another puzzle that
needed to be unravelled.
I had observed many different types of birds flying and I
was always intrigued by the various ways they used their
wings. I still have an image in my head of a medium sized
brown bird flapping its wings very quickly in an odd way that
made it stay stationary in the air. Its head was absolutely still
and its eyes were focused on something on the ground. The
vultures on the other hand with their huge wings stretched
out would circle gently high up in the sky without moving their
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huge wings and not losing height. On closer examination I
noticed they had four or five finger‐like feathers protruding
from the ends of their wing tips. These separate feathers were
sticking out in the direction of the wing span and could be
seen to swivel independently from one another as the
vultures soared above. Those finger‐like feathers had to be
instrumental with the vultures’ gliding ability, but how?
There were many different species of birds in our region
and I recognised several of them by sight. There were storks
that build their nests on chimneys, vultures that fed on
carcasses, swallows that appeared at the start of spring and
then proceeded to build their nest out of mud at the vertices
of the cornices inside houses and other buildings. Starlings,
black and chubby birds that would line up on telephone wires
at the end of autumn in preparation for their long migration
south. We also had hawks and eagles, but they were rare.
One day, in late spring when the lambs had grown big enough
to be able to graze, I saw an eagle at close range. It was late
in the afternoon, our sheep together with their lambs were
grazing in our livada (hay field) when all of sudden an eagle
swooped on the back of one of our lambs. I watched as the
eagle worked his claws into the lamb’s woolly back and
secured a good grip. I was privileged to see an eagle in action.
He stretched his wings fully and covered the lamb, then
proceeded to bring his wings towards his body bending them
at three places, then with one almighty downward thrust of
the wings the eagle attempted a lift off. There was no lift off.
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After two more unsuccessful attempts the eagle realized the
lamb was too heavy for it to lift, he gave up, untangled his
claws and flew away. The sheep and even the lamb didn’t
seem to notice anything unusual. I enjoyed the performance.
The action of the eagle resembled a person partially opening
an umbrella and then yanking it downwards by the handle
and noticing the resistance by the air.
Our property had the land, the animals, the tools, the
equipment and the men and women for a sustainable way of
life. The village extended this theme further by having two
water‐powered flour mills, two distilleries, a café and a
blacksmith’s workshop as well as the two churches, the
cemetery and the school, making the whole village into a self‐
sustaining community. The Rimpus (Rimpapovie) family
operated the flour mill in the middle of the village which was
powered by the creek water that was running through the
middle of the village. We had our wheat and corn milled by
the Rimpus family, except we along with all the other
Macedonians in the village called them vodanitsari (millers).
For every five bags of grain that they milled, they would keep
one for themselves. That is how they made their living. At
the end of the village was the second mill which was owned
by Mum’s family, but it was not operated on a regular basis
due to lack of man power. Dedo Stefo, Mum’s father, was sick
and unable to work it due to the beatings he received from
the police during the Civil War. Dedo Stefo died young from
those beatings. Dedo Stefo’s first son, my Vuiko Stoyan
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(Uncle Stan), who was in his early twenties used the mill to
grind their own grain only. Vuiko Stoyan was an amazing
young man, smart, inquisitive, energetic and friendly. He too
liked making things and taught himself about how things
work. For example Stoyan made a spring powered rifle out of
abandoned military parts. Another more useful skill that he
learned was how to diffuse land mines. He used this skill to
clear a lot of farming land from land mines around the village.
It was he who gave me an informative and an entertaining
tour of his mill one day.
I had seen the conical, metal pipe that swallowed the
water from the creek and directed it into the mill many times
before, every time I visited my Mum’s parents in fact. The
rest of the mill was not visible from the road. The working
parts of the mill were dug in underground beside the house.
The house and the mill beside it were built on a steep block of
land, allowing about two metres of drop before the water
was discharged through a channel under the mill into the
main river. The inner working bits of the mill were visible only
when one went through a small wooden door that led
underground into the heart of the mill. The first thing that
caught my eye as I walked through that wooden door was a
pair of large round stones, one on top of the other. The top
stone had a hole in it like that of a doughnut with a wooden
shaft passing through the hole. The second stone, under the
first stone, was fixed to the shaft. My Vuiko said to me “Let
me see how strong you are Manoli, try and move the stone.”
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Well I symbolically tried to move one of the stones, knowing
very well that I couldn’t. Then, my Vuiko placed his hand on
the bottom stone and with his foot pressed a lever at the
same time which allowed water to flow on to the impeller
that was fixed on to the shaft going through the lower stone.
The lower stone separated slightly from the top stone and
began to rotate. Then a whole orchestra of hand‐made
wooden parts held together with ropes and levers began to
move, discharging grains of wheat into the hole of the upper
stone. By skilfully controlling the gap between the stones and
controlling the rotation of the lower stone my Uncle could
grind the wheat into fine flour and make it fling into a catcher
at the circumference of the rotating stone. Seeing something
in action, followed by a timely demonstration and a clear
explanation gave me a good understanding of how this
mainly hand‐made flour mill worked.
I enjoyed learning about everything, not only about
machines. I liked listening to adults talking about other
countries and about history. They spoke slowly and in great
detail. I can go on talking forever about simple farm
machinery, about farming, about domestic and wild animals,
but I’d like to move on and talk about the seasons, about
friends and about feelings.

60

SEASONS
Do I have a favourite season? Which is my favourite
season, you might ask? Well, for me all seasons were good,
they all have their distinct phases, they all highlight different
aspects of nature and I enjoyed all of them as they rolled on
with time and as one season gently fused into the next
season.
The coming of spring was announced by the appearance
of the first swallow, a slim black bird with a split tail. Soon
there would be dozens of swallows, all looking for a nesting
spot. Every year we had a pair of swallows building their nest
out of mud in the corner between the two walls and the
balcony ceiling of our house. It wouldn’t be long before the
nest would be full with chicks with their yellow mouths
stretched open and waiting for their parents to fill them with
insects.
As the warmed‐snow melts exposing the rich brown
ground and the melted water seeps into dark brown soil, one
can feel the warm soil and actually see the water vapours
rising from it. Soon enough the wheat that was sown the
previous autumn will crack the soil open and the new wheat
will shoot upwards like bright green spears. From now on
everything speeds up, if you stayed long enough in one spot
you will see the wheat stems growing vertically upwards, the
grass stretching along the ground, the fruit trees blossoming,
the nearby hills being covered with bright wild flowers and
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finally bees and insects buzzing around all happy now that the
white winter left us and brought colour and sound to the
land. The young lambs that were born late in winter are now
mature enough to start grazing on the fresh grass. The start
of spring brings the rare and wealthy tourist eager to see
nature at its best even if the air was cold enough to bite their
ears off.
One day in early spring I had taken the lambs and their
mothers to graze along the edges of our nearest wheat field
when a young couple driving in their new car stopped and the
man asked me if they could hold one of our lambs and if he
could take a photo of the young lady holding the lamb. “Yes,”
I said, happy to please them. I watched the young lady as she
cuddled the lamb with true affection. That made me feel
good inside, at that moment I thought how lucky we are to be
part of this natural and beautiful environment.
It’s amazing how the social‐political situation changed for
the better in these last few years, because about ten years
previously, in that very same wheat field, my grandfather
nearly lost his life while he was tending the wheat in his field.
He was shot at by a Hortophilakus (field policeman), a man
from our village none the less, with the intention of killing
him. Fortunately for Dedo he missed. Unnoticed by the field
policeman a lady who happened to be walking nearby heard
the shot and saw the action and at that point in time she
called out to Dedo “Petre run, they are trying to kill you,” (our
people always spoke in plural). The attempted cold blooded
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execution was averted, the Pontian Hortophilakus (Greek
immigrant from Turkey) walked away as if nothing happened.
Nothing was said about this, a Macedonian’s word and life for
that matter had no value in Greece at that time (during the
1950s).
The land in spring is beautiful to look at, but there is a lot
of hard work ahead, starting with the constant weeding. The
weeds grew quicker than the plants. Then the watering of the
vegetables and strawberries starts, a constant job during
most of spring. We also had to keep our animals from eating
the growing wheat, corn and vegetables. Still, it was a
pleasure to watch the cucumbers, peppers, tomatoes,
watermelons and strawberries swell up and grow. Soon
enough as the days become longer and the sun hotter the
fruit will ripen, the tomatoes, the cherries and strawberries
will blush with their bright red colours. There will be lots of
food for all including the birds. Fortunately for us the birds
prefer to eat and feed their chicks insects before they attack
the fruit and because there were plenty of insects flying
around the birds left the fruit for us to collect and eat. The
chicks grew fat in no time at all, but not all was well. As the
ground warms, the horrible snakes come out to absorb the
sun’s energy and start to look for bird eggs and chicks to eat.
The birds are careful in choosing the location of their nests to
safeguard their chicks, but their safety is not always
guaranteed. The swallows in their mud‐nests who built high
up in the cornices are safe from snakes, the sparrows and
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finches have no problem keeping their young safe with their
nests built deep inside thorny bushes. There is a particular
bird, a medium sized speckled bird that lays its similarly
speckled eggs on narrow horizontal ledges up high on vertical
cliff faces. The eggs are exposed on flat rocky bases,
apparently safe from predators because nothing can reach
them there, well almost nothing. One day I actually saw one
of those cliff dwelling birds feeding its chicks and as I looked
around the cliff face I saw a dreaded snake making its way
towards the young chicks. Like a rock climber, the snake
inched its way from one ledge to another. It’s during these
situations that one would be convinced that snakes have tiny
legs, I too thought that snakes had legs when I saw how this
particular snake moved forward without the usual sideways
movements that snakes normally use in the open fields. But
no, they don’t have legs. They press their body against the
cliff wall for grip and slowly move forward. At long last the
horrible snake reached the nest and had its monthly meal.
The sight of the snake swallowing young chicks made me sick.
Looking at plants growing, insects feeding on plants, birds
eating insects and finally snakes eating birds, it was for me
like watching a practical biology lesson.
We were constantly warned about the dangers that
snakes presented, not only to birds and animals, but also to
ourselves. As a precaution against snake bites, we, the
shepherds, always carried a sharp pocket knife with us and
we were advised to keep a fire burning when we were looking
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after the animals. In case of a snake bite, we were told to
sterilize the knife by heating it in the fire, cut across the two
puncture points where the snake bit us and then with our
mouth suck the poison out, without swallowing it of course. I
was terrified at the thought of going through this procedure
and hoped that I never had to go through such an ordeal. But
something more alarming happened to me one day when I
was walking along a path through a dense bush leading to an
open grass area where our cows would usually go to graze. I
was confronted by a coiled snake, sun baking on the path
about a metre in front of me. On seeing the snake I instantly
froze on the spot, I could not move, I could not make a sound,
the only thing I could do was look at that coiled snake. The
snake raised its head above its coiled body, with its mouth
open and its tongue poking out it began to dart menacingly
towards me. It was a stand‐off, with me frozen and the snake
like a dart thrower was taking aim at me. When all of a
sudden and without a sound a hand touched me gently on my
right shoulder and a voice said to me “Don’t look back, just
walk backwards very slowly.” The stand‐off was diffused. The
snake lowered its head and slid in the bushes. I turned
around and saw “Kole”, my saviour beside me. He explained
to me that the snake was just as scared of me as I was of it.
The snake was just defending itself. If I had moved closer the
snake would have bitten me in self‐defence.
We were always exposed to danger, sometimes of our
own making. The incident with the bullets in the fire was one
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of the most stupid and dangerous things we did amongst
many other dangerous and silly things. One day whilst
walking along a water trench I saw a shiny object protruding
from the trench bank, the water had eroded the bank and
exposed buried objects. The shiny object that caught my eye
was a short machine gun bullet‐belt with eight or nine shiny
brass cartridges in it. Well, what a find, we now had
something illegal in our possession. One person in the group
said “Let’s explode them” and without waiting for a response
he set out striking the end of the cartridge (where he knew
the primer was) with a rock against another rock. The
cartridge was soon mangled by that rock smashing but it did
not explode, it simply exposed the explosive material inside
it. It looked like thin brown spaghetti. The next move was to
put them in the fire and explode them all at once. We
returned to the fire that by now had turned into hot coals.
We placed the bullets on the hot coals, all facing away from
us and directed towards a clear spot in the valley, clear of
people and animals. Within few seconds of being in the fire
we heard a volley of gun fire. We couldn’t see the bullets
flying off into the valley, but I heard them whistle past my
ears and down into the valley. I thought to myself how stupid
that was and how lucky we were that no one got hurt.
There were other dangerous situations, not always of our
own making. One happened to me and another happened to
my brother Steve. Both of us still have the scars as a legacy of
our accidents. Steve was sitting on Mum’s lap who was riding
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side saddle on her horse just outside of the village heading
towards Lerin for shopping. The horse was walking gently
along the road, close to the ditch along the road. Next to the
ditch was a harvested corn field with the stalks cut about 30
centimetres above the ground at an acute angle. The corn
field resembled a booby trap with the cut stalks looking like
sharp spears sticking out of the ground. At that moment, the
only bus for the day was also heading towards Lerin and it
accelerated hard as it passed the horse. The horse was
frightened by the sound of the bus and it jumped the ditch
and galloped into the corn field. Steve bounced off Mum’s lap
and fell on one of those spears, jabbing him on the left cheek.
Mum held on, she was a competent rider, having ridden
horses for many kilometres up and down mountains when
she went to collect fire wood. Mum took Steve back to her
Mum’s house where they stopped the bleeding. They did not
take him to a doctor. There was no doctor in the village and
Lerin was too far for such a minor injury. As a result of his
misadventure Steve gained a movie‐star style dimple in his
left cheek, which made him look distinctive.
My injury was a bit more serious and it was of my making.
It happened when my grandmother was coming home from
Solun after undergoing a serious medical operation. The
operation was of the nature of “women’s business” as my
grandfather expressed it. A taxi brought Baba home from
Solun. On hearing the taxi approaching our home I ran to see
the taxi, not Baba as she was thrilled to believe (I didn’t tell
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her that of course). I didn’t make it to the taxi. I tripped whilst
I was running, fell on a sharp rock and broke my skull. Dedo
came to my aid, looked at the blood gushing from my
forehead, he calmed me down and ordered my Auntie to go
and get some ground paprika which he placed on the wound
and stopped the bleeding. There was no need for a doctor, no
need for stitches, the paprika did the job. Some sixty years
later I still have the scar on my head. It has to be a serious
illness or injury for a person to be taken to a doctor. I was
told by an Auntie of mine that when one of Dedo Pavle’s
grandchildren was sick for days, Dedo Pavle asked Dedo Petre
if they should take it to the doctor in Lerin. Petre replied “It’s
not worth making a long trip for one child, wait until another
one gets sick, then we will take both of them together.” Back
to the taxi: prior to the fall I saw the shape of the headlight
surrounds of the taxi and memorized the shape. About a year
later when we landed in Fremantle, Western Australia and
Uncle Stoyan drove us to Manjimup in his car, I noticed that
his car was the same model car as the taxi as it had the same
shaped headlight. It was such a distinctive shape.
When you thought things couldn’t get any worse, the
unbelievable happened. We had to have a great fire, didn’t
we, a fire that terrified us but united the whole village in co‐
operative help. Give a child matches and he will start a fire,
goes the saying and that is what happened. It was my brother
Steve and younger cousin Tanas who had a box of matches in
their possession. For no reason at all they started striking the
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matches and flicking them at the base of the dry bush near
the front gate of Dedo Pavle’s side of the house. Being a hot
day the dry bush caught fire and spread quickly. I was there
watching the whole scene in a curious amazement but did
nothing to stop the fire from spreading. Steve and Tanas
realized they would be in serious trouble when the fire
spread to other bushes and fearing reprimand they ran up
the nearby hill and stayed there till nightfall until things
cooled down so to speak. The dry bushes were fully alight and
the flames started to leap over to the adjacent hay barn. Now
the barn caught fire and started to burn. At this point in time
Dedo Pavle saw the severity of the situation and ordered
Leta, his granddaughter, to run to the church in the centre of
the village and ring the church bell for help. She rang and
rang that bell with a monotonous weary rhythm for almost all
day. Every free person in the village ran to help, the fire
brigade in Lerin was alerted and came about an hour later, by
this time the villagers had formed a bucket brigade from the
creek to the barn and were dousing the flames with water.
The fire truck arrived, I think it was a horse drawn red wagon
with two petrol driven water pumps but I am not sure about
the horse drawn wagon part, my memory is a bit unclear on
this point. But I do remember the firemen rolling out two
hoses that were made out of cloth and then they were trying
to start the pumps without success. The fire truck/wagon was
useless, it did nothing to put the fire out, nothing worked on
it, the village people put the fire out, saving about half of the
hay. Leta eventually stopped ringing the church bell. That day
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the different ethnic groups of the village put their differences
aside and helped to put out what could have been a
catastrophic fire.
On most days we would dig a hollow in the ground and
start a fire. The fire wasn’t always used to set off bullets, we
did that only once. The fire gave us an identity as shepherds.
Normally the fire is used to ward off wolves and other wild
animals. We, the young shepherds, didn’t venture too far
where one would encounter wolves, so we used the fire as a
social gathering point, we cooked in it and of course we could
sterilise our knives in case of a snake bite. During late spring
the corn cobs had grown and were ready for eating straight
off the plant, but we cooked them over hot coals which gave
them that smoky and delicious flavour. When there wasn’t
corn available because it was harvested, we cooked potatoes;
they needed about half an hour in the hot coals. When we
took the potatoes out of the fire and broke the crispy skin
exposing the most inviting white fluffy starch inside, it was
the best moment of the day. There is nothing better than
eating freshly‐coal‐baked potatoes.
We had about one poyan (an area of about 1000 square
metres) planted with corn for horse and chicken feed and
also to make kachumuk for us to eat (a meal with corn flour
and olive oil). The corn cobs were picked before summer
ended, were brought home and placed under the hay shed’s
veranda where the women of the household would sit on the
pile of corn cobs, peel the sheath from the cobs and place the
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bare cobs on to the slate covered yard in order for them to
dry in the sun. When the corn cobs were dry we would pass
them through our hand operated machine that removed the
kernels from the cob; I loved using that machine with its large
cast iron wheel and handle attached on it. And I remember
the ladies seated on the pile of corn cobs and singing these
gut wrenching soulful songs.
One such song starts like this:
(Macedonian)

(English)

Puska pukna,

A rifle fired,

vo gora zelena,

in a green forest,

ajde sho me oubee,

oh what shot me,

dve mludi unatsie.

two young warriors…

And it goes on…
This is a simple but emotional song that relates to the Civil
War in that region. It tells me more though; it shows that the
men faced the danger at the front line and the women bore
the pain at home.
Scenes of the ladies at home or in the fields singing sad
songs and sometimes happy songs left me with a wide range
of emotions. Dedo Petre used to sing this childish but happy
song which relates to a typical village life in that region. It
goes something like this:
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(Macedonian)

(English)

Babo babo grebabo,

Grandma grandma with a
hunched back,

imash chupche ubavo,

you have a pretty girl,

daj meo chupcheto

give your girl in marriage

i jas ke tio prasham lozeto,

and I will look after your
vineyard

i ke tio jadam grozjeto.

and I will eat your grapes.

And you can add whatever you want to it…
And so on…
Moments like these are unforgettable.
Spring morphed into summer, the days were getting
longer, the temperature increased, the crops and fruit were
growing fast. The river water‐flow slowed down, the water
holes warmed up and we were looking forward to our regular
swimming days in those water holes. We would walk from
our house over the trench that led to the small waterfall then
we continued walking down a gentle slope past the
samovila’s house (witch, a spinster living alone) and straight
to the river where there was a large flat rock jutting over a
deep water hole. We spent lots of time at this water hole,
jumping from the rock into the water, sunning ourselves like
snakes and generally having a good time. It was in this water
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hole that I saw a water snake slithering underneath me as I
swam one day. It was gently slithering in an “S” shape. There
was no drama this time as I knew water snakes were not
poisonous.
Fishing was another pleasant activity for us during
summer. We fished for fun and for food. There was one place
in the river where the water flowed on either side of a rocky‐
bank in the middle of the river. At the bottom end of the
rocky‐bank we would block off the river with rocks that
allowed water to flow but trapped the fish, and at the top
end of the rocky‐bank we would divert the water to flow in
the other side of the river. This procedure reduced the depth
of water on one side of the river where the fish weren’t able
to swim, so then we were able to catch the fish with our bare
hands. We felt like heroes walking home with several fish
strung on river reeds.
Summer meant hard work for the adults, starting with
the cutting of the grass which would eventually become hay
when it dried. Both grandparents would cut a field of grass in
one day with their scythes. Three or four times during the
cutting they would stop to sharpen the long curved blades of
the scythes with a sharpening stone and then have a rest. The
sharpening action had a distinct sound, as they hit the blade
at one end and then scraped the sharpening stone along the
blade. I enjoyed watching them sharpening the scythes and
then cutting the grass with their skilful swings of the scythes
blades, swinging them only a few centimetres above the
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ground. Baba sent me to the livada where my grandparents
were cutting the grass so I could fetch water for them from a
nearby spring so they could have a drink and to cool down
with it. I say cool down because they first poured the water
on to the handkerchiefs that they wore over their bald heads
and then drank some water to quench their thirst.
I have a vision of the back of me and slightly above me;
even now I can still see myself walking on the edge of the
concrete water channel that was bringing water to the
village. The water was crystal clear. The remarkable thing is
that I remember clutching my precious lunch in my hands, a
piece of cheese in my left hand, a slice of bread in my right
hand and a mixture of salt and pepper in my right pocket;
that was my lunch for the day.

Left: Harvesting wheat. Right: Cutting hay.
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At lunch time my grandparents laid down on the ground
with their elbows on the ground, their heads in the palm of
their hands and close to one another waiting for me to return
with another buklei of water (buklei, a hand‐made wooden
bottle). One day after their drink they stunned me with a
direct and factual statement; they said in unison “Well,
Manoli, you will be going to Australia soon and you will not
be back to see us again.” I didn’t know how to reply to that
statement, I knew there were plans in action for all of us, that
is Mum, Steve, Silvi and me to go to Australia, but coming
from my grandparents confirmed it and made it sound like a
crime that I was about to commit. They were no nonsense
people. I took it all in and I thought to myself that I will go
back to see them one day, not sure how, but I will. Their
statement together with my vision of the two brothers laying
on the livada stayed with me forever, that was the last time I
saw them together, a sad and memorable moment in time.
Even though summer is a long season, it eventually comes
to an end and turns into autumn and then the interesting
work starts. The adults would cut the wheat with their sickles
by hand. Wheat harvesting is perhaps the most difficult job. It
needs to be cut and tied into bunches before the grains start
to fall on the ground. When the wheat is ready and ripe for
cutting, all available hands go to the approximately 1,000
square metre wheat field and try to cut it down in one day.
Strina Noumitsa (Uncle Noume’s wife) told me that during
the 1948 harvest in autumn while I was a baby mum took me
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to the wheat field and left me on the ground besides the field
while she was helping with the wheat harvest. When she

Vreshime chenitsa (threshing wheat) with the horse in the gumno.

returned to check on me, Mum found me covered with ants
and a smile on my face. Now is an opportune time for a
parable that Mum told me once, it involves wheat harvesting.
There is a species of a tiny golden brown bird that makes
its nest in wheat fields; the nest is woven around several
wheat stalks. At about harvest time the young chicks are
ready to leave the nest. Now the parable starts: During
autumn a farmer comes up to check on his wheat field for
harvesting; the chicks in the nest over heard him say “The
wheat is ready for harvesting, I will ask my friends to come
and help me cut it down tomorrow.” The chicks were alarmed
and when their mother returned they told her that they
should leave the nest because the farmer was going to cut
the wheat tomorrow. The chicks’ mother told them not to
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worry as it’s not the time to leave yet. Well, next morning the
farmer appears again, but no friends turn up to help him.
Now the farmer says “I will ask my sons to help me cut the
wheat tomorrow.” The chicks heard the farmer again and
now told their mother that the farmer will surely cut the
wheat and that they should leave the nest by tomorrow.
Tomorrow and the farmer came, but the sons were nowhere
to be seen. The farmer now in desperation says “I will pay
people to come and cut the wheat tomorrow.” This
information is again conveyed by the chicks to their mother
who now said to the chicks “Now is the time to leave the
nest.” Moral of the story is: If you want something done, do it
yourself or pay someone to do it.
The cut wheat is placed vertically in bunches in the field
and allowed to dry. It’s these dry bunches of wheat that
attract field mice that in turn attract snakes. Snakes are a
constant menace in our region, especially in summer. The
dried bunches of wheat are picked up using a three pronged
folk (to avoid being bitten by snakes) and placed on the
wagons where they are transported to the gumno (a round,
flat horizontal and smooth dirt oval covered with dried paste
made with cow manure).
The gumno has a round pole in the middle of it for the
horse to be tethered to it by a rope. The harvested wheat is
spread on to the gumno where the horse will tread on it
crushing the wheat heads and releasing the grain as he goes
around the pole. The horse would tread along the whole
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gumno as the rope winds around the pole. After several
cycles of the horse winding and unwinding the rope around
the pole most of the wheat grain is released. After removing
the wheat chaffs and stalks with the wooden pitch fork the
wheat grain is then separated from fine bits of broken chaff
by tossing the wheat vertically up into the air and allowing
the breeze to blow the light chaff away. The wheat then goes
through a series of sieves before it is bagged and taken home
and stored in the silos. Every month or so several bags of
wheat are taken to the flour mill for milling and every month
or thereabouts the ladies of the house make dough and bake
it in the furna. The furna is an integral piece of equipment of
farm life as it bakes our bread, cooks our pastry and bakes
whatever is in season. Firing up the furna and baking was an
all‐day affair. In addition to baking enough bread to last all
month, we would bake cora (pastry), chicken, potatoes and
pumpkin. The furna‐baked pumpkin was a special meal, lovely
orange colour, beautiful aroma and honey sweet taste.
My favourite part of autumn was the harvesting of the
grapes and the whole process of wine making. Right now I
can metaphorically project myself above the horse drawn
wagon and visualize the wicker baskets full of white grapes
gently rubbing against each other and watch the fresh grapes
wriggle themselves lower into the baskets. When the grapes
reached home we would eat some of them, but most of them
we would crush, then we would press them, filter the grape
juice through a fine cloth and then drink the moss (grape
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juice) before it started to ferment into wine. We didn’t make
wine out of white grapes, in fact nobody made white wine in
our village. We had another vineyard for the purpose of
making wine, it was set on the side of a steep hill which was
difficult to get to, but it was facing the afternoon sun, ideal
for growing dark red grapes and therefore ideal for making
red wine. The red grapes were transported by our horses in
two large coshsess (wicker baskets) fixed on either side of the
horses. There is nothing more organic and romantic as picking
our own grapes, transporting them with our horses and then
crushing and pressing them with our own hand‐made
equipment. The grape juice was placed in a botchver (large
barrel) and allowed to ferment into wine. Nothing was added
to the grape juice. If fermentation didn’t start a warm rock
was placed in the barrel in order to start the chemical
reaction. If the chemical reaction was too fast a wet blanket
was placed over the barrel in order to slow the chemical
process of turning the sugar of the grapes into alcohol. If the
chemical reaction was allowed to proceed at a fast rate it
would generate too much heat and the wine would spoil,
turning it into vinegar. I was learning Chemistry without
realizing it. When the barrel stopped bubbling, indicating that
the conversion of sugar into alcohol was complete, we sealed
the barrel and waited for winter in order to start enjoying the
wine. We drank the wine straight from the barrel, we didn’t
bottle any wine. We made enough wine to last the whole of
winter, that is if we drank in moderation. We did drink in
moderation, we ate in moderation, and in fact we did
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everything in moderation. Some evenings we didn’t drink any
wine at all because the wooden tap on the barrel had frozen.
Dedo would say “Nema vino, zamrzna klino (there is no wine,
the tap froze).
Nothing was wasted at the Germanchev property. The
skins from the crushed grapes together with the residual
wine were turned into rakia (an alcoholic spirit) by the
process of distillation. I was fascinated by this fundamental
chemical engineering process. My Dedo had the equipment
and licence to distil and sell rakia; I was privileged to observe
and take a small part in the operation.
The still and the fire place for it was built inside a simple
mud brick building with enough room for the still, the basic
hand‐made condenser, several baskets of comiti (crushed and
fermented grape skins) and of course most importantly the
glass flasks covered with weaving in which the final product
of this long awaited process was poured into.
The still, together with the rakia that it produced, nearly
killed me one year, as was explained to me by one of my
aunties many years later. I will try to describe the near fatal
situation to the best of my ability as the event unfolded. The
still was built on the south west part of our property where
the land is at its lowest level. Along the western border of the
land there was a water channel, carrying water to the rest of
the village and when required into the still’s condenser.
When the still was not in use which was most of the time the
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water dropped about a metre over a small waterfall into a
fish trap that was woven from willow branches in the hope of
catching fish. Past the fish trap the stream water flowed into
a large pipe that carried the water over the creek and into the
rest of the village. The water pipe over the creek was an
object of adventure for the daring amongst us. All of us have
at one time walked along the pipe to the other side of the
creek, but only the more daring ones among us have made
the crossing by crawling under the pipe with their hands and
feet. I wasn’t one of them. During late autumn that part of
our property was warm and wet which attracted all sorts of
insects including fire flies. We spent hours there, catching fire
flies, placing them in glass jars and pretending we made
lanterns with which we could walk home in the dark night. I
was careful walking home in the dark and not taking risks
with crossing the creek by hanging underneath the pipe but
what happened to me at the still was something different and
it had nothing to do with not being careful. Perhaps Dedo
could have avoided the mishap if he thought carefully about
what he had asked me to do. He gave me a man’s job to do, I
guess Dedo had confidence in my ability to complete the job.
Dedo and I set up the still, we placed a batch of comiti (lees,
grape skins) in the lower semi sphere of the still which was
made out of copper, then we placed the other semi sphere
together with its tapered copper pipe which was coiled like a
large spring on top of the lower hemisphere and sealed the
joint between them with fresh dough. The coiled copper pipe
was part of the condenser which fitted in a large cylindrical
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container. The water from the water channel was diverted
into the cylindrical container. The fire was lit and set to burn
at a slow rate. About ten minutes later the still started to boil
and some distillate started to drip from the condenser and
into the collecting glass jug. Dedo tasted the first few drops of
the distillate and declared it to be “shpirt” (methanol), too
strong and bad for drinking. He threw this out. After several
tastings he said “Now we have rakia coming out.” Dedo had
to go somewhere that day so he lowered the heat of the fire
and told me to keep the fire burning at this low rate. He also
told me to keep on tasting the distillate at regular intervals in
order to notice when the rakia started to taste watery. At the
point of time that I thought the rakia was becoming too
watery I was to stop collecting the rakia and remove the hot
coals from under the still. Dedo’s instructions to me were
clear and precise except that he forgot to tell not to drink the
tastings. I was supposed to spit them out in order not to get
drunk. Well after few tastings I was drunk as a skunk, I
remember being very dizzy and sick in the stomach. I stood
up and started to walk away from the still but lost my balance
and fell face down into the pond where the water from the
condenser was collecting. From that moment I don’t
remember anything. The Turkish word “kismet” (fate or
accidental luck) comes to my mind and is most applicable
here and now. It was by kismet that Dedo Pavle was passing
by the still and saw me face down and nearly drowned in the
pond. He took me home and tried to revive me. I did survive
as it turns out but it was touch and go. As a desperate
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measure (according to my Auntie) Dedo Petre drew blood
from the back of my neck and placed it on my lips for me to
taste it in order to give me the will to live. Apparently that’s
what they do to lambs when they are too weak to stand up
after birth. Ever since then I have been squeamish about
anything to do with blood, even now I hate taking blood tests
and I am petrified of medical operations.
Winter takes its time coming, but when it comes it stays
on like an unwelcome visitor. Most adults complained about
the cold days spent indoors without much to do and not
much to eat. For me though winter was just wonderful. I
loved the cold crisp snow that forms during the clear star‐
filled night sky, there was always something to observe or
just play in the snow. I remember the winter of 1958 started
slowly with cold slushy mud on the ground and on the paths.
My brother, sister and I were coming from Mum’s parents’
house and we were going to Dedo Petre’s house to be taken
care of for a few weeks. The two sets of grandparents looked
after us in turn while Dad was in Australia and mum was away
looking for a cure for her infected ankle. It was late in the
afternoon when we were walking rather rejected from one
household to another household that didn’t really want us.
Head down and dragging my feet through the slushy mud I
come to a junction in the path and there, on my right was a
house very close to the path. I looked into the window of that
house and for the first time I saw a small pine tree with bits of
cotton fluff, empty egg shells and some coloured paper
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attached on it. Just then it occurred to me that it was nearly
Christmas. I muttered to myself “So this is Christmas” and
moved on. Christmas for us and possibly everyone else in the
village was not anything special to look forward to, just the
usual meal in the evening and of course the church service on
Christmas day.
Some days such as Christmas day or when Baba Petritsa
had finished her chores she would go and visit her widowed
sister who lived somewhere in the middle of the village. Baba
would take me with her to visit Baba Yana. There and during
those rare occasions I was treated to Turkish‐style coffee.
Turkish coffee was a rare treat because it had to be prepared
with sugar, an expensive item then. Those visits to Baba
Yana’s and the serving of Turkish style coffee are still
commemorated by me when people visit me now.
When Dedo Petre needed to relax and have a break from
the hard and stressful work, he would walk down to his
friend’s house which was near the café and partake in his
favourite pastime of “mouahbet” (friendly discussion) outside
the café. Dedo never spent money in the café. His friend Kole
Noumev ran the second legal distillery in the village which
was often the topic of discussion amongst other topics; they
were both happy to stand outside the café on the main road
and enjoy a friendly mouahbet for hours.
At the beginning of winter few snowflakes at first fall on
the still‐warm ground and melt, making the ground wet and
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slushy, but as the ground cools and more snowflakes fall on
it, the winter transforms it into a wonderland, the whole
visible land is then covered with pure white snow.
My teacher’s words ring true: “The land is having a rest in
winter and the soil is purified by the snow.”
The long winter nights gave us lots of time to listen to
stories in the evenings but during the day I preferred to go
out and just look around.
During one cold day I remember going to the stables to
see our cuddly little calf, such an innocent looking thing with
curly and honey coloured fur. It had a curl in the middle of its
forehead turning clockwise. The calf was happy to see me as I
was happy to see it. We would butt our heads together and
feel the love flowing between us. I could also feel its warm
breath on my face coming from its upturned nostrils. It was a
non‐offensive yet soothing warm breath. I also had a tree for
a friend as well. It was a bright green pine sapling that was
growing vigorously in a rocky part of the ground near the
creek and not too far from our house. I remember going to
see how it was coping after a heavy snow fall. The young pine
tree was struggling to hold the snow on its delicate branches.
I brushed the snow off from its branches and relieved the
tree of its burden. I was so happy at that moment, so much so
that I threw myself backwards on the fluffy snow three times
to form three imprints of myself, similar to a paper cut‐out of
three figures joined together. A heavy fresh snow‐fall
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followed by a cold cloudless night would produce a crusty
pillow‐like hedge of snow along the road near our front gate.
I would walk barefoot on this hedge just to see if the hedge
could hold my weight, a simple task but very interesting for
me. Walking barefoot on the snow was an endurance test
and after walking on the snow hedge and eventually crushing
through the crust I would then walk to the nearby
boonishchair (compost mound) which was shaped like a cone
and was covered with snow. There I would wriggle my cold
feet into the middle of the boonischair and feel my feet warm
up. I was amazed how this compost heap composed of straw,
horse manure and scraps of vegetables could produce heat
and how that substantial heat would not melt the snow that
was covering the cone‐shaped compost heap.
Dedo liked taking me along with him for company and to
help him when he went on business deals, even in the middle
of winter. I too enjoyed the adventure and the feeling of
being needed. I remember two winter journeys with Dedo,
One was to Lagen, a village high up in the mountain and
about ten kilometres away. And the other journey was to an
isolated farm house in the valley; I don’t know how far it was
but it took us a long time to go there. The trip to Lagen was
for the purpose of selling rakia, the mule was loaded with two
jars of rakia, one on either side of the mule which meant
none of us could ride on the mule. The whole journey was
done on foot. The mule had a limp on its left rear leg from an
earlier injury. I can now visualize the mule twisting its injured
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left leg in an unnatural way as it negotiated a steep left hand
turn in the snow covered track leading to Lagen. The family in
Lagen were Dedo’s regular customers. At the entrance to the
house we were greeted by a teenage girl, wearing her apron
and holding a towel in one hand and a kettle of hot water in
the other hand. She escorted us to a hand basin and poured
the hot water from the kettle as we washed our hands in
turn. I don’t think she knew how hot the water was. I wanted
to scream from the pain she inflicted on me as she kept
pouring that near boiling water into my cupped hands but the
etiquette of being a good guest prevented me from
embarrassing the young girl on possibly her first time of
receiving guests. I don’t know if we were paid in cash or we
exchanged our rakia for few bags of the famous Lagen
potatoes. It’s possible that we come back with a mule‐load of
potatoes because Lagen was renowned for the quality of its
potatoes and the fact that Dedo took the mule was a good
indication that we did exchange our rakia for potatoes as
mules can carry heavier loads than horses. And the fact that
we walked all the way back was another indication that the
mule was loaded with bags of potatoes.
The trip to the isolated house in the valley was similar to
the trip to Lagen, only the details were different. This time we
took the horse loaded with fire wood instead of rakia. Dedo
was leading the horse through the pristine snow. We walked
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for hours with nothing to see but pure white snow, not too
deep as to make it difficult for walking through it. I was
walking behind the horse and observed how the horse
walked efficiently through the snow by carefully inserting its
hooves and extracting them without disturbing the snow too
much. I walked in the horse’s footsteps so to speak. After the
mesmerizing walk I eventually saw something in the distance
that looked like a mushroom at first sight, a brown stem with

Taking fire wood to the isolated farmer in the middle of winter.

a white rounded cap on top and with puffs of smoke coming
out from above the rounded cap; it was the house of course.
There was life in there, isolated and insulated from the
surrounding cold snow. The people in that house depended
on our firewood to keep themselves warm through the long
winter. This time money was exchanged for the firewood
instead of potatoes and there wasn’t a teenage girl to burn
my hands with hot water. The man of the house was happy to
see us and engaged in a mouahbet supported with a glass of
warm rakia that was later followed by a small cup of coffee
(Turkish style). The trip back was very pleasant as we both
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rode the horse home, there wasn’t much conversation
between us but when Dedo spoke to me, he would come up
with something worthwhile. It was either during this trip or a
similar business related trip that Dedo gave me a brilliant
piece of advice. With a serious tone in his voice and by
choosing his words carefully he said to me:
“Manoli, you should learn how to do your own
calculations so that people won’t be able to cheat you when
you go shopping.”
I remembered Dedo’s advice and I was able to fulfil his
instructions of learning calculations to an even higher level
than what he intended me to do. In retrospect I doubt if Dedo
ever heard of algebra, of polynomials or of calculus, he was
thinking of percentages and basic mathematical operations.
Well, I can certainly carry out my own financial calculations
now and solve more complex mathematical operations than
that. This makes up for my failure to return and see him and
his brother back in Macedonia. Eventually though, Dedo
Petre came to Australia and we met up a few years before he
passed away; but sadly I didn’t see Dedo Pavle after that
memorable time when he was cutting hay in the livada back
in Macedonia.
I could talk for hours about winter and the snow in
particular but these will be descriptions rather than
recollections. I will move on to more childhood memories
now and then talk about the last goodbye.
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THINGS WE DID, THINGS WE MADE
Although winter days were short, we still found time to
play games; one of the games we played as a group was a
“pretend war”. There must have been at least 10 of us
ranging from 8 to 10 years of age. I think the group was made
up of boys only, most of us were Macedonians and the rest
were Greek. We chose the battle ground for our pretend war.
It was a flat open space covered with snow, left of the creek
and north of our house. It was Macedonians versus Greeks.
We stood facing each other at about 20 metres apart. We
were friends, but for the purpose of the game we pretended
to be enemies. The rules were simple: stand your ground,
make snow balls and throw them at the opposing enemy. The
highest number of hits would determine the winner. At the
count of three the pretend war started well and it looked like
good fun until it started to escalate into a serious and
potentially dangerous affair. It didn’t take long for one of us
to improve the weapons of the war by soaking the snow balls
in the creek‐water in order to make them harder and heavier.
A heavy and harder snow ball goes further when thrown and
it hurts more when one is hit by it. I for one was worried by
the thought of being hit by a wet heavy snow ball and didn’t
want to participate in this dangerous game but reluctantly I
continued on. But then when I saw one of the opponents
making a snow ball with a decent‐size stone in it I thought
that this game was becoming too dangerous, so we called for
a truce. I remember walking away from the pretend battle
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field satisfied that at least we the Macedonians didn’t lose
the battle and I was relieved that I for one or anyone else for
that matter didn’t get hurt. I am amazed how this make‐
believe war game mimicked a real life military situation; and
despite that we all thought it was great fun, so much so that
we agreed to have another pretend‐war but this time during
summer. Sure enough summer came along and we arranged
to have our make believe war again at the same location. This
time the Macedonian group would play the part of the
partizani and we would hide in the nearby hill we called
“Chukata”. Chukata was a small bald hill rising from the base
of the creek and plateauing at about 300 metres where low,
dense bushes were growing. We called these dense bushes
“shumka”. The Greek group on the other hand would play the
part of the Greek liberation army. They would start from the
same flat open ground near the creek and from there they
would cross the creek, climb Chukata and search for us in the
scrub. I don’t know how this idea came about, or who
thought of the idea of surprising the enemy with an
unexpected weapon but it was a great experience. We
brought ropes and matches with us and we had our usual
knives with us to cut the “shumka”. We chose and cut the dry
branches with lots of leaves on them, bunched them together
and tied them together in rolls. Due to our excitement at
seeing this weapon at work we only made two rolls of
shumka. We hurriedly rolled them out at the edge of the
plateau, lit them and pushed them on their way down the hill.
The plan worked perfectly, the flaming bushes picked up
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speed and bounced down along the hill all the way down
towards the creek where the pretend enemy was in the
process of crossing the creek. Eventually the flaming bushes
crashed into the creek, extinguished themselves in the
process but still forced the pretend enemy to scamper for
cover. Needless to say the pretend Greek liberation army
surrendered and gave the partizani a decisive victory. I
remember this as a fun day that was enjoyed by both
participating parties but we didn’t re‐enact another war game
again. There were so many other things to do.
I enjoyed making things as much as I enjoyed observing
how things worked. The first thing that I made was a three
dimensional map of our region, called Lerinsko after its town
“Lerin”. The three dimensional map was good enough and it
served its purpose as a school project but it was a display
piece only. It did not move, which means I wasn’t excited by it
and therefore not interested about making a similar display‐
type object again. I liked making things that moved or at least
were useful, so the next thing that I made was a toy car. It
was made out of clay with clay wheels; the wheels were held
by four sticks stuck into the sides of the clay body. After
several days of drying the clay toy with its clay wheels in the
warm sunshine, I let it roll down an incline and sadly watched
its wheels crumble gradually as it rolled all the way down the
incline. It was a failure but it was a good failure.
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Top row from left: Clay car and a spinning top. Middle row:
tractor, made out of a cotton reel, a rubber band and a bar of
soap for lubrication, a propeller with a cotton reel. Bottom
row: a rim steered by a wire handle made by us, a monastery
made from a pile of flat stones, a tangelo (shanghai) made out
of thick rubber band and leather. Bottom: a modified sled with
a steered section and a brake.

It was more of a lesson for me than a failure: never make
toy cars out of clay. During the days when I was watching the
sheep I would carve shapes of common objects out of small
pieces of wood. I loved carving out small boots out of wood.
93

At other times where there were flat little rocks on the
ground I would stack the rocks on top of each other and build
a small monastery. But my proudest achievement in making
things was when I modified an old sleigh by adding a
steerable section to it and by adding a brake to it. The sleigh
worked pretty well to my pleasant surprise. I and others in
our group made several other interesting toys (see the
drawings in figure above). There was always something to do
or make, I can’t remember there ever being a time when I
was bored.
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THE LAST LONG GOODBYE

Mum’s friends and some relatives in Lerin, before boarding the
steam train to Solun.

The day of our departure from Mala and the journey to
Australia had been coming for a long time. It wasn’t as if I
didn’t know that the day would come when we had to leave
Mala; but when it came it came with a thump. It surprised me
and it jolted me into reality. It was as if someone snuck
behind me, whacked me on the back of my head and said:
“Get up, it’s time to go, this time it’s for real.”
It was early February 1960; the 2nd of February rings a
bell. We set out from Baba Mara’s house. The wagon with
two horses harnessed to it was waiting at the main road
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leading to Lerin, loaded with people, luggage bags and the
obligatory Kooferh (chest for clothes) that nearly all migrants
used to carry their useful possessions when they were leaving
for Australia. Migrants stuffed the kooferh with everything
they could fit in it. Mum had stuffed several heavy duty
blankets made out of goat’s hair and she even managed to fit
some cooking pots into it as well. We had no idea what to
take with us. Who needs heavy duty blankets in a country
where rocks crack from the summer heat and the winters
were no colder than our springs as described by one of my
aunties in a letter she wrote back to us in Mala. We set out
for Lerin at about lunch time in order to get there before 3
pm, in time to board the steam train to Solun. It was the
same train that blew its whistle at 3 o’clock every day and
told us the time of the day as it set off for Solun. I so much
wanted to see that train at a close range and today was my
lucky day to have a close examination of it. I was thinking
about the steam train as the wagon made its way to Lerin,
but I was still observing the beautiful scenery from the back
of the horse drawn wagon. It was yet another clear day and
the ground was covered with a fresh blanket of snow.
Because I sat on the back of the wagon facing towards the
back I could see the tracks that were left on the road by the
wagon’s wheels. As I watched the pair of wheel tracks
unfolding like a ribbon as the wagon moved further away
from our village I knew that this was the last vision of our
beautiful valley and to make me feel worse it was during my
favourite season of the year. I was emotionally numb, and
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sad that we were leaving our beautiful land and happy that
we were going towards a better future; a sort of feeling that
stops short of producing tears in your eyes. Was this perhaps
the last goodbye? I thought to myself. I was kind of immune
and partly prepared for these types of sad moments by
having witnessed other people struggling with their emotions
during a separation from someone they love or from the land
they loved. Prior to Teta (aunty) Fania Kiantov, her daughter
Ristana and son Tanas’ departure for Australia they held a
farewell gathering in their modest and dilapidated house. I
remember this farewell party clearly because the gathered
relatives literally brought the house down. It was a small two
storey house made of mud bricks, the party was held on the
top floor where the adults were engaged in a sort of awkward
behaviour of not knowing what to say or what to do. There
were hugs, tears and at times there was laughter and good
wishes and some nervous singing. But when the dancing
started on that floor (which was constructed with logs and
rendered with mud) causing the mud floor to crack and rays
of light started to appear from the gaps between the floor
logs I knew then it was time to move away from there. The
crumbling of the mud floor and the appearance of the gaps in
the floor put a premature stop to the party; that is all I
remember of that day. I don’t even remember whether I
farewelled Ristana or Tanas that day even though they were
close to my age, such was our chaotic behaviour at that time.
We didn’t have a precedent for these events, we didn’t know
what to do. Another awkward scene that I witnessed was that
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of a couple apparently migrating to Australia, a man leading a
horse and a young lady riding the horse. They appeared to be
from Lagen judging by their clothes, and the fact that they
took a short cut and were travelling east of our village was
additional proof that they were from Lagen (Lagentsi
generally take this route). I saw them stationary under a large
walnut tree. I don’t think they saw me. There, the man was
making token motions of going back to Lagen and moments
later he was making token motions of going forwards towards
Lerin. He was tormenting himself with a regrettable and
irreversible decision that was made by them months or even
years earlier. I suspected that the young lady was his
daughter and that he decided she had a better future in
Australia. This was not an isolated case. Several families sent
their children to Australia so they could have a better future
there. By this time the man had finished the bottle of rakia
(probably the rakia we sold in Lagen) and then smashed the
empty bottle against a rock on the ground. The way he threw
the bottle against the rock showed the anger and frustration
he felt with being faced with such a sad and difficult decision.
I suspected that they repeated this act several times between
Lagen and Mala and that they would probably do it again
before they would reach Lerin. This was their form of the long
goodbye. Even though I was young I could read the body
language of those people and I felt their pain by just looking
at them. Fortunately for us we were not faced with such a
dilemma as that couple was because we were on our way to
Australia to be united with our father and the possibility of a
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brighter future there. The man with the horse was separating
himself from his daughter and he was destined to live in
Lagen as a heart‐broken man.
Watching the wagon wheels leave tracks on the snow‐
covered road and thinking about past events while my feet
were dangling from the back of the wagon was a good way to
distract myself from the thought of having to say goodbye to
our land and our people for the last time. No one was talking
on the way to Lerin and it was too early to start hugging and
sobbing, we had more than an hour to go before we reached
Lerin. Everyone was in a state of disbelief; it was like the calm
before a storm.
At last we reached the train station, a wide flat space
covered with snow. There was snow everywhere except on
the train engine. The big black train engine looked like a wild
beast ready to lock horns with another beast. It was ready for
the long journey to Solun, it was hot and hissing with a boiler
full of steam. I had the opportunity to walk up to the engine
and look at the parts that made it go. I could see three large
metal wheels on one side, all connected by a strong looking
machined steel rod that was attached to a cylinder; that is
where some steam was hissing from and warm water was
dripping on the snow below, drilling fine holes into the snow.
I wanted to see more, but I was pulled by my hand into the
train’s carriage. This is where the goodbyes started in
earnest, the awkward hugging and the obvious statements
that “we will miss you” and so on. Amongst the chaos and
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confusion I felt a deep sense of sadness in my body, but the
chaos inside the train went on, bags were arranged and
rearranged, people were checking and rechecking their
tickets and passports in order to calm their nerves.
Finally the well‐wishers left the train carriages, then a puff
of steam blew the train’s whistle at precisely 3 o clock, the
train started to move slowly along the curved track giving us
the final view of the good‐bye‐waving hands. From the
carriage window I could see all of our people on the platform
waving their hands, their arms were held vertically and their
hands held at right angles and were flapping like loose leaves
in the wind. It was a solemn action reminiscent of a funeral.
The slow motion of the train continued my agony as it moved
along the curved track affording me the last vision of our
people still on the platform and still waving their hands. Now
they had turned around like sun flowers following the sun,
except they were following the side of the train for that
unforgettable last look. At last the train gathered speed and
finally we were visibly, physically and emotionally separated
from family and friends. By now the passengers had calmed
down and there was a sense of relief as the train sped
towards Solun, the capital of Macedonia, still our land. There
was still enough daylight for me to observe the surrounding
area from the carriage’s window. From my Geography lessons
I knew we were approaching the river Axios and I was hoping
I could see it before the daylight faded. The train slowed
down as it approached the bridge over the river giving me
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ample time to see the huge river, full with freshly melted
snow water. Looking down at one of the bridge pylons I could
see the muddy water forming waves around the pylon as it
rushed past it. At another moment it looked like the water
was stationary and that the pylon was moving against the
water. I enjoyed making such observations. I kept on looking
at the river and the surrounding land until it was too dark to
see any more, now I leaned back from the darkened window
and caught a glimpse of my image in the window. For a
moment I didn’t recognise myself, my face was gawky, sad
and looked lifeless; I was mentally exhausted. It wasn’t long
before I fell asleep as the train continued its journey to Solun.
Could this have been my last goodbye?
Next morning I woke up in Solun; not impressed. This was
just another city, a bigger version of Lerin; much bigger than
Lerin in fact. Unlike Lerin though, Solun is built on the edge of
the Aegean Sea. As we walked to the railway station, this
time to take the train to Athens I saw for the first time the
Aegean Sea, literally at my feet. Surrounded by grey concrete
on three sides the Aegean Sea looked grey, intimidating and
sort of unnatural, but the size of it and the fact that I couldn’t
see its depth brought a cold fear into my body. Just then I
thought to myself “If I were to fall in that huge sea there
would be no way I could swim my way out of it.” That
realisation of drowning scared me as well as it made me feel
even colder inside. At this point of time my joy of looking at
and discovering new things was dulled by the fear of the
101

unknown, I didn’t even know where we were going; sure we
were going to Australia, but this is just a name. Nobody
bothered to find out and tell us anything about the social life
in Australia and the general conditions in Australia. The only
thing I knew about Australia was how to count to ten in
English (I learned that from my Dedo Petre). I also had a
cryptic picture in my mind of the physical land of Australia
from a plain map of Australia that I saw pasted on the Travel
Agent’s door, I say cryptic because the map had no detailed
information on it. The map was painted red and in the middle
of it there was a silhouette of a human figure standing on one
leg and holding a long stick in one hand.
The two‐carriage small train to Athens lacked the
grandeur, strength and the feel of security of the large steam
train that we travelled on to Solun, but it more than made up
by its speed and manoeuvrability. The landscape south of
Solun was rugged with lots of chasms and rocky outcrops. The
railway line was narrow and had lots of twists and turns as it
followed a path dictated by the landscape, there were
cuttings into the side of the hills and there were bridges over
deep gorges. The light train jolted from side to side, sped at
times and at other times it slowed down as it negotiated the
twisted rail line. Compared to the steam train, the light train
felt unsteady on its feet. This reminded me of our cat trying
to run with walnut shells stuck on its feet along the dry‐rock
wall surrounding our yard back in Mala (One day, just for fun
we glued half walnut shells on our cat’s feet with tar and
102

released it on the dry‐rock wall and watched it scramble its
way along the wall).
By now we were in Greece good and proper, Macedonia
was left behind.
Was this perhaps the last good bye?
There was nothing familiar around me anymore, but no,
wait, at a distance I caught a glimpse of a farmer tending to
his freshly ploughed field. This was a familiar sight to me and
it brought a warm feeling to my body.
”There are people just like us here,” I thought to myself.
The train scrambled along the twisted rail line like our cat
with walnut shoes on and eventually brought us to Athens in
one piece.
In Athens we had a full day and an evening to spend
without money; we were not on a tour of Athens, we were on
a mission to go to Australia. However we saw a small part of
Athens. What we saw near the hotel was nothing but
concrete jungle, a mismatch of buildings and busy roads with
cars and motorbikes all of which were tooting their horns. We
didn’t even see the sea even though Athens is located on the
Aegean Sea dotted with rocky islands. We stayed in a fancy
hotel that had a doorman at its entrance. It was here in this
hotel that Mum had her “15 minutes of fame”. There was a
monthly women’s magazine on the counter of the hotel’s
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foyer and on the front page of that monthly woman’s
magazine was a striking photo of Mum. It didn’t have her
name on it but the headline read something like: “A
traditional village outfit worn in Thessaloniki” (Solun If you
don’t mind). The photo must have been taken in Solun
without Mum’s permission; the magazine (Romanzo) was
printed and distributed by the time we got to Athens. Mum
showed no reaction to the photo, she missed the plot. It was
at that time that I realized how stressed and anxious Mum
was with the task of taking us and herself half way around the
world to reunite us with Dad after 8 years of absence.
I flicked through the magazine and found an article on
deep water diving with those pressure suits and brass
helmets and so on. I read the whole article; it went on to
describe how air was pumped into the diving suit from a
pump situated in a small boat on the surface of the sea, how
the brass helmet prevented the diver’s head from being
crushed by the water pressure; a fascinating article, it was my
kind of article, about technical stuff. This was the first printed
work I read apart from our first grade reader at the age of 12
years and I thoroughly enjoyed it.
Mum couldn’t keep us in that motel room all day so we
went outside and started to explore the nearby area. Steve,
Silvi, I and this other very quiet boy whose mum was on the
same mission as our Mum, (that is to take her only son to her
husband in Australia) came with us. Steve and I managed to
shoo Silvi back away from us, but that kid stayed with us and
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followed us at a constant distance as If he was attached to us
by a 5 metre rope.
We walked two or three blocks and crossed a few streets
whilst making mental marks at every turn and crossing so
that we wouldn’t get lost on the way back to the hotel. We
ended up in a museum where we saw lots of ancient artefacts
and marble busts and statues with broken or missing limbs.
The museum was modern and it was clean in stark contrast to
the other buildings around it, but I didn’t find it very
interesting. On the way back we retraced our path by noting
the mental marks that we made previously. So we and the
almost invisible kid still 5 metres behind us made it back to
the entrance of the hotel where Silvi was waiting for us (so
we thought).
Silvi later told us that she was too afraid to enter the hotel
with the doorman there, so she waited for us to return and
enter the hotel with us; so much for having a doorman at the
entrance to a hotel I thought to myself. On our arrival in the
hotel room the mother of that quiet boy hugged him as she
was so happy to see him back. She had thought she had lost
him. Later on Mum told us that the quiet boy’s mother was
petrified that she lost her only son and didn’t know how she
would face her husband without his son when she eventually
reached Australia. She was sobbing all the time that we were
at the museum until Mum asked her:
“When did you last see your boy?”
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“He was in the foyer with two boys and a girl,” she said.
Mum smiled and told her “Don’t worry they are my
children, they will be back.”
That is the sort of confidence that Mum and in fact Dedo
had in us which made us outgoing, confident and self‐reliant.
Maybe we were too confident and not at all out‐going and
possibly a little arrogant because we didn’t make friends with
that boy who followed us all the way to the museum and
back, we didn’t even ask him his name. I wonder what he
thought of us.
Piraeus was the next point of call. We went there by taxi
to board the ship and start the next leg of the trip, the big
and final leg that would take us away from Greece, away
from Macedonia and on to the new and unknown land called
Australia.
Whilst loading our baggage on to the ship named “Patris”
I thought what an amazing job Mum had done till now. For a
relatively young lady who had never been further than 20
kilometres from Mala to start from her parents’ place in Mala
with three young children in tow and end up hundreds of
kilometres away in Piraeus was just amazing. The whole trip
so far played‐out again, like a movie in my mind: the horse
drawn wagon ride to Lerin, the steam train journey to Solun,
the day in Solun, the dicey train ride to Athens, the taxi drive
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to Piraeus, and here we are about to board a diesel powered
ship headed for Australia.
Everything was organised by Mum and the travel agent in
Lerin and prepaid including hotels and meals by Dad from
Australia. We did not buy anything on the way because we
had no money on us. It cost Dad a small fortune to put us in a
below the water‐line cabin of the ship where 7 year old Silvi
slept in a baby’s cot. The overall fare was £525 which doesn’t
sound much today until you compare that to the price of the
workman’s cottage in Richmond for which Dad paid £300. If
this achievement is not impressive enough consider that Dad
did this on a low disability wage. Dad had survived the deadly
tuberculosis disease (T.B.) and could only do light duties as he
had only half a lung left after several lung operations.
Because we were devoid of any money, this is an
appropriate time and place for me to relate to you one of my
favourite parables that Dedo told me and I am sure a lot of
our people have heard before, and some people would have
found themselves in a similar situation. This relates to a
pechalets (someone striving to earn money away from home)
who couldn’t pay for his breakfast of toast and eggs. The
parable involves the wisest man in the Middle‐East, his name
was “Nastratin Hojar”. He was a mythical character who
could solve any problem posed to him. This particular
situation is based during 1920s when our people would go to
Australia (on pechaljka) to work hard, save and return with
enough money so that they could live well enough for the
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rest of their lives at home. Well, one such pechalnjik on his
way to Australia stopped in a café in Piraeus and ordered two
boiled eggs, toast and a cup of coffee. Not having any money
to pay for the meal he asked the café owner if he could pay
two years later on his way back to Macedonia.
“Sure,” said the cafe owner! “I will keep a record of the
bill.”
“Thank you very much and you have my word that I will
be back in two years time,” said the pechalnik.
True to his word the pechalnjik returned two years later
with lots of money and was eager to settle the bill until the
café owner presented him with an enormous bill. The cost of
two eggs, toast and coffee was so much that the pechalnjik
didn’t have enough money to pay it.
“Why are you charging me so much?” asked the puzzled
man.
“Well, two eggs would have hatched two chickens, the
chickens would have laid eggs which in turn they would have
grown into chickens and so on and in two years that amounts
to a lot of eggs,” explained the café owner.
“I can’t pay you,” said the pechalnik
“You gave me your word,” said the café owner.
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“I will take you to court if you don’t pay me,” said the café
owner.
The pechalnik had no choice but to engage Nastratin
Hojar as his lawyer. Nastratin Hojar agreed to represent him
at the court case and told the pechalnik to book a date and
time for the court hearing and to let him know the time and
date of the hearing. Well the date and time of the court case
arrived but not Nastratin Hojar, the judge waited for an extra
half hour and when he was about to dismiss the case
Nastratin Hojar barged into the court room huffing and
puffing and apologising for being late.
“I am sorry for being late Your Honour, at the last moment
I realised that it’s wheat sowing time and I had to boil the
seeds before I sowed them and that is way I am late.”
The judge, with an authoritative voice, said to Nastratin
Hojar “I am surprised that a man of your wisdom doesn’t
know that boiled wheat seeds do not grow into wheat” to
which Nastratin Hojar replied “It is true Your Honour as it is
also true that boiled eggs do not grow into chickens.”
Case dismissed! The pechalnik won the case, the judge
swallowed his pride and Nastartin Hojar restored his status as
the wisest man in the Middle East.
As we boarded the huge ship my fear of drowning on
route to Australia was alleviated when I saw the sheer bulk of
the ship, the solid construction of it and the array of life boats
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perched on specially constructed frames to hold them ready
for deployment in case of an emergency.
The ship left Piraeus in the evening and cruised all night
through the Mediterranean Sea. We missed out on seeing
any islands south of Piraeus and arrived at Port Said in the
morning. Nothing of great importance happened at Port Said.
There was a crowd of people of different shapes, sizes and
colours and robed in strange clothes selling or buying
souvenirs, but what I saw on the deck of the ship was both
interesting and disturbing. The ship’s crew had set up a
system of ropes and baskets for the passengers to purchase
things from the vendors below on the dock. The passengers
would put money in the baskets and they would lower the
baskets down to the vendors who exchanged the money for
goods. This was the interesting thing. The disturbing thing for
me was when I overheard two passengers standing on the
deck of the ship watching the whole process and one of the
passengers, a well‐dressed obese man, told the other one:
“Watch me make one of those monkeys dive in the water.”
The arrogant passenger threw a silver coin in the crystal clear
water below and he watched as I watched the coin plop in
the water. I could see the coin reflecting light back at us as it
flipped from side to side and as it sank slowly in the ocean.
When all of a sudden a scantly‐ dressed man dived into the
water like a frog, caught the coin, placed it between his teeth
and swam out exposing his ivory white teeth with pride and
with the coin clenched between his teeth. I was impressed by
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the diver’s athleticism, diving and swimming ability. And as I
looked across at the arrogant and obese person I thought to
myself who is the monkey now? The comment by the obese
white passenger about the black diver was a clear example of
discrimination due to colour alone.
The ship moved on and now was in the Suez Canal and
travelling slowly very close to the bank. Standing on the deck
on the right side of the ship I looked out at the new continent
that we were entering. All I could see was a vast and
featureless land as far as the eye could see. The soil was light
brown with patches and shades of brown again, there were
no trees or grass; nothing worthwhile seeing except for this
solitary blacker‐than‐black man (abreh kutrun – abreh kutrun
is a term that means extremely black in Macedonian) walking
along the ship at the same pace as the ship. The man was
going nowhere as far as I could tell and apparently he came
from nowhere for I could not see any buildings in that area;
this was indeed a different place with different people living
here.
The featureless land was diminishing with time and was
being replaced by a vast volume of water; soon enough I
could see nothing but water all around the ship. The Patris
with its little more than 1,000 passengers had entered the
great ocean and was determined to take us to Australia
without any more stops. The next port of call would be
Fremantle near Perth in Australia. We had about three weeks
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of looking at nothing but water as the ship’s Captain
navigated the vast ocean.
The ocean was not as featureless as it seemed at first
sight. Throughout the three weeks the ocean displayed all of
its colours, from light blue with brush‐strokes of inky‐blue to
light green, but most of the time it was grey with every shade
of grey there is. If the colour display was not enough to keep
us entertained the great ocean changed its mood every now
and then.
For most of the days though the ocean water was glassy‐
smooth and was reflecting a silver grey colour which matched
the grey overcast sky. The sky and the ocean met at the
distant horizon like an asymptote along the “x” axis on a
Cartesian plane where one couldn’t tell where the ocean
ended and the sky began. One particular day the sky cleared
and allowed the overhead sun to burn holes in our heads
with its piercing rays; around about this time the Captain of
the ship announced that we were about to cross the Equator
and I was looking forward to this. I thought something
unusual would occur at the Equator, but I didn’t know what
to expect. I didn’t expect to see Poseidon the mythological
god of the oceans to appear, but I thought there would be
some physical change to the waters of the ocean.
Nothing happened again. It was yet another day of
looking at the still ocean water, except this time, at a
distance, I saw what other kids in our group thought were
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flying fish. The so called flying fish were very interesting to
observe; they would shoot out of the water like spears with
their horizontal fins stretched out on either side of their body
and glide through the air until they dived into the ocean
again. They repeated this action several times and as they did
they easily out‐paced the ship. It became obvious to me that
gliding through the air was easier for the fish to travel than
for them to swim through the water. I wanted to know how
fast the gliding/flying fish were moving. It was difficult to
judge their speed by looking at the water without there being
any reference points to judge their speed with, so I walked to
the side of the ship, leaned over the rail and looked vertically
down the side of the ship where the ship was passing through
the still water. I estimated that the ship was travelling at the
pace of an empty horse‐drawn wagon, so the gliding fish
would have been moving at a much faster pace than an
empty horse‐drawn wagon. I was pleased that I was able to
estimate the speed of the gliding fish. My estimate of their
speed through the air was about 40‐50 km per hour. Pleased
with my estimation of the gliding fish’s speed I stood there
leaning over the ship’s rail and looking at the ruffled water
when all of a sudden an overwhelming fear ran through my
body. Whilst looking vertically down along the side of the tall
ship I realised that I had a fear of heights or possibly I
developed the fear of heights then. I still have vertigo now,
but it is not your standard vertigo; my fear is a fear of falling
off from heights and injuring myself or a worse fate than that.
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From that day on I did not look vertically down along the side
of the ship.
After we crossed the Equator according to the
announcement by the ship’s Captain (for there was no
obvious signs of us doing so), the ocean changed its mood
and became angry as if to say “You have no right to enter into
the southern hemisphere without my permission.” Then the
ocean in front of the ship morphed into a mountain made out
of sea water, huge mounds of water rolled and rocked the
ship; sometimes the crest of the wave would break over the
ship’s bow and the wind would wash the spray all the way
down the ship’s deck.
Steve and I were out on the deck watching the ship as it
stood up to the ocean’s fury, the ship pitched up and down, it
rolled from side to side, but it never veered from its forward
direction. From our position on the deck the pointy end of
the ship resembled an axe chopping its way through the
ocean. When coincidently the front end of the ship dipped
downwards and a huge wave was crashing against the ship a
huge volume of water would run along the deck all the way
down to the ship’s stern. We were not scared as we had faith
in the ship’s ability to take the punishment that the ocean
was dishing out. Looking at the back full‐width deck of the
ship we saw two deck chairs sliding across the full width of
the ship. Without any hesitation we quickly walked to the
back of the ship, sat on the chairs and rode those chairs
across the wet and slippery boards of the rear deck. During
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one long slide the chair with me on it slid all the way to the
opposite side of the ship and thumped to a stop at the side
rail. At that time the fear of falling overboard, of being
dragged to the back of the ship and being chopped to pieces
by the propellers flashed through me and made me get off
the chair and walk gingerly like a zombie back inside the ship.
Mum meanwhile who must have been looking for us met
us in the main corridor, took us to the communal bath room
and told us to have a bath (one person at a time). This was
my first full body bath in a full‐sized bath tub in 12 years. The
bath and my dressing in fresh dry clothes were well timed
because straight after that it was time for the evening meal;
not our normal every day meal of pasta, this was special. Two
waiters dressed in black and white outfits walked into the
dining room, parading a large roast pig on a large platter held
over their heads. The roast pig had a cooked apple in its
mouth. The whole setting was impressive; the dining tables
where covered with white table cloths and each table had a
vase with flowers in it. After the main course of roast pork,
dessert was served and then followed by fresh fruit. During
the serving of the dessert and fresh fruit the crew provided
same light entertainment to celebrate the crossing of the
Equator.
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Nothing of great interest happened after crossing the
Equator. The ocean decided to have a rest; our group of boys
including the almost invisible boy that we saw in Athens

Vuiko Stoyan: Posing with his dirt‐racing motor bike in
Manjimup. Later on he gave up motor bike racing after one
of his friends was killed during a race.
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walked around the ship on a daily basis until the mighty Patris
reached Fremantle, Perth, Australia ( Avstraleer, as
pronounced by us).
The ship docked late in the afternoon in early March at
Fremantle port where Vuiko Stoyan was waiting at the end of
the gangway and who didn’t give us a chance to
metaphorically step on Australian soil as he dragged us
towards his car. I found myself seated in the middle of the
front bench seat of his car between Vuiko and Mum. There
was a lot of talking and physical manipulation of the car via
some pedals on the floor of the car, the steering wheel and a
lever poking at right angles near the steering column.
Eventually Vuiko Stoyan set the car in motion along a wide
road with amber coloured overhead lights and headed
towards Manjimup where he had settled and was on his way
to establishing a life for himself. I watched the road as it
appeared to be swallowed by the car. I watched the overhead
lights reflecting from the shiny bonnet of the car. I also
examined the interior of the car especially the steering wheel
which had a shiny ring within the steering wheel and the
steering wheel boss. The steering wheel boss was capped
with an elaborate red coloured emblem which depicted a lion
and a ball; the lion had its paw on the ball. During a rare lull in
discussions between Mum and Vuiko I managed to ask my
uncle about the lever that was jutting out at right angles from
under the steering wheel. He said “It’s for changing gears.” I
gave myself yet another piece of home work; now I had to
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find out about gears. The overnight stay at Manjimup and the
drive back to Fremantle were a blur for me, too many things
to take in. But I managed to establish that Vuiko Stoyan’s car
was the same model as the taxi that brought Baba back from
Solun and the same one that was instrumental in me cracking
my skull. The car by the way was a late model Holden F.C.
The last leg of the long journey was from Fremantle
Western Australia to Port Melbourne, Victoria. It took us
three days to reach Port Melbourne, coincidentally late in the
afternoon again. The Fremantle disembarking was re‐enacted
again at Port Melbourne with minor changes. This time it was
my Dad and Uncle Vasil who were waiting at the gangway.
Dad and Uncle Vasil didn’t rush us to the waiting car; we
stood there on the ground looking at one another. It had
taken a lot of nervous tension and time to establish who was
who because it was only Mum who recognised Dad. I was
four years old when Dad left for Australia, Steve was two
years old and Silvi was not yet born. We had to reconnect
with Dad again (it’s not like in the movies).
There were a lot of people disembarking from the ship
and they all had to walk through the gates which slowed us
down and gave us plenty of time to take things in. Then, once
past the gates, Uncle Vasil hurried us to his car which wasn’t
a car; it was an old van with barn style doors at the back. Vasil
opened the barn doors of the van and threw us (the kids) in
like three bags of concrete. The doors wouldn’t meet and
close fully so Vasil wound a piece of rope around the door
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handles which left a gap for us to look through. Dad and Mum
sat in the front bench seat with Vasil driving the van.

Dad at an annual village picnic somewhere in outer Melbourne.

It was still light outside as the van started its drive
towards 41 Kent Street Richmond, our new home. We were
fortunate that the barn doors couldn’t close fully and left a
slight gap for us to peek through and get a glimpse of
Melbourne’s suburbs. But the van’s suspension did not help;
the van just jumped around at even the smallest bumps on
the road. We were bouncing on the van’s hard wooden floor
like loose potatoes whilst trying to see our new country
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through the slit between the barn doors that was changing
with every bounce of the van. Any vision we saw was like
what you would see through stripped 8 millimetre movie
strip.
41 Kent Street Richmond was our new home now; a two
bedroom working man’s cottage set on a plot of land
measuring 5 metres by 20 metres, no bigger than our hay
shed back in Macedonia. We came from the other side of the
world where we had several acres of land to farm on and
huge expanses of crown land including snow capped
mountains to graze our animals on, to a small house
surrounded by equally small houses with a tiny back yard
which at least had a proper outdoor toilet. The toilet could be
flushed at least and it didn’t smell and the house had running
water, electricity and a fridge. Above all the house was in
Australia, a free country for us and a country with lots of
opportunities for hard working people. There were some
advantages to living here, but I still prefered to be in Mala at
that moment, living on our land.
After a meal of lots of meat and Lloyds lemonade to make
up for all the times that we were starving in Macedonia
(specially the year when a swarm of locust came along and
wiped clean one of our wheat fields), Dad led us to one of the
tiny bedrooms of that tiny house which just accommodated
two single beds, one for me and Steve and the other one for
Silvi. Dad must have seen the fear on my face and said “If you
are scared to sleep here I will leave the light on all night.” I
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and probably Steve and Silvi weren’t scared of the dark; I was
scared that we might run out of oxygen in that tiny room. We
slept well actually and now we were eager to explore our
immediate surroundings.
After breakfast I flung the front door open and within the
first step I was up against the front picket fence which itself
was on the footpath. Directly opposite our house, sitting in a
cane chair on the footpath in front of her house with her
arms crossed in a defiant manner was Mrs Burns (as I found
out later). Visions of the coiled snake started to appear, but
Dad did his homework and warned us about Mrs Burns. He
said “She might ask you your religion; just say “Christian” to
her.” Mrs Burns motioned us to go to her, she said something
we didn’t understand, I said “Christian”, the tension faded
and we were released from her grip. She could have asked my
name or she could have asked my religion, the word
“Christian” answered both questions. Dad also prepared us
for other eventualities. He pinned a note on our lapels with
the address on it in case we got lost. The other eventuality
required a bit of thought on his behalf and for me to
memorize a phrase. Dad told me if someone knocks on the
front door, tell him you don’t speak English. For me to
remember the phrase “I don’t speak English”, Dad said
remember the Greek phrase “Then ehomeeh spiti stin Unglia”
(in Greek this means we don't have a house in England) and
utter the three words “no spiti English”. Luckily nobody
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knocked on the front door that day to find out that we didn’t
have a house in England.
Now we were ready and prepared to start a new
adventure and a new life in a new country. But it was more
than a new country to me; it appeared that I was in a parallel
universe.
This is another story perhaps to be told in the future.
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THE ICING ON THE CAKE
At the start of my essay on my childhood memories I said
that I will only talk about memories of events and of people
that I encounterd in Mala, Macedonia; events that shaped my
character and personality. Well, something happenned to me
in Australia that added an extra dimension to my character
and personality. It kind of enriched my life experiences and it
made me to look at things from a different point of view, and
I would like to tell you about it now.
This additional personal development was brought about
by an amazing teenager who befriended me for no apparent
reason and helped me to transition into the Australian way of
life. His name was Ray Noble as I found out later, much later
because Ray wasn’t much of a talker and didn’t even tell me
his name at the first meeting with him. I knew Ray Noble for
about one year and socialized with him at school during that
time, but I remember three distinctive and memorable
occasions with him that made a beneficial change to my life.
Then as he had suddenly appeared in my life he quietly and
unexpectetly left the school and disappeared, but his legacy
lives on. The three memorable occasions with Ray are
detailed below.
I first met Ray when I was about three years into Australia
and I was in Form 2 (Year 8) at Richmond Technical School. It
happened when I was walking around the perimeter of the
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oval in what is now Citizen’s Park in Richmond on my way to
school as I did every other school day.
When I reached the goal‐post end of the oval where it
meets Gleadell St and where there is a retaining wall made
out of bluestone blocks and no fence (a retaining wall that
can easily be jumped down on to Gleadell St) I felt something
on my left hand side. It felt like a force field. I turned around
and there next to me I saw a boy; at first I thought I saw
myself. He looked like me except he had blonde hair and blue
eyes, he was out of school uniform and dressed sharply, he
wore corduroy trousers, a black and white striped shirt, nice
desert boots with saw‐tooth soles and an American style
jacket with a large number embroidered on it. His hair was
styled like that of an American G.I. which made him look
“cool”, in fact he looked as “cool” as Steve McQueen, the
popular movie star at that time. I instantly liked him and
secretly I wanted to be like him. At the point where the oval
is closest to Gleadell St Ray spoke to me and said “Let’s go
and see a movie.”
In less than a microsecond we jumped onto Gleadell St,
walked the short distance to Bridge Rd, boarded a tram and
we were on our way to the city to see a movie. As it was too
early for the start of the movie we made our way to the
Melbourne museum in Swanston St and entered through the
Russell St entrance. We ignored the main display of Ancient
Egyptian artefacts, mummies and other morbid looking things
and walked into the general display area of the museum. I
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was attracted by the sound of machinery coming from a
display of mechanical devices; I was in heaven for a moment.
Ray on the other hand was drawn to a historical display
nearby and was in his heaven. There I saw him standing still
with his head bowed as if he was paying reverence to a god. I
walked to the historical display, stood next to Ray and tried to
make sense of the display. There was what appeared to be
handmade steel armour, its helmet had a thin slot where the
wearer’s eyes would be and the front of the armour had
dents that could have been made by bullets fired at the
armour. The rest of the display was comprised of old
photographs depicting bearded men with guns in their hands,
several policemen, a train and some farm buildings.
Ray eventually spoke without wasting too much energy on
sound; in a quiet voice he said “He is our national hero.” I
then quickly summoned some prominent facts about our
hero “Alexander the Great”; on how he conquered the known
world, pacified feuding nations, united the Greek city states
into one country “Hellas” and gave the world the biggest
library in Egypt. Armed with sufficient information to
compare our hero with his hero I asked Ray “What did your
hero do?” Ray said “He killed three policemen.” Don’t ask
anymore questions Manoli, I thought to myself, find out more
about this Ned Kelly character; Ray gave me another set of
homework.
By now it was time for the movie; we made it to the
cinema just in time to watch the “The Great Escape”. The
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movie was great. We watched the entire movie without
talking once (that’s easy with Ray). The movie was based on
the real life of prisoners of war escaping from a German
concentration camp during World War 2.
I enjoyed the technical aspect of the movie; all the events
and action seemed plausible. Ray must have been impressed
by the leading actor Steve McQueen who resembled him in
his physique and personality.
I especially liked the scene where Steve McQueen was
captured after yet another escape attempt and was placed in
solitary confinement. In solitary confinement McQueen was
sitting on the floor bouncing a baseball when a guard asked
him “You look too smart to be here, what did you do before
the war?” McQueen replied “I was a chemical engineer.” I
wonder if that was a subliminal message for me to study
Chemical Engineering sometime in the future, I thought to
myself.
After the movie we went all the way home without talking
about it; there was no need to say anything, we absorbed it
all. Ray never talked about football or cricket or cars which is
puzzling because the next memorable outing with him was
about cars.
I found myself walking along Highett St, Richmond
towards Burnley St, Burnley with Ray on my left hand side
again. This time it was a Saturday morning. As we approached
the “T” intersection of Highett St and Burnley St Ray said “I
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will take you to my Uncle’s car showroom.” Diagonally
opposite the “T” intersection was a bright new building with a
sign that read “Dutton’s Cars” over its front door. We walked
in and we were confronted with an amazing looking car
displayed in the middle of the showroom. The car was off‐
white in colour, it was small, it had only two doors and
minimal chrome work on it; it looked like it was shaped by
the wind. Then we walked behind the car and I noticed the
back of the car was sloping like the tail of a dove in flight. I
was awestruck by the design and execution of that car. Ray
then pointed to the vents at the rear of the car and stated
that the car had an air‐cooled engine and that this particular
car was the best car in the world at that time. I didn’t doubt
Ray for a moment. I wanted to know the make of the car, but
I couldn’t see a name or badges that would identify the make
of the car; even if I did I wouldn’t be able to pronounce it or
remember it. I was given yet another set of homework which
this time I liked to do. The next time when I was in the
newsagency for which I delivered newspapers in the morning
I flicked through several car magazines until I found an article
on that particular car.
The car was a Porsche 356 and the designer and founder
of the Porsche motor car company was Dr Ferdinand Porsche.
From that moment on I became an instant Porsche‐car fan
and Ferdinand is now my favourite automotive engineer,
especially because he was a practical hands‐on type of an
engineer, he had no formal qualifications, he had an intuitive
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knowledge of engineering. Dr Ferdinand Porsche was
awarded two Doctorates and one Professorship from various
Universities in Europe in recognition for his brilliant work in
automotive engineering; recently Dr Porsche has been voted
as the greatest automotive engineer of the 20th century. I
researched and read many articles on Porsche cars and found
that Ferdinand was the designer of the Volkswagen Beetle,
the Volkswagen was the mother of the Porsche car; as a
result of this new found knowledge I bought a Volkswagen
Beetle as my first car. I now wanted to be an automotive
engineer, a car designer, a race car driver or all three.
The last occasion with Ray was different again, this time I
found myself on a tram with Ray seated on my left and
heading along Church St, Richmond towards St Kilda. It was a
Wednesday afternoon and we were going to St Moritz in St
Kilda for the first time to participate in ice skating as a school
sport. Whilst in the tram Ray finally revealed something
about himself, he told me that he played ice hockey for the
under 16s Victorian ice hockey team and that he will teach
me how to skate on ice. I was amazed to hear that and I was
looking forward to a skating lesson from a competent ice
skater. At the rink Ray helped me to put my skates on and he
tied the laces making sure that they were as tight as possible,
“The skates must fit tightly and must not wobble at all,” said
Ray as he stopped the blood circulation in my feet. Memories
of Dedo Pavle appeared, because it was here in this very ice
skating rink that he worked during 1920. I remember him
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telling me that people in Australia were very honest, because
it was here that he left his lunch on the bench one day and
when he come back the next day the lunch was still there,
untouched (“This wouldn’t happen in Macedonia,” he said).
At the ice skating rink Ray took me by my hand and led
me to the middle of the frozen floor; he left me standing
there in the middle of the oval rink and then with one mighty
swish from his ice skates he was gone whilst he shouted at
me “Now get out of there, by yourself”. As soon as I moved I
fell on the floor, I tried to get up again, but my feet went in
different directions and I was on the floor again. Now I
realised how our cat must have felt with its half walnut shells
on its feet. If the cat can scramble along a dry stone wall back
in Mala with those unnatural things on its feet, I too can skate
on the slippery ice with these unnatural things on my feet.
With a lot of perseverance I made it to the edge of the ice
skating rink and continued to skate around the perimeter by
holding on to the iron fence around the rink until it was time
to go home. Somehow I ended up with a pair of skates and
continued to skate as a school sport until the end of year 11. I
used to hang my skates from the rafters in Dad’s shed so that
the sharp blades would not touch anything that might
corrode them as instructed by Ray. I think it was Ray who
donated those skates to me; because I didn’t have any spare
money to pay for them then and that’s because I was saving
to buy a push bike.
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As I mentioned previously, Ray suddenly left the school at
the end of Form 2. I don’t know why and he didn’t tell me of
course, but he left a legacy. His influence on me led me to
pursue individual sports and interests such as surfing, cycling,
snow skiing, sailing, long distance running and of course a
strong interest in cars without me feeling that I had to
conform with the herd mentality of my contemporaries; Ray
put the icing on my cake.
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THE LAST GOODBYE
Now is the time to reveal and point out the last goodbye.
We are almost at the opposite place on Earth from Mala in
Macedonia and it has been two years since we left
Macedonia, surely this is the last good bye. But no, it’s not as
easy to say goodbye for the last time and therefore forever as
one might imagine. For many months after our arrival to
Australia when I lay down to sleep, my eyes welled up with
tears and my brain would split in two. The right side of my
brain would show me visions of green meadows with crystal
clear water running through them, with white sheep grazing
and happily bleating, strawberry fields with ripe strawberries
sunbaking in the warm sun, watermelons ready for picking
and birds tweeting away. The left side of my brain would
show me the grey concrete hell of Richmond, dotted with
smelly factories, its streets greasy with oil from broken down
cars and then I questioned myself “Why did we come here?”
The answer my friend is simple. It was because we had no
choice. Greece didn’t want us, and Richmond along with
Fitzroy and Collingwood was all we could afford. We stayed in
41 Kent St, Richmond for three years before shifting to a
larger house, unfortunately still in Richmond (Dad was fond
of Richmond, had made friends there and of course he
couldn’t afford to move to a better suburb). There we
consoled ourselves by visiting relatives, friends and other
migrants including Greeks who lived nearby (because we
could speak Greek as well as Macedonian; we liked Greeks,
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it’s the political system that we didn’t like). We were stoic
and resilient; we also developed a sense of humour to deal
with the local population who wouldn’t look at us in the eye
when at rare occasions our paths would cross and then they
would spurt out the words “bloody wogs” under their breath.
It was a far cry from the greetings I remember in our village: a
greeting of “(Dobro ootro” (good morning) would be
answered with: “Dae bog dobro” (may god give you
goodness).
Strangely we didn’t encounter too many local Aussies
during the day. We saw a lot of them around 6 o’clock in the
afternoon when the pubs closed their doors and inebriated
men would spill out and try to walk to their homes on rubber
legs; they would wobble and twist their way home taking up
the footpath and the road, the women on the other hand
would peek between the curtains of their house windows to
have a look at us, the foreigners.
I amused myself by observing one regular pub patron
who walked home every Thursday (pay day) past our house
on his way to his home from the pub. I have mentioned
several times that I enjoy observing, observing anything
especially this particular man. He too had rubber legs like
most of the 6 o’clock pub refugees, but this man carried a
carton of a dozen full‐size bottles of beer on his left shoulder
every Thursday. I the observer, concentrated on the carton of
beer bottles, he held it firmly with his left hand, and his right
hand was free for balancing as he tried to climb from the road
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on to the footpath with his rubber legs that were bending at a
dozen places, his right hand operated like a boat rudder to
help him to keep the beer carton horizontal; he had to take
the carton home intact at all cost. He must have worked as a
circus clown during the day. I lined up with my eyes the top of
the beer carton with the tops of the verandas of the nearby
houses and I can attest that the carton of beer bottles did not
deviate from the horizontal plane by more than a single
degree. If there was an Olympic event for balancing a carton
of beer bottles and stepping on the footpath whilst drunk,
that man would have won a gold medal.
A funnier event was described to me by my cousin Tanas.
He told me that his mum and dad, Fania and Vasil, were
walking along Coppin St, Richmond a little after the 6 o’clock
swill when Fania saw a drunk man for the first time coming
from a nearby pub (Richmond had pubs at every corner then)
wobbling and stumbling from one side of the road to the
other side of the road and heading towards them. Fania
thought that the man was sick or in trouble and told Vasil
that they should try to help him; quick witted Vasil told her
“Don’t worry, he works for the Richmond city council and he
is now measuring the road.”
I am afraid there is no last good bye, because there
isn’t a lot of Macedonia left back in North West Greece to say
good bye to. The Macedonia that is there has been eroded by
the passing of time, there are few embers left there which
the Greek government is still trying to extinguish. I have
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taken my Macedonia (the 5km x 7km x 1,000m volume and
the 8 year time frame) and brought it to Melbourne with me.
Now with the passing of time about 60 years later, in my
comfortable home with electricity, running hot and cold
water and two internal toilets that don’t smell I can open my
mind and revisit those green fields again, listen to the sheep
bleating, smell the ripe fruit and I can even hear my friend’s
voices at the blink of an eye.
Every Macedonian migrant has brought his piece of
Macedonia with them to Australia; I have seen it during visits
to Macedonian homes in Melbourne whether they are in
Reservoir, Preston, Lalor, Epping or even Doncaster. As you
walk in to the lounge room of a Macedonian’s home you will
see a print of Alexander the Great on the wall, or a map of
Macedonia (drawn before 1912), if you go into the kitchen
you will surely see a jazve (small coffee pot for brewing
Turkish style coffee), you might see pleated garlic heads
hanging near the range‐hood. Venture out into the back yard
and you can see red peppers strung on a string like a necklace
drying in the afternoon sun and if it’s not winter you will see
the ubiquitous bashcha (vegie garden) where those hanging
peppers came from, together with tomatoes. If the tomatoes
are red and the peppers are big enough you will go home
with a shopping bag full of fresh tomatoes and peppers.
If your visit was just before lunchtime or dinner time you
will be invited to a meal. There you will be offered rakia, then
you will be treated to cora (pastry), roasted peppers and so
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on and finally you will taste the Turkish style coffee with a
lockoom (Turkish delight). You not only visited Macedonia,
but you went back in time; in the 1950s. There is no goodbye!

Me and that pretty girl from Bouf, Preston.

135

IT HAS TO BE CHEMICAL ENGINEERING
At the conclusion of the last chapter I realised that the
reader has the right to expect a narrative of my academic
path “from a Shepherd to a Chemical Engineer” as the title of
this book indicates. Initially I wanted to restrict this book to
the period of time that I was in Macedonia, but because my
early observations and experiences of nature in Macedonia
were instrumental in me obtaining my qualifications and
work experiences in Australia they need to be included in this
book. Although earlier in the book I have briefly stated that I
graduated as a Chemical Engineer and worked at the Defence
Standards Laboratories developing and testing military
weapons, I feel this brief explanation is insufficient to justify
the importance my interest in science and engineering played
in my life. That is why I have included this chapter.
Right from the outset I can tell you that I didn’t have a
preconceived plan to study engineering let alone chemical
engineering; my professional career unfolded alongside my
social life and followed a path that was dictated by
circumstances and choices that were made by me as I was
confronted by the constantly appearing forks in the path of
my career, and in my social life.
Coming to Australia opened up a smorgasbord of social,
academic and employment choices which I relished as I
navigated my way through the field of learning with its many
fascinating possibilities. Those unexpected but fascinating
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possibilities took me along the scenic road to chemical
engineering and then on to teaching; on the way to
engineering I was presented with the possibility of becoming
a car designer as well (more about this later). Read on and
follow the narrative, it might take you a bit of time but it will
eventually take you there via the scenic road.
Starting from my village Mala and at the time when I was
in grade 5 or 6 I heard that there were schools named
“Polytechnics”. These educational facilities embodied
everything that I was interested in, the name alone suggested
that this is where one would study what is the equivalent of
today’s “rocket science”; by the way the phrase rocket
science was not coined at that time, at least I had not heard
of it. At precisely the time that I was in grade 6 my cousin
Leta enrolled into the high school in Lerin. During the times
that she came back to the village to see her family she talked
enthusiastically about atoms, beakers, measuring cylinders
and all that science stuff; she made me green with envy.
That’s it, I thought to myself, I will study science and technical
stuff at a Polytechnic; that was my initial dream; I was going
to be a technologist no matter what.
My observations of nature and my inquisitive mind about
anything technical and my attempts to work out how things
worked prepared me well for a course in science‐engineering
which would be studied hopefully at a Polytechnic. But my
actual and real passion though was for me to be involved
with the design, construction and the driving of racing cars at
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a level above that of an ordinary motor mechanic; I kept this
passion to myself because I thought that in my situation that
goal was unachievable.
In Australia, it was by kismet that dad sent me
unintentionally to the wrong school, sort of. He sent me to
the nearest technical school instead of sending me to Kew
High School where cousin Arthur went and studied
humanities type of subjects; fortunately for me the school
that dad send me to was the best school for me because it
offered the subjects that I wanted to study, which were
applied science and technical‐type subjects. I can proudly say
that Richmond Tech was the most suitable school for me, it
was a mini‐polytechnic. The teachers and the principal made
Richmond Tech a great school. The principal was a diplomat
and a humanitarian who often invited at various times a
socially prominent guest to the school, the likes of Lindsey
Thomson, the education minister at that time; the famous Sir
Doug Nicholls, the first Aboriginal AFL player and an
ambassador for the Aboriginal community; Percy Cerutty, the
Australian Olympic athletics coach; he also invited the
ambassador for Sri Lanka. These guests addressed the whole
school during extended assemblies for the social and
educational benefit of the students. At a different occasion I
remember myself together with my contemporary prefects
and the principal of the school, Mr Allen, dining out in an
international hotel in Little Flinders St Melbourne as guests of
an international delegation who were involved with the
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Marshal Plan for Sri Lanka. One does not get this type of
social exposure even at an elite private school.
The maths and science teachers, all of whom were fully
qualified engineers with several years of practical experience,
complemented the principal’s enthusiasm and leadership
with their knowledge, with their practical experience and
their enthusiasm for teaching in their specialist fields. I loved
how they emphasized theory with practical and their own
personal examples. The trade teachers on the other hand
taught us how to make actual and useful things whether they
were coffee tables, watering cans or car‐garage tools (they
were proper full size useable items). All teachers including
the physical education teacher managed to push the students
to their limit, literally; for example when it came to
swimming, I for one thought that I could swim because of my
occasional short swims in the river in our village which at no
time during the summer was deeper than waist high. But, one
day during year 10 our P.E. teacher realised that I and four
other newly arrived (to Australia) students were afraid to
venture into the deep end of the council’s swimming pool.
That day the P.E. teacher decided to teach us how to swim.
He lined us up at the edge of the deep end of the pool with
our backs to the water, asked us to stand on our toes and not
to move until further instructions; the next instruction was a
sudden push on our chests which had us all in the deep end
of the pool. I don’t know about the other four students but I
learned how to swim that day; his tactic was similar to Ray
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Noble’s method of teaching me how to ice skate. By the end
of the year I went through a whole series of swimming
certificates ending with the coveted lifesaving certificate; this
swimming ability gave me the courage to try surfing later on
which I didn’t pursue any further due to yet another fork in
my social life, but still I am so grateful to that teacher for
teaching me to swim properly. Today that teacher would lose
his job and face physical abuse charges if he used that
teaching method. It’s amazing how once acceptable
behavioural methods and social attitudes have changed since
then.
During year 11 (the final year of the Tech School) I studied
Pure and Applied Maths, Physics, Chemistry, Technical
Drawing, Fitting and Machining, Sport and English. English for
me was a bug bear; I failed English with a mark of 47 out of
100 (that’s how accurately they assessed us then). Because
my excellent test result at the end of year 11 (except for
English) placed me in the top 1 per cent of the year 11
students in Victoria and the fact that I was the dux of the
school and I was awarded a generous scholarship, the English
teacher relented and raised my English result to 50 per cent
which gave me a pass in English and allowed me to enrol in
any tertiary institution.
Don’t think for a moment that I thought my English
teacher was incompetent or that he was reluctant to help
me; on the contrary he was a brilliant teacher as well as a
stage actor, he introduced me to poetry which I enjoyed.
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Public speaking was another area in which he encouraged us.
His enthusiasm for all forms of communication in the English
language had us involved in a rendition of Shakespeare’s play
of Romeo and Juliet. To bring realism to the play he had
invited two members from his theatre group to teach us how
to use swords during the sword fighting scene in the play (I
played the part of Paris).
I blame the set of circumstances that I found myself in for
my difficulties with the English language. Remember I and my
brother Steve were thrust into a secondary school English
class with zero prior exposure to the English language, to the
Australian way of life, to the local sense of humour, to the
Australian vernacular which includes colloquialisms, idioms,
acronyms and clichés; we lacked the linguistic and cultural
skills to communicate effectively. We had not read any
children’s books at home or at the primary school because we
completed our primary school education in the Greek
language; the only thing we had was a thick Macedonian‐
Greek accent which was an additional hindrance to our
academic progress.
During written assignments I would mentally formulise
the work in the Greek language and then translate it into
English; the result was gibberish, because in the Greek
language the sentences are written in the reverse order to
the English sentences. In the Greek language the subject of
the sentence comes first then it is followed by the adjectives
or verbs. It had taken me a long time to realise this and the
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English teachers were oblivious to this abnormality
(remember this was the period in time when Britain ruled the
world and therefore everyone in the world was expected to
speak English). This explains why the students with an Italian
background didn’t suffer the same language problem as us,
because the Roman language shares the same grammar as
the English language.

The form 5 prefects of Richmond Technical school: I am at the
right end of the front row; the student standing directly behind
me is Jeff Fergusson (he gave me a surf‐board because I drove him
to a surf beach, somewhere past Geelong one day).

I enrolled in Swinburne College of Technology as it was
known then in what they called a Tertiary Oriented Program
(equivalent to year 12 of a high school). I chose Swinburne
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because it was a “polytechnic” and it was close to where I
lived.
At the enrolment office at Swinburne, my classmate, Sam
(who wanted to study electronics) and I showed our
weakness in the English language when we had to write down
the word “engineering” on the application form. Sam looked
at me and asked me “How do you spell engineering?“ I said “I
don’t know.” The lady behind the counter said “You are
enrolling in an engineering course and you don’t know how to
spell engineering.” I said to her “We are here to do
engineering, not to spell it.”
Sam and I completed the tertiary oriented program with
passes in all subjects except English, and fortunately we were
allowed to begin the diploma course and have another
attempt at passing the year 12 level English the following
year. Sam enrolled in a course of electronics. I meanwhile
decided to enrol in a course of industrial chemistry (because I
got 100 out of 100 for chemistry), but because the industrial
chemistry course was full due to its popularity the head of the
chemistry department interviewed me and asked me if I
wanted to study anything else. It was then that I told him that
I really wanted to be an automotive engineer, and I told him
that there wasn’t a specific automotive course available
anywhere. The head of the chemistry department explained
to me that the chemical engineering course covers subjects
that relate to the workings of cars with topics such as:
aerodynamics, thermodynamics, forces, composite materials
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(plastics) and so on. He said “Chemical engineering is the
closest course to automotive engineering.” I replied with the
phrase: “Then it has to be chemical engineering.” I completed
the course in three years and just scraped through English
with a result of 52 out of 100. I was awarded a diploma in
chemical engineering from the Swinburne College of
Technology (I love that word “technology”). In a previous
chapter I stated that I had a degree in chemical engineering
and it’s true, but wait, the explanation for this comes later.
Unfortunately for Sam and for my brother Steve (who
enrolled in a course of production engineering a year later)
they were not able to pass English and subsequently qualified
and worked as draftsmen in their respective fields. Steve
worked at the ammunition factory (next to Defence
Standards Laboratories or DSL) and Sam worked in the
government aircraft factory; yes, Australia was making small
planes named Nomads.
I am sorry to bore you by talking about my experiences
during my youth and not restraining myself to my childhood
memories only, as the title of this book indicates; but my
academic training and engineering work came about because
of my childhood experiences and now this chapter has
developed a life of its own and needs to be taken further to a
logical conclusion.
Qualifying in a field of study is difficult enough, but getting
a job in the same field of study is another story. Sure, there
144

were jobs offered in the mines of Bougainville, Papua New
Guinea. All I had to do was to tick the box that said yes I am
willing to work in Bougainville, but I didn’t want to go there.
There was a job in an oil refinery in Thessaloniki, Greece
which required knowledge of the Greek language (which I
had), but my fiancé at the time told me that she didn’t want
her babies born in a foreign country; and besides I wasn’t
really interested in working in an oil refinery.
So I applied for a job as an experimental officer with the
Defence Standards Laboratories (DSL) at Maribyrnong and
surprisingly I was offered an interview, but I wasn’t confident
of securing the job; I had had several such interviews before
and they all ended up with a letter in the mail box informing
me that I wasn’t successful. This time the interview was
different. I decided to be proactive during the interview;
towards the end of the interview after several technical
questions (to confirm my knowledge of engineering) the
interviewers asked me if I had any questions regarding the
position that I was applying for. I arrogantly said to them
“Gee, I thought that you would ask me some difficult
questions.” At that point of time both of them were jolted
back into their chairs and short of saying “OK smart aleck”
they posed a hypothetical situation to me. They said
“Suppose a projectile is fired from a cannon at great speed
and it crashes into a wall of sand bags where it damages
itself. How would you capture the projectile without
damaging it?” The answer came to me like a bolt of lightning
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and I outlined to them the method that I would use to
capture the projectile. My solution required a series of Kevlar
sheets hung and held by clips in front of the projectile’s path.
Each progressive Kevlar sheet would be thicker and heavier
and as the projectile moved towards the Kevlar sheets, the
clips would let go and the projectile would wrap itself in a
heavy bundle of Kevlar sheets and eventually stop and drop
to the ground without any damage to itself. This time the
interviewers sank into their chairs as they realised that this
was a smart solution to their actual problem (not
hypothetical as they initially insinuated). Not to lose face and
to show his knowledge of physics one of the interviewers said
to me “So you will use momentum to solve the problem?” to
which I replied “No, I used my brain, momentum is what the
projectile has and it is a quantity measured by its velocity and
mass.” This time the man’s jaw dropped to the ground; he
stood up for what I thought was to pick up his jaw, but
instead he shook my hand and asked me in a very quiet voice
if I could start work first thing on Monday morning.
The reason I explained the interview in detail is because I
want to show you, the reader, how observations of actual
events can be applied to solve unrelated problems. The
solution to the problem of the cannon‐fired projectile didn’t
come to me out of thin air. I had seen something very similar
in action before. I had seen my cousin Arthur practising his
cricket batting skills by throwing the cricket ball vertically up
in the air and then smashing the ball into a blanket that was
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hanging from the Hills hoist in the tiny back yard of his house
in Coppin St, Richmond. A projectile smashing into a sheet of
Kevlar was no different to a cricket ball smashing into a
blanket.
I worked at DSL for three years and enjoyed every day of
those years because of the interesting work. The first project
that I was asked to work on was, surprise, surprise, that
hypothetical projectile which turned out to be the nose of a
cluster bomb being fired out of its main body to allow the
bomblets to spread. Other projects included the development
of a system to cut an air to air missile in half after it had been
launched from the fighter‐plane and if it missed its target.
Perfecting tracer bullets that can work in the humid jungles of
Vietnam was another project (this project required
substantial knowledge of chemistry which I had). Non‐military
projects included the cutting of power lines by crop‐dusting
planes to prevent them from tangling with the power lines
and thus crashing to the ground (by adopting the missile
cutting system). Another project required the fabrication of a
cloud seeding rocket to be used to initiate rain from clouds.
This was my childhood dream job of making and testing
things and yet I left the job. Why, you might ask? It is
because another fork appeared in my career path.
By this time I was married to that lovely girl from Bouf in
Preston and we were planning to start a family and thus I
wanted to have a job which had holidays during the school
holidays, so I could spend time with my future children during
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their school holidays. For the above reason and because of
the long drive to Maribyrnong from my house in Blackburn
(out of frustration I actually counted the number of gear
changes I made during the drive to Maribyrnong and I
counted 362 of them, very frustrating), and because of the
mild but constant racist remarks that I was subjected to at
work, I decided to leave DSL and apply for an advertised job
at RMIT (another polytechnic) chemical engineering
department who were looking for a person to design, set‐up
and test experiments for chemical engineering students and
for industrial research projects (another childhood dream
job). RMIT employed me, matched my DSL salary and gave
me one afternoon off per week in order for me to study the
additional subjects required to convert my diploma into a
degree; with additional night‐studies I completed the subjects
required for a degree in one year. Now I was qualified for a
position as a lecturer in RMIT, a position that would provide
me with time off during school holidays. This was in 1973, a
degree and few years of practical experience were sufficient
for the position of a lecturer at RMIT at that time, just like
what I had.
Now though, another fork appeared in my career path.
During 1974 there was an exodus of well‐educated
professionals from South Africa (due to the racial tensions in
South Africa), most of whom had PhDs in their respective
fields and were seeking lecturing positions in universities
including RMIT. The dean of RMIT decided that from then on
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only applicants with PhDs would be accepted for the position
of a lecturer. I then enquired about continuing my studies on
a part time basis with the intention of gaining a PhD in
chemical engineering and I estimated that it would take me at
least seven years to complete the PhD course. I decided that
this was a long time to spend on studies instead of with my
future children; so I took an alternative route and went into
secondary school teaching.
Secondary school teaching also satisfied my childhood
interests, though at a lesser level, but it involved me in a
close and real human interaction with young adults from
many ethnic backgrounds, which I found interesting and
rewarding. And it allowed me to spend time with my own
children during school holidays. Because of the human
interaction in teaching which was both challenging and
interesting I continued with teaching for 28 years, until I
retired at the age of 55. There is no need to describe my
teaching career any further because it was not my initial
intention to write about it in this book, but I must say that it
gave me the opportunity to pass on to my students my
interest and love for science and engineering, particularly
physics which I taught every year.
Now, about that car‐designing job. In early 1968 General
Motors launched a “future‐car” design competition around
the world; General Motors Holden handled the Australian
part of it. The competition was open to anyone under the age
of 21 and required the applicants to construct and present a
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10th scale model car for judging at the Hawthorn Town Hall
by the end of the year. General Motors supplied the scaled‐
down tyres and the applicants had to made the model car
including the wheels and write a description of any special
features and safety features that the car would have. This
was a serious undertaking. Naturally I and my brother
entered the competition and constructed and entered a
model car each alongside 400 other participants and
fortunately for us my model car was judged 4th overall and
my brother’s model car was 5th overall. Here again, I was in
the top 1 per cent in the model car competition.
After the judging of the model cars, General Motors
Holden invited the top ten finalists to their Fisherman’s Bend
Headquarters where they (including me) were dined and
entertained by the Delltones no less (an Australian all male
singing group). After the formalities I was asked by the
Holden executives what course I was studying and of course I
answered “chemical engineering”. This was my undoing, I was
ignored as if I didn’t exist as the Holden executives moved on
to the next person. The irony is that the very course that was
closest to the automotive engineering course and I was
studying denied me the opportunity to enter into my dream
vocation. The designers of the first three model cars and the
other student from Richmond Tech whose model car was
judged below mine were offered a position in the design
office of Holden cars that same day. What is going on here? I
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GMH Trophy awarded to me for 4th place in the model car
competition.

thought to myself. Later on I worked out that I was the
person with the wrong qualifications applying for a job during
the wrong era. One might say I was ahead of my time, but
actually I was ignorant of the prevailing work culture in
Australia at that time. During that period in Australia if one
studied a particular course, he was expected to work in that
field until he reached retirement age and received a gold
watch. In the case of the General Motors model car
competition they were looking for young people studying
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industrial design or at the very least drafting; I was satisfied
with this assumption by the fact that the first three‐placed
young men in the model car competition were studying
industrial design (this was pointed out in a current car
magazine that featured an article on the model car
competition) and as far as the student from Richmond Tech
was concerned I knew that he was training to be a draftsman.
If only I had pointed out to the Holden executives that the
reason I was studying chemical engineering was so I would be
a more effective automotive engineer. Ignorance on my
behalf and an instilled dogma possessed by the Holden
executives robbed me of my dream job.
My interest in car design and personal transport is still
smouldering inside me and it flares up every now and then as
it did during my teaching career. A colleague of mine Neil
Whiffen (who is now a very good friend of mine and a fellow
car enthusiast) and I involved a group of students in an extra
curriculum activity at Mitcham Tech. Under our leadership
the group constructed a small single‐person vehicle to
compete in an event The Shell Oil Company sponsored and
named the “Shell Mileage Marathon”. The competition was a
fuel economy run and was open to all, including universities,
car companies, schools and private individuals within
Australia. We were competing with the big boys now. Our
two drivers and the car made us proud with an outstanding
fuel economy result of approximately 700 MPG. For the great
effort and an amazing fuel economy result by a first time
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entry our team was rewarded with a trophy (see photo
below), an article appeared in an American newspaper and a
short video of our overall project was screened on ABC TV
that year.

Mitcham Technical School’s Shell Mileage Marathon car after that
amazing performance photographed with two very light drivers, I
in black and Neil wearing a tie.
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The success of this extracurricular project encouraged me
to continue with it, which I did for the next 15 years at
different schools and in different forms. I organised groups of
students that competed in such events as the Electrathon
(electric powered cars), a 2 hour competition in a similar
fashion to a Formula 1 race, and in the RACV Energy
breakthrough at Maryborough, Victoria (hybrid cars, powered
by 2 or more different energy sources) that ran for 24 hours.
When the technical schools eventually closed (which was the
greatest blunder by the short sighted politicians) I moved on
to Brentwood Secondary College and I continued with the
RACV Energy breakthrough project, but it had to be curtailed
due to the lack of technical facilities at secondary colleges.
The hybrid‐car project was eventually replaced with model
solar‐powered cars, still an important and relevant activity
which brought success and prestige to the school.
Throughout my teaching career I felt that quite a number
of my students were inspired by the car projects and by my
follow‐up lessons in physics for them to further study maths
and science and to pursue careers in either science or
engineering. None less so than my own children who by now
were at secondary schools and who often accompanied me at
the abovementioned competitions. I haven’t directly
instructed my students or my children to study engineering
but they must have sensed my enthusiasm that was bursting
out of every part of my body. I know that several of the
students who participated in the solar car competitions went
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on to study engineering ‐ they told me so. As a result of the
surround‐engineering‐ambience in our household my
daughter Stephanie did graduate with an engineering degree,
not just any engineering degree, but an Aerospace
Engineering Degree from RMIT, a real polytechnic and
Stephanie is the real “rocket scientist” of our family. She had
a successful career with British Aerospace Engineering and as
a result of her success she was able to go into very early
retirement and spend quality time with her daughter. My son
Anthony on the other hand, another “rocket scientist” who is
interested in all technological things as his father is,
graduated with a degree that covers every technology he
could think of, a degree of mechatronics and robotics
(mechanical engineering, electrical engineering and robotics)
from yet another outstanding polytechnic, Swinburne
University of Technology. Anthony is now employed by the
Australian Road Research Board and is deeply engaged in
artificial intelligence that is gradually being implemented in
autonomous cars.
If you were to ask Stephanie what inspired her to study
engineering you would be taken aback when she will tell you
that it was the time when her father (me) had taken her to
the waste recycling centre in Vermont and she saw those
machines compacting the rubbish, reminiscent of me looking
at that bogged truck when I was her age. Similarly, Anthony
was amazed when he saw the intricate underpinnings of cars
at the car wrecking yard that I had once taken him to;
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another similarity to mine, that is, when I saw the soldier
pouring water in the army truck back in Mala. One does not
need to take kids to exotic science or engineering exhibitions
in order to inspire them towards engineering.
Looking back at myself as a child (at the age of 8‐10 years)
when I was sitting on the side of the hill that we call
“Chukata” and wondering how things work and more
precisely how things in nature are interconnected, I feel a
sense of pride that I had the opportunity and ability to
unravel and understand some of nature’s mysteries. Now my
children are in the middle of the same learning, researching
and development cycle. Coincidentally or otherwise they
both followed my lead into engineering and pushed the
envelope of learning further. Stephanie attended RMIT, now
named RMIT University and Anthony attended Swinburne
University, the very same institutions I attended; Is this a
coincidence or part of a repeating cycle?
And now I observe that my energetic grandchildren – with
their inquisitive minds, who have been primed by their
parents via many books being read to them, and who have
been exposed to various activities – are ready to start all over
again and go through the cycle of learning from the
beginning. I wait with great anticipation as they are about to
embark on that great and interesting journey of learning and
discovery. My grandchildren now are at the edge of a vast,
blank, learning field that stretches to the edge of the universe
and it waits to be rediscovered by them. As they are about to
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start the great journey of discovery I can only give them that
simple Macedonian blessing “Odi napred so zdravje” (go
forward with good health).
Thank you for reading my book.

Photo of me at the age of 70 with my first grand daughter, Grace,
who inspired me to write this book.
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My grand children: Greta, Grace and Hugo.
The first four photos below are of car‐based extra‐curricular
school activities that I initiated and ran.

The Shell Marathon car, Mitcham Technical School's entry in the
Shell Mileage Marathon Competition.
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An electric car, my entry into the Electric Vehicle Endurance
Competition.

A hybrid car entered in a 24 hour race in the RACV Energy
Breakthrough Competition in Maryborough, Victoria.
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Enjoying myself at a robotics demonstration that I set up for the
Brentwood Secondary College open night. I introduced robotics
and coding at the school.

Future Engineers: My children Stephanie and Anthony with a
model solar car.
160

With one of my classic cars, an Austin Healey 100/4. The car was
styled by Gerry Coker, a draughtsman working for Donald Healey,
the founder of the Austin Healey car company.

With my classic Alfa Romeo.
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I am a boy shepherd who wanted to know how things
work; in particular how motor cars work. I fulfilled my dream
by dabbling in various types of experimental cars while I was
teaching physics. My enthusiasm for science and engineering
was instilled into my students as well as my two children who
are now successful engineers.
In my retirement I pay reverence to my heroes:
automotive engineers and car stylist. The Alfa Romeo pays
homage to Vittorio Jano , the Alfa Romeo engineer, and to
Giorgetto Giugiaro, the famous car stylist.
I have a small collection of interesting cars, but don't call
me a "petrol head" because I see well‐thought‐out and styled
cars as works of art.
My cars are three dimensional works of art when
stationary, four dimensional works of art when the engine is
running and five dimensional works of art when they are in
motion. I think people are lucky if they see the fourth and fifth
dimensions in good cars.
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