The Last Ship Out

by Connie Gregory

In 1940 Eftihia Palassis, together with her mother and four of her sisters, was on the last Italian ship out to Australia during the second world war. 

Castellorizo, the smallest of the Dodecansese islands, was then under Italian rule and it wasn’t so bad if you spoke the language. But now that the madman Mussollini was flexing his muscles the islanders were becoming increasingly nervous. Many of the men had already left the island to work in other parts of the world in preparation for their families to join them.

At night in the safety of their houses the people of Castellorizo held their family conferences. They felt it was only a matter of time before Mussolini totally aligned himself with Germany. It was a common saying that once Mussolini was certain that Hitler would be successful in taking France then he would totally align himself.

Since 1920 when the island of Castellorizo came under Italian occupation there had been a steady exodus of the inhabitants to Australia, America, Canada England and other countries. In previous occupations - Roman, Byzantine, Egyptian, Venetian, Turkish and French - the island of traders had flourished

Those still left on the island in 1940 were becoming desperate to leave as War swept through Europe. Eftihia and the last of her family remaining on the island were fortunate to secure passage. 

The voyage went well. The Captain and the crew were first class people and the accommodation and the food were really good. As the ship approached the equator passengers and crew readied themselves for the traditional festivities marking the crossing of the equator on the way to the new world.

To continue in Eftihia’s words:

“We noticed a huddle of crew around the noticeboard talking in an agitated manner. I could speak Italian quite well and picked up that it was the latest news of the war. There on the noticeboard was the news that Mussolini on June 10 had foined forces with the German allies and had declared war on Britain and France. I read the notice and hurried around to spread the news to the Greek passengers.

“By afternoon the Italians, having digested the news, were in good spirits. All the passengers stayed in their rooms and for the rest of the journey only ventured out for exercise and food. We were terribly upset.

“We knew from the talk in our village that Mussolini would only have declared war if he was certain of the outcome. We heard gossip from the crew that France and England would soon be entirely under German and Italian occupation.”

So, the voyage to Australia was a fearful one. They were not sure if the ship would continue to Australia and they were not sure what would happen to them. There was much confusion because although they were Greeks many had come from Castellorizo which was under Italian rule. Some thought that by the time they got to Australia, England would have been occupied, but wasn’t Australia a colony of England’s? So where did that leave them. Hysteria gripped some of the people because they thought that they would become prisoners of war and be held in a prison camp by the Italians in a strange land. 

The Italian crew, to their credit, tried to calm everybody. The story was that they would allow all the passengers to disembark in Australia.

Eftihia remembers that everyone was so concerned for their future they didn’t stop to think about the crew and what impact Italy’s declaration of war would have on them.

When the ship docked in Fremantle they were met by the Australian authorities. The passengers were relieved to find out that England was not occupied by the enemy and that they were free in Australia.

Eftihia says she is still haunted by the sight of the captain and crew being removed from the ship and taken away to be interred as enemies of Australia.

I assume that all the foreign passengers who arrived on that ship, unless they were Germans or Italians, would have been registered and issued with certificates of alienship and deemed free to start their new life. They found their way to all parts of Australia, including Darwin.
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