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This project has been a humbling experience, walking in the footsteps of so many inspirational 
women, the Queens of Cyprus and Birmingham. 
We would like to express our gratitude to our friends and partners who have supported an in-
credible journey of discovery. We wholeheartedly thank the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) for be-
lieving that the women of Cyprus who migrated to Birmingham have a story worth investing in. 
We are incredibly grateful that HLF put their trust in LGK in the Community to uncover untold 
stories of the Cypriot migrant women in Birmingham.

We congratulate Christina Savvas, the co-author of the publication for creatively telling the 
unique and untold stories for the very first time. Christina’s writing style has given an emotive 
feel allowing the reader to feel the struggles and courage of our interviewees, as well as main-
taining the strong feeling of hope and positivity in the face of adversity. 
This project would not have been possible without the efforts of individuals who have worked 
tirelessly and we thank everyone who has supported the journey. Maria Makris has spent hours 
transcribing interviews from Greek to English, making sure each word is captured to showcase 
creatively the astonishing journeys of our Queens. We thank our illustrator Dimitri Komninos 
who has compiled all of our work into the meticulously designed final product. 

Lakis Greek Kitchen in the Community (LGK) is chaired by Liliana Malla, a true Spartan woman 
of the Greek Cypriot community in Birmingham. Liliana works dedicated and endless hours on 
charitable projects and has been a pillar of this project from the start. Liliana has helped to make 
the launch of the book and the documentary a special experience for all and we are indebted to 
her for this. 

We also extend our gratitude to Michelle Panayiotou and her mother Nina Papadopoulos for 
endless hours spent perfecting the text and working to tight deadlines around their own careers 
and family responsibilities. 
Special thanks to our sponsors who have all been kind and generous in their financial support. 
We would like to extend our thanks to the children of Artemis Pili for telling her incredible story 
of selflessness and survival. Sadly, Artemi passed away before LGK were able to record her in-
terview. We would like to offer our condolences to the family of the ‘Chip Shop Queen’. 

While reflecting on the memories with each of our Queens, we had the pleasure of hearing the 
stories of Eleni ‘Oratissa’ - the ‘Mother Teresa’ of the Cypriot community, who sadly died in 1983. 
Eleni helped countless migrant families from post WW2 to refugees in 1974. Eleni deserves a 
special mention as one of Birmingham’s finest. Her story has been told by her daughter Maria 
Tzikri and will hopefully teach future generations the importance of giving selflessly. 

LGK in the Community has a dedicated and active board and team of volunteers who have all 
supported this programme throughout and who have kindly given their time to ensure its success 
and we thank them for this. 

Finally, this book would not have been possible without our interviewees; our Queens of Am-
athus! They have let us into their lives, they have shared with us their hopes and dreams, their 
experiences of deep pain and struggle. They have taught us how strength and resilience can 
overcome adversity, truly inspirational. 

Professor Carl Chinn MBE 

Birmingham in the 1950s and 60s was in the throes of change. Demolition overwhelmed 
the older, central parts of the city, destroying Victorian back-to-back houses and sweeping 
away streets. In the wake of the flattening of the past, a wave of modernity swept in. Tower-
ing blocks of flats rose up, American-style freeways girded the city centre, and a futuristic 
shopping centre dominated the Bull Ring. This root and branch transformation of the land-
scape was matched by demographic change. Tens of thousands of families were uprooted, 
with many moved to new estates on the edge of Birmingham or else to distant new towns. 
Their outward migration was accompanied by the inward movement of peoples from the 
New Commonwealth coming to rebuild the city after the war and bringing with them their 
hopes, dreams, and aspirations.  
The largest numbers were young men and women from the West Indies and Ireland and 
young men joined from Pakistan, India and from what is now Bangladesh. Though less nu-
merous, Yemenis, Chinese, Scots, Welsh and Cypriots also had a positive impact. The lives of 
so many of these people have been lost, whilst too often the story of migration has been told 
through a male perspective. Herein lies the value and importance of ‘Queens of Amathus’. 
It walks through the footsteps of the strong women of Cyprus who migrated to Birmingham 
and who have made their mark on this city. In so doing, it also calls out of the need to high-
light the significance of women belonging to other communities and for us to recognise all 
those women who have played such a crucial role in the making of modern Birmingham. 
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The Queens of Amathus is a heritage lottery funded programme which is the sequel to a 
previous project entitled Amathus to Birmingham, published in 2017. Lakis Greek Kitchen 
in the Community (LGK) is a charity which has led both projects. LGK began a journey of 
discovery in 2016 by collecting stories and details of the migration journey of Greek Cypri-
ots to Birmingham and their evolution into British society. It was a catalyst for people in 
the community to talk and share their experiences, many for the first time. However during 
evaluation it was evident that the female journey needed to be looked at independently. 
This is because, while interviewing some of the elderly couples in the community, we noticed 
that the women often held back their stories, some overpowered by men, others who simply 
thought their story was ‘nothing special’. How wrong could these women be? LGK decided 
this was their time and felt a duty to capture the stories of these pioneering women, in their 
own right, before it’s too late. These are stories which will now live forever and inspire fu-
ture generations. 

This book records the stories of 22 Greek Cypriot women and documents their journeys 
from Cyprus to Birmingham. It tells how they survived conflict, escaped to foreign shores, 
lived, worked and married before bringing up their own children while maintaining their cul-
tural and religious beliefs and adapting to British life. The stories all have similar themes; 
the childhood ‘carefree’ memories, the heartache of leaving their partida, homeland and 
the pain of goodbye, the challenge of acclimatising to life so far away, the complexities of 
communication and language, adapting to the new city and the diversity of its residents and 
the assimilation into this new place that they would learn to call home.  

The city of Amathus was gifted to Queen Cleapatra, one of the strongest and iconic wom-
en of Cyprus. This is the fitting scene to begin our voyage. Through the voices of our own 
Queens, gifted the city of Birmingham as their new home, we will tell of their trials and trib-
ulations as they crossed the Mediterranean onto British shores. Dating back to the 1920s 
and early 1930s our voyage is broken down into a series of historical events which influ-
enced the waves of migration to Birmingham by Greek Cypriots in search of new beginnings. 
Before WW2 many Cypriots were taken abroad by the lace trade, then there was the period 
of EOKA as the island fought against British rule and then came the Turkish invasion in 
1974, forcing many to flee. Key historical events had a major influence on the Cypriots who 
migrated and their children and grandchildren. 

The women we interviewed showed how their strength of character, incredible work ethic, 
strength and resilience in the face of adversity helped them go from being ‘foreigners’ to 
assets in their new land. We humbly walk in the shadows of these women as they take us 
back in time, from what was, to what is. 

A series of abbreviations and words, used in everyday language by Cypriots, are listed 
below with a brief explanation. 

Enosis - the union of states. Widely known is the case of the Greek-Cypriots for union of 
Cyprus into Greece.

EOKA - acronym for Ethniki Organosis Kyprion Agoniston - The National Organisation of 
Cypriot Fighters. It was a Greek Cypriot nationalist guerrilla organisation that fought a cam-
paign for the end of British rule in Cyprus.

George Grivas Digenis -  The general and leader of the EOKA organisation. 

Koumbaro - A koumbaro (masculine)  or koumbara (feminine), is someone with whom a 
relationship has been sanctified in the eyes of the church, for example, a godparent at a 
christening, or a best man or maid of honour at a wedding ceremony.

Lefkaritikon lace - Embroidery which originates from the famous Lefkara village and sur-
rounding villages. 

Makarios - Makarios III was a Greek Cypriot clergyman and politician who served as the 
Archbishop and Primate of the autocephalous Church of Cyprus and as the first President 
of Cyprus.

Pascha - also referred to as Easter, or Resurrection Sunday, a festival and holiday com-
memorating the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. 

Patrida - A word to refer to the motherland, to describe roots and origin. 

T.M.T - The Turkish Resistance Organisation was a Turkish Cypriot pro-taksim paramilitary 
organisation formed by Rauf Denktas and Turkish military officer Riza Vuruskan in 1958 as 
an organisation to counter EOKA.

Yiayia - Grandmother 

1963 - The outbreak of violence between the Greek Cypriots and the Turkish Cypriots. This 
led to the deaths of 364 Turkish Cypriots and 174 Greek Cypriots. 

1974 - The Turkish invasion of Cyprus, code-named by Turkey as Operation Atilla, was a 
Turkish military invasion of Cyprus. It was launched on July, 20, 1974, following the Cypriot 
coup d’état days before. The island became divided in two in August.   

Introduction Abbreviations and Terminology 

Historical Background

The old homes of the lace merchants in Kato Drys who migrated to the UK in the 1930s.Greek Orthodox Cathedral of St Andrews and Virgin Mary Birmingham
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 Early years of lace pre and post WW2

Lefkaritika lace became so famous that a tablecloth was presented to Queen Elizabeth in 1953 in honor of her coronation.
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ham, the second city of the UK, were of this inter-war era with the first migrant men re-
corded in 1929 from the Angelidis family from Kato Drys. This family were renowned lace 
merchants and relatives of Maria Xenides featured in our publication. The lace trade was 
popular with the aristocratic society of Great Britain and was seen as an expensive and 
unique household item amongst the wealthy communities  of Birmingham and beyond. The 
lace originates from the famous tourist village of Lefkara which is an adjacent village to 
Kato Drys. The tradition of lace-making in the village of Lefkara in south-eastern Cyprus 
dates back to at least the 14th century. Influenced by indigenous craft, the embroidery of 
Venetian courtiers who ruled the island from 1489, and ancient Greek and Byzantine geo-
metric patterns, Lefkara lace is made by hand in designs combining four basic elements: 
the hemstitch, cut work, satin stitch fillings and needlepoint edgings. This combined art and 
social practice is still the primary occupation of women in the village who create distinc-
tive tablecloths, napkins and show pieces while sitting together and talking in the narrow 
streets or on covered patios. Unique mastery of the craft is passed to young girls through 
years of informal exposure and then formal instruction by their mothers or grandmothers 
in applying cotton thread to linen. When she has learned her art thoroughly, the lace-maker 
uses her imagination to design work that embodies both tradition and her own personality. 
Testament to the ability to appreciate and incorporate diverse influences into one’s own 
culture, lace-making is at the centre of daily life for women of Lefkara and a proud symbol 
of their identity.

The quality of Lefkaritika lace, the name given to lace from Lefkara, improved remarkably 
because of the competition between women, since they were considered to be a centre  piece 
of a dowry. Each girl had to have an extended collection ready for exhibition on her wedding 
day. Many women practiced embroidery as a profession in addition to creating dowries for 
their daughters. Women embroideresses in Pano Lefkara, called ploumarisses organised 
their production from home. Men from Lefkara, called kentitarides, were merchants and 
they travelled across Europe, Scandinavia, UK and the USA. According to tradition, in the 
15th century, Leonardo da Vinci visited Cyprus and took Lefkara Lace back to Italy with him 
and today, this lace decorates the Duomo Cathedral in Milan.

The competitive quality of this type of embroidery encouraged the kentitarides to expand 
their  markets and cover parts of Europe and the United States that other lace merchants 
had yet to conquer. The Lefkarites, as they were known, had higher ambitions and even trav-
elled to the USA to sell their embroidery. This started a Cypriot migration wave which con-
tinued over the decades to America. They had already managed to begin a trend in London 
in the late 1920’s and Liverpool in the early 1930’s. Birmingham however was un-touched 
and the Kato Drys kentitarides saw this as an opportunity in which they prevailed. One of the 
first of these merchants was the famous Reo Stakis who is today known for his casino and 
hotel chain, one of which was based in Hurst Street, Birmingham. Stakis arrived in the UK in 
1928, aged 14 with a suitcase full of his mother’s embroidery.His story triggered the Kato 
Drys migration movement to the UK inspiring other migrants, who he welcomed and sup-
ported. Stakis soon earned thousands of pounds for his family and helped to build schools 
and community centres in his village. He became the father figure to all of Kato Drys as well 
as assisting other merchants in their journey to the UK. 

Cyprus has had an endless series of foreign conquerors including the Phoenicians, Romans, 
Venetians, Ottomans and British. Despite being conquered by so many different powers the 
strong Greek influence has remained throughout since ancient times. However, it has never 
become part of the Greek state in modern times. Hence, the third largest Mediterranean is-
land is classed by some of the islanders as Greece’s “orphaned child” . This first section will 
look into the early lace trade and the pre and post WW2 state of the Island and its impact 
on migration to the UK.

The British were given jurisdiction over Cyprus by the Ottomans in 1878, but Cypriots did 
not become British subjects until later  after Britain annexed the island from the Ottoman 
Empire in 1914 and it became a Crown colony in 1925. There was an attempt by Greek 
Cypriots to join Greece’s efforts for independence from the Ottoman rule in an eight year 
struggle in 1821-1829. During this period the courageous Greeks of Tripoli led by Theo-
doros Kolokotronis freed part of Greece from Ottoman oppression. This is known as the 
Greek War of Independence. This war created the first independent territory of the modern 
Greek State. It was not until 1923 that Greece acquired the rest of its current territory. The 
Ottomans feared that Greek Cypriots would rebel and join Kolokotronis’ efforts for freedom 
and independence and they were brutally crushed. The archbishop of the Island, Kyprianos, 
along with his bishops, priests and laymen were slaughtered. Cyprus continued to live under 
Ottoman oppression until the British came. The Greek Christians  were treated as second 
class citizens and subjected to high taxes unless they converted to Islam. Gradually other 
territories joined the Greek state, e.g.  Thessaloniki (1912), Crete (1913) and the cluster of 
Aegean islands, Dodecanece, 12 islands, as late as 1948. However, Cyprus was never al-
lowed to join the motherland. This did not prevent the Greek Cypriots from striving for union 
with Greece, Enosis.  

The tensions between the Greek and Turkish communities on the island soon started to 
settle once British rule was established divorcing the Island from Turkish influence and 
allowing the communities within to start to build their own identities. Cypriots started emi-
grating to Britain and other destinations after the first world war. In 1921 the British census 
showed that there were only 316 Cypriots in England and Wales (105 in London), but by 
1931 there were 1,059 (734 in London). Additionally, between 1923 and 1931 the Cypriot 
government issued 10,000 passports to Cypriots who expressed an interest to emigrate to 
the UK. However, most did not take up the option, although there was some travel back and 
forth between the UK and Cyprus or perhaps even to a third destination such as the USA.
With a growth in population since the British arrival in 1878, rural poverty increased given 
the lack of agricultural development and employment in towns, and Cypriots, especially 
men, took up the emigration possibilities presented after the Great War. Amongst the earli-
er migrants in the inter-war period were sailors working in the East End docks, students and 
lace merchants, but as time went on more and more unskilled labourers emigrated and they 
ended up in the food and hotel service industry in London, mostly working in establishments 
owned by the Cypriot community in London’s West End. There followed a similar pattern 
in Birmingham, as the lace merchants, who were the early settlers, soon entered into the 
catering industry with thousands of Cypriots to follow over the decades post WW2. 
From the stories collected in this publication the migration waves, particularly to Birming-

Cypriot women making lace for UK orders in the 1930s

The Bee and Embroidery Museum holds unique displays in the tourist village of Kato Drys 

Lace merchants from Kato Drys on Pershore Road in Birmingham in the 1930s
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Soon more stringent conditions were introduced to Cypriots wanting to migrate to the UK. 
By 1937, passports were only issued to applicants who could speak English, pay a bond of 
£30 and secure employment in Britain. Oakley explained that one of the duties of the Cy-
priot liaison officer, established by the Home Office to maintain relationships between the 
‘leaders’ of the Cypriot community and the British government, was to enquire into the bona 
fides of each applicant and recommend to the colonial officer whether a passport should be 
issued.This reduced but did not stop all Cypriot migration, while the demographic make-up 
of emigrants changed, with more women and children coming in the late 1930s. This was 
celebrated by the British authorities, as the liaison officer explained in 1939:

I attribute the improvement in behaviour largely to the recent immigration of Cypriot wom-
enfolk which has enabled a number of the men to settle down to quiet family life instead of 
wasting their time and money gambling at dog races or in the cafes.

The outbreak of the Second World War stopped the movement of Cypriots to Britain on 
a significant scale, although migration restarted after the war. Until the late 1950s, Cy-
prus was the third largest country of origin of Commonwealth migrants after the West In-
dies and India and was only surpassed by Pakistan in 1957. Between 1955 and July 1962, 

around 24,000 Cypriots migrated to Britain. In this era 
of large scale African, Caribbean and Asian migration, 
Cypriots were seen as more ‘desirable’ and there was 
less hostility towards them than other Commonwealth 
migrants. Yet the restrictions imposed in the 1930s 
remained until the Commonwealth Immigrant Act of 
1962. It was clear during this period that Britain was 
concerned about mass immigration from the Common-
wealth and therefore there was no possibility of revok-

ing the restrictions.  This was understood by the British political elites in the lead-up to 
the act. In a 1959 debate in the House of Lords on restricting colonial immigrants at their 
point of departure, Lord Chesham (John Cavendish), a Tory Peer, explained that ‘in Cyprus 
prospective immigrants to this country are required to produce affidavits by persons in this 
country guaranteeing their support and accommodation.

John Solomos and Stephen Woodhams (1995) argued that the British used border control 
techniques first employed against Cypriots in the 1930s against broader Commonwealth 
migration in the 1950s and 1960s. Viewing immigration as a social problem that needed 
limiting, the restrictions imposed on the Cypriots in the 1930s paved the way for the argu-
ment that ‘good race relations’ was achieved by ensuring that ethnic minorities remained 
as minorities and that strict immigration control was necessary to ensure this. The Cypriot 
case was a prototype for other cases after the Second World War. The closest examples to 
the Cypriot case were the border controls on Indians and Pakistanis, with Ian R.G. Spencer 
writing, ‘Cyprus provided a testing-ground for a set of practices that were widely applied 
in the Indian sub-continent.’ Following the Cypriot immigration restrictions of the 1930s, 
under the Commonwealth Immigrants Act 1962, only those with government-issued em-
ployment vouchers could settle in the UK.

Whatever their misgivings about British rule, Cypriots were staunch supporters of the Allied 
cause in World War II. This was particularly true after the invasion of Greece by Germany 
in 1940. Conscription was not imposed on the colony, but 6,000 Cypriot volunteers fought 
under British command during the Greek campaign. Before the war ended, more than 30,000 
had served in the British forces. 

The Greeks of the island remained active during the entire war, particularly in London, 
where they hoped to gain friends and influence lawmakers. Their dream was to unite with 
Greece, enosis. Hopes of achieving this were sometimes raised by the British government 
during the period when Britain and Greece were practically alone in the field against the 
Axis powers. British foreign secretary, Anthony Eden, for example, hinted that the Cyprus 
problem would be resolved when the war had been won. Churchill, then prime minister, also 
made some vague allusions to the post war settlement of the problem. This was connected 
with the so-called hidden agreement that was put in place by Churchill and his allies to en-
courage Greece to join the coalition. In return the  Dodecanese, 12 Islands, occupied during  
the war by Mussolini and Cyprus would be given to Greece as part of their contribution to 
the efforts in the war. 

The Cypriots of the Island, both Greeks and Turks, who fought hand in hand to free Greece 
and Europe from the Axis powers trusted in the political allusions made by Churchill.  Join-
ing forces with the British, Greece stood up to the Italian invasion in WW2 in 1940, saying 
Oxi, NO, you shall not pass, on October 28. This heralded Greece’s entry into the war on the 
allied side which eventually lead to victory of the Allies against the Axis.

The Cyprus regiment in Egypt in 1940Troops assisted by CID officers from Cyprus search Port Said 

Schoolchildren in Kato Drys in the 1920s
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The streets of Birmingham in 1939Lace Merchant Passport Birmingham late 1920’s
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Fostira squeezed her son so tightly that he could barely breathe, gently kissed him on the 
forehead and marked him with the sign of the cross.  

“We will come and get you soon, my boy,” the softly spoken devoted mother promised her 
10-year old son.

This young Cypriot-born girl in foreign lands had found herself in the most harrowing situa-
tion. Fostira Angelides was heavily pregnant with Maria and living in Glasgow with her hus-
band, Michael, when the Second World War was just starting. This wasn’t how she imagined 
life would turn out when she eagerly followed her spouse from the beautiful mountainous 
village of Kato Drys in Cyprus. The newly married couple had arrived in England in the 1930s 
with their hopes and dreams in suitcases full of stunning lace which would became adored 
by the British aristocracy. “My parents would travel from door to door on buses selling the 
Lefkara lace which somehow became famous,” explains daughter Maria.

“The rich British women thought it was so beautiful. As demand grew, more and more people 
would come over from Cyprus. My dad, because he had spent time in America, worked in 
catering and was more world-wise than the others. He rented out a big Victorian mansion in 
Buccleuch Street in Glasgow and let out rooms to young unmarried men or those who had 
left their wives back home. Mother would organise the breakfast and dinner, she was the 
articulate one. That is how they managed to earn a living in those first few years. People 
corresponded by letters. My parents both went to school but it was my mother who seemed 
to be better with reading and writing.”

Maria’s older brother Nikos was born in Cyprus and was just six years old when the An-
gelides family first came to the UK in 1939. They were awaiting the arrival of their second 
baby, Maria, when the war broke out and their lives were suddenly turned upside down.

Saying goodbye
“When war started, people were scared. Everybody who could afford a ticket back home on 
the boat, got up and went back to Cyprus. It was known that the British would lose the war 
and Germany would take over the world. My father’s brother and sister who were also here 
were getting ready to leave. My parents could not afford to go back and my mother was 
pregnant with me so they decided they would send my brother with them. They felt that at 
least their son would be safer back home on the island.”

Maria fights back the tears.

“My parents said goodbye to their son Nikos, their first born, praying and hoping but never 
really knowing whether they would see him again. It was very traumatic, especially for my 
mother. But with a baby on the way, they did what they had to.”

Maria was too young to understand what her parents had done to keep their first born safe 
and despite hearing adults refer to a ‘brother’ it would be some years before the reality 
would hit home.   

“By the time I was able to recall things in my brain, we had moved to Birmingham. I remem-
ber my mum kept talking about a brother and I had no idea what a brother was, I just had to 
keep mentioning him in my prayers.”

Starting a new life in post-war Birmingham
After the war Second World War ended in 1945, the work dried up, people had been sur-
viving on rations, even the rich had to rebuild their lives and the demand for expensive lace 
had diminished.

“You couldn’t go around selling expensive lace so one by one Cypriots left for other cit-
ies, My father’s best friend Nikos, who became my godfather relocated to Birmingham and 
found work in a factory - the Austin car factory employed thousands of people. He wrote 
to my father and told him to come too as there was work. So my parents got on a train to 
Birmingham.”

With his entrepreneurial spirit not dampened, Maria’s father found an old Victorian house 
in Pershore Road, a short distance from Birmingham city centre and he rented out rooms 
to friends and acquaintances.  The young men worked tirelessly in the factory which made 
cars including the original Mini. But they wanted their own business. Eventually they saved 
enough money to buy a fish and chip shop in Balsall Heath.   

Maria recalls: “It was quite rough, there used to be scuffles because men would order food 
and not pay. And there were troubles with the Irish after they had been in the pub. But 
they ran it for a year or so, mother would walk me in the pram from our house in Pershore 
Road. They worked in it together for about a year and saved enough money to buy their own 
separate businesses. Dad bought the international restaurant in the ‘40s and my godfather 
bought a restaurant in Dale End - The Olympia.”

The International Restaurant, was located in the city centre near to Birmingham Hippo-
drome. Maria’s parents had a flair for creating a warm welcoming environment and the food 
to match. During the war, word got out to the American bases and every lunchtime the place 
would fill with Americans, especially those of Greek descent. Maria was only three or four 
years old but she remembers it like it was yesterday.

From the lace trade to the streets of Birmingham in WW2

Maria Xenides

Born in the UK in 1940 to migrant parents 

A young Maria Xenides with her brother Niko and their parents 

A young Maria Xenides with her  parents 
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outside and saw it was Cliff Richard and the Shadows I couldn’t believe it, I begged dad to let 
them in but he wouldn’t because it was past closing. I watched them go the Chinese restau-
rant across the road and I was so mad with him.”

Maria helped in the restaurant, alongside her studies but sadly she knew she wouldn’t get 
to study literature as she hoped.

At the age of 15, instead of doing her O-Levels she was transferred on to a commercial 
course. “It was shorthand and typing because they thought it was very nice for girls. I hated 
it. A year later I left and I found a job at the chemist but after a year my brother got into the 
grocery business and I had to help. After that I didn’t have any exciting jobs - I got married.

I would have loved a job as a movie critic but I knew it wasn’t possible. I am quite positive 
and I close out of my mind things I think are impossible. My parents said after 16 it was time 
to get married, I was lucky to have made it to 17. The families arranged it - Dino’s older sis-
ter was married to my cousin. They had met in Athens where they were both studying Greek 
literature, they fell in love and married secretly then went to Cyprus and told their families 
they wanted to get engaged. So they persuaded their parents to hold a party. I went to Cy-
prus for the celebrations with my father - that’s the first time I saw Famagusta as an adult. It 
had beautiful beaches, modern and new city - a village by the sea. It was so glamorous with 
beautiful cafes - just a wonderful place to be. It was just before the big hotels had spoilt the 
shoreline. If you were swimming in the sea in the sunshine, the shadows of the hotels would 
come over you around 4pm. It spoilt it in my opinion. I loved the small quaint hotels.”

Maria’s future husband Costandino (Dino) Xenides was born in Famagusta. He was living in 

“I have memories of cigar smoke - they used to give dad boxes of Havana cigars and they 
used to give me boxes full of chewing gum, sweets and chocolate. Dad made a huge success 
of the restaurant”. Michael made great friends with the Greek Yanks who enquired about a 
Greek church - my father asked around and in Pershore Road there was an Anglican Church 
which is still there now, and my father asked the Archbishop, can you send a priest to Bir-
mingham and he said you can have one once a month. It was near our home, all the Greek 
Cypriots came and the soldiers.”

The family reunited
With a successful business established and financial stability gained, Maria’s parents de-
cided it was time to return to Cyprus and reunite with their son who they missed desper-
ately.

In 1946 they made arrangements for staff and relatives to run the restaurant, enabling 
Michael to take a break, tend to his land and his house and see his son again. Six year old 
Maria and her parents made this epic journey by boat which was bound for India.  
“I do remember it so well,” Maria smiles, “Mother and I had to share a cabin with nuns and 
mum was desperate to see if they shaved their heads. She kept going on and on to my 
father about it. It was surreal.  We eventually arrived in Egypt. The cruise liner could not 
go into Cyprus waters because it was too shallow. We had to wait three days for a smaller 
boat. When we got off the boat beggars were chasing my father shouting for bagsheesh, 
money. The other thing I remember was the market full of mandarins and I’d never smelt 
anything like it. It was beautiful. My father bought loads and we went back to the hotel and 
made pigs of ourselves. I had never tasted mandarins before in my life.”

Maria was just a little girl experiencing so many things for the first time but the biggest 
moment was to come.

“It was such a moving scene and I’m not sure I can tell the story without becoming emo-
tional. The boat arrived in Famagusta, the port right next to land, not like Limassol and 
Larnaca. And there was my brother standing there, mum broke down with tears of joy! Dad 
asked the captain if my brother could come up to the boat before it docked and he agreed. 
Then Niko ran up to me and picked me up. He was nearly 10 years older than me. It was 
such an exciting time.”

The car journey from Famagusta to Kato Drys took hours, and as they drove through the 
winding coastal roads, and up the hill to the village, the four of them began to catch up 
properly on missing years, filling in the gaps from letters sent back and forth. This was 
what her mother Fostira had dreamt about - seeing her family together again and Maria 
although too young to realise, she felt the joy and relief.

“I loved it. It was as if I knew I was going somewhere magical. We talked a lot and my moth-
er spoke about her sisters. My brother was teasing me because I was a little girl. When I 
saw Kato Drys for the first time it was magical, at the side of the valley and it was so small, 

clean and white. We arrived and stopped at the edge of the village where the huge tree is 
- it was planted in 1906.  My parents asked the driver to stop the car and we walked to our 
house from there. There was an army of people behind us, so much excitement. The whole 
family came out to greet us. My mum saw her sister who had four children. People have 
since reminded me of childish comments I made at the time, I saw some bitharkia, clay water 
pots, at the side of the road and I said ‘hasn’t Cyprus got lovely huge vases!’ They couldn’t 
stop laughing.”

This was the beginning of four and a half blissful years in Cyprus for the Angelides family.
“I didn’t realise how much fun it was to have children around until I had children to play with.
Kostas was the same age and we had a comradeship. During those primary school years I 
became very fond of Cyprus and Kato Drys. I was grateful for my Greek because I was a keen 
reader and I read a lot more novels at a young age which kept my Greek solid.”
Maria’s father stayed for two years but had to return back to the business which was ailing.

“The soldiers had flown back home and the restaurant was being run by my uncle who had 
no experience in catering. Mother was waiting for my brother to finish yimnasio, high school, 
to see if he was going to study.”
Maria was in the fourth class when her mother decided they would head back to Birming-
ham.

A yearning for learning
“The teacher said to my mum ‘you are committing a crime’, ” Maria laughs hysterically. “I 
was his favourite student, because I loved reading. I wasn’t encouraged, I just used to get 
my mum’s novels when she would have a siesta, I never slept, I would read.  The teacher was 
alright, he thought I would finish school and go to Greece and study literature but no! My 
parents said, ‘no!’ It was so sad leaving, the first year I came back to Birmingham I begged 
them to let me go and live with my aunt in Cyprus but they wouldn’t let me. The idea was that 
I would finish school and then I would be old enough to get married, that’s how it is in our 
culture, well it was, luckily things have changed.”

Maria, her mother and her brother Niko returned on the notorious Mesabia ship which car-
ried many migrants travelling to England for the first time, searching for a better life.
“I remember meeting teenagers asking me: ‘Is it (England) as lovely as Famagusta and I 
didn’t have the heart to tell her it was nothing like Famagusta. I can only imagine how others 
felt when they first came. It was so dark and dismal after almost five years away.”

A taste of Hollywood glamour
“The only good thing was that my father loved the cinema and he would take me often. I lived 
for going to the pictures - it was the days of the glamour of Hollywood.”
And Maria did get to experience a slice of showbiz with the likes of Mickey Rooney and the 
GIs popping into the restaurant. But there is one story which Maria still gets annoyed about 
when she tells it.  

“It was a few minutes past 11 and there was a knock on the restaurant door, when I looked 

the city with his parents Maria and Christodoulos and four sisters and was training to be-
come an accountant when they had broxenia, arranged marriage, on Easter Sunday.
They married in Cyprus in 1959  - it was a typical wedding day with lots of traditions and 
customs. After a brief honeymoon in Nicosia the couple moved to England where Dino could 
finish his studies. They had planned to return to Cyprus one day. But the restaurant was 
still busy and Maria continued to help her parents. They all lived in the premises above the 
restaurant, even when their first child Roulla came along. But their world was shattered 
when her father suffered a fatal stroke.

Heartbreak
“It was devastating. My mum was in pieces. Roulla was so upset as a toddler because her 
grandmother was wailing and crying for months. She was of no use to anyone. Eventually 
she started to cope but I was managing the restaurant, we had great staff, waitresses and 
chefs who had worked for dad for many years - it was a well organised operation and I was 
happy there.”

The restaurant remained open for two more years until 1963 when the couple’s second 
daughter Marina was born in the flat above. Sadly eviction loomed when the council decid-
ed they wanted to demolish the building and redevelop the area to build the city’s inner ring 
road. The family tried to negotiate a deal.

It was a tragic demise for a huge part of Maria’s childhood but they had to move on. They 
used what money they received to buy a fish and chip shop for their mother and Maria and 
Dino lived in a council house for a short time until they bought a house in Quinton Road. 
They also bought the lacemaker house in Pershore Road for their mother to live in.
Maria’s brother bought a sweet shop in Hurst Street and offered her a job but being the 
strong willed woman she is, she negotiated a better deal and rented it from him as a land-
lord.

Maria would take Marina, aged three to work as she busied herself in The Corner Sweet 
Shop - which was popular with theatre goers and famous faces like Mike and Bernie Win-
ters and Morecambe and Wise. However, the job became tiresome so she sold her lease.
Finally she would meet her destiny when a job opportunity arose at the bookshop in the 
university called Hudsons.

“This was my chance, so I began a bookselling career which lasted 20 years. I never thought 
I would have this luck. Then somehow, the idea of art came into my head books so I went to 
the Midlands Art Centre (MAC) and did a course.”

Maria may not have achieved her dream of becoming a movie critic but she had a job she 
enjoyed and was proud of. She felt inspired, happy and energised. Her love of art grew and 
she began to draw inspiration for her paintings from her idyllic life in Cyprus. Like Maria 
said she is a person that focuses on the positive.

That’s until you ask about the events of 1974 and the bitterness and anger is evident. 

Maria and husband Dino 
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Maria’s last visit to Cyprus before it became a divided island was in 1972. There was polit-
ical intimidation but the extent of the trouble brewing was not known, at least to Maria and 
her young daughters enjoying a carefree trip.

I went to work and I was angry because nobody showed any sympathy, it was a very upset-
ting period, then we heard about the evacuation in Famagusta.
There was no post, no telephones, no information about Dino’s family, we didn’t know if they 
were alive. 

Then after five weeks we received a letter from my father-in-law. It documented what they 
had to do - and how they ended up at our house in Kato Drys with around 25 people. They 
left Famagusta to get to safety and they waited and waited but they could never go back. 
Left with nothing, just in summer clothes. If people had money in the bank they were ok - 
our family were not destitute, but they left everything they had, clothes, jewellery. Dino’s 
older sister was the only one with any value, she was wearing six gold bangles. His other 
sister Klairi was a lecturer at yimnasio, high school in Yialousa and so was her husband 
Nikos. He adored his books and his bookcase, it was all of the sentimental and irreplaceable 
things he cried for - part of your life gone. Klari wrote many poems about being uprooted 
and the lemonies, lemon grove.  When we returned after 74 it was so depressing and des-
perately sad, it wasn’t a town with a spirit or a heart, there was no nostalgia or love, even 
for Dino who grew up there.”

Within days of the invasion Maria and Dino were out on the streets of Birmingham with 
hundreds of Cypriots protesting at what had happened, calling on the British Government 
to intervene.

Nothing has changed, the island still remains divided, Dino still doesn’t have his city back 
and Maria is not hopeful for the future, but what hasn’t changed is her pride in her people.
“I didn’t realise until now but I am a strong person. And I am so proud of our people - the 
Cypriots are survivors.”

“The community has grown and evolved. When we sent our daughter to university we re-
ceived many comments from people in the community, people said ‘you shouldn’t let your 
daughter go away to university’ but Roulla went with our blessing and it opened the doors 
for others to go, I wanted the girls to make their own decisions and I am pleased now when 
I go to church and I see children of all different colours, going to communion, it’s great that 
our church is opening and people have taken different career paths.”

Maria, an intelligent and well-spoken woman, has so much pride in her people. She is a 
woman who cannot hide her emotions, often reduced to tears when speaking of her past but 
she remains dignified, articulate in her views and humble. Maria is open minded and wel-
coming of how the culture has evolved while maintaining the traditions that mean the most, 
she is someone we can all learn from.  

Maria Xenides grandmother 

Maria at home in Birmingham
Maria took up drawing as a hobby and produced art work featuring her family and her home 
village of Kato Drys.   
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As you walk through the narrow, cobbled streets of Kato Drys lined with stone buildings and 
colourful doors, you discover a young girl in the lemon grove of a traditional Cypriot home.

Singing sweetly, with her hair pinned back, Stella peacefully perches in the shadows of the 
blazing sun as she delicately crafts each stitch. She is completely focused on the intricate 
needlework in her hand, carefully placed on her lap.

Stella Porpaxia, was born in 1932 and had grown up watching her mother making the fa-
mous Lefkaritiko lace, the lace originating from the village of Lefkara. This craft, passed 
down through generations, originated from the next door village of Lefkara. Legend has it 
that the embroidery was of such high quality that Leonardo Da Vinci bought a tablecloth 
when he visited the mountainous village in the late 15th century and gifted it to Milan’s 
cathedral.  While many people from Lefkara journeyed to Germany, some to America and 
a few reached China to sell their creations, many more people from Kato Drys travelled to 
England and Birmingham in particular.   

Stella’s father, Charalambos, was one of the very first people to travel to England with a 
suitcase full of lace to sell to the British aristocracy. It was during a ‘work trip’ abroad that 
his only daughter, Stella, was born and he received the news from his wife, Fostira, through 
another villager.

“Dad wasn’t in Cyprus when I was born. My mother sent him a message with another fellow 
villager, there were no telephones or mobiles back then. I grew up in Kato Drys and went to 
school in the village, I was a grade-A pupil and although Maths was my weakest subject, I 
loved studying.”

During the time that Stella was growing up, Cyprus was under British rule and school chil-
dren were not taught about the Greek history of the island. Girls were generally not encour-
aged to get an education as they would be married off at a young age. Stella explains:, “We 
weren’t allowed to sing our Greek national hymn, only the English one. We didn’t learn the 
Greek history, I learnt  it on my own later when I used to read for myself. I finished school 
and wanted to go on and study in Larnaca or Nicosia but my parents wouldn’t allow me to 
live on my own. It’s not like now. I couldn’t say ‘Dad I’m going off to the city to live by myself!’ 
There was just no way they would allow it.”

Stella was devastated by her parents’ response; through her tears she just kept asking why.

“Dad said ‘don’t worry’ and said it was best that I stay at home and learn to do the traditional 
Lefkaritiko lace like my mother. So that’s what I had to do.  Girls had to make pieces for their 
dowry for when they got married, so I made a start on that. I have some beautiful pieces. 
When my mother went out to the fields to help my father, I would have to do the cooking and 
tidy up the house. My father had the best garden in the village with lemon and orange trees. 
We had a beautiful and traditional home and I still visit now.”

Centuries old tradition  
Aged 17 at the time, Stella would do her needlework around her daily chores while singing.

What I made wasn’t sold. We had to make our dowry; my friend and I did it together as we 

would sing. And a bedspread and throw took two years! Can you imagine! We would sing all 
sorts, songs of the time.”

Now 86 years old, Stella recalls how tough times were during the Second World War years. 
“I remember when my mother baked bread she would put raisins in and when I asked why, 
she said they had to because it cut down on the amount of flour needed. It was a form of 
rationing. Sometimes she would make bread without the raisins but she would do so in se-
cret as officials would come round and check on them. They were Cypriots but under British 
governance. All this made us feel as if we were not free.  There were still English soldiers in 
Cyprus too, passing through our village and us young ones felt a bit scared.”

Pushed into marriage
As things settled in the village post-war and Stella moved into her late teens, her parents 
felt it was time for her to marry and settle down. Harry Gavrilatsou, eight years older than 
her , was also from Kato Drys, from a family whom the Porpaxias knew very well. However 
he had moved to Glasgow when Stella was just 10 years old so she didn’t really remember 
him.

“He came back to Cyprus in 1946 during Easter time and we met properly at church during 
Holy Week (the week leading up to Easter). I was a regular church goer with my family. My 
father was a member of the committee for 45 years. I was told this Harry Gavrilatsou had 
come back to find a wife and I said ‘there are plenty of girls in our village!’ ” Stella smiles. “ 
I had no idea that I was the chosen one! As we all arrived at church that day a close friend 
of mine said to me ‘something’s going on here.’ She knew our families were planning some-
thing.”

The couple’s first meeting was pleasant. Stella was impressed by the ‘handsome’ Harry 
who was polite, friendly and ‘from a good family’. There had been a great deal of interest in 
Stella from other boys in the village but her father wanted Harry as a son-in-law. “During 
those days it was the parents’ decision. I said I didn’t want to get engaged yet but my father 
insisted that I was old enough at 18, almost 19. My cousin who was younger than me had 
already got engaged so that added to the pressure. It was like a lottery. Marriage was a 
gamble and you hoped it would work out. I was lucky. I couldn’t believe that I ended up en-
gaged so quickly.”

The couple were engaged on April 27 and in July 1952 they got married. Not only did a 
young Stella now have a husband, she was about to embark on her most difficult journey, 
relocating from her beloved village to England.

“I knew that marrying Harry meant that I would have to leave Cyprus and I didn’t want to go.

My mother didn’t want me to leave and go abroad either, but my father kept saying, ‘he is 
from a good family, it’s a shame to miss such a good opportunity.’ He knew Harry would take 
care of me.”

After the summer Stella and her new husband left for England. “Of course I remember that 
day, it was October 26. I was very upset, crying-  we went to church that morning to light a 
candle and as we were leaving all the people would come out to say goodbye, it was very 
emotional. I couldn’t stop crying. I was incredibly anxious about going to England. The last 
thing mum said to me that day was to ask for forgiveness. She said she was sorry if she was 
wrong to send me away. She told me to write often to let them know I was well. It was very 
difficult for a mother to be separated from her only daughter. It was hard for both of us. I 
was heading to the unknown like the song ‘Bame ston agnotsto me tin varka tis elbidas, we 
we going to the unknown in a boat of hope.’

Stella and Harry set sail on the Italian ship, Ambazia. It took eight days and stopped in 
Venice.

“We had to get on to a gondola from the ship. I was afraid and remember Harry and an Ar-
menian friend of his picking me up and carrying me. I was a very innocent young girl, brought 
up in a village, it was surreal. I had never experienced anything like this. Ships, big cities, 
trains.”

But the one comfort Stella had was that her brother, Andreas, had been living and working 
in Birmingham. He was on a long summer vacation in Cyprus after attending his sister’s 
wedding.  

“Harry wanted to stay in London as a friend had a job for him but I didn’t know anyone there. 
I wanted to go to Birmingham where my brother lived and my uncle was, my mum’s brother. 
He had been in England since 1945 and lived in Pershore Road where a lot of lacemakers 
and people from my village stayed. My brother, Andreas, returned after summer in Cyprus 
and I started feeling better.”

Stella Gavrilatsou
The Lacemaker 

Migrated to Birmingham 1952

Stella and Harry on their wedding day

Stella  before she came to England



30 31

Stella and Harry lived with her uncle Angeli and his family for a year in Pershore Road. De-
spite the cold and foggy climate and Stella knowing little English she began to settle down.

“During that time in Birmingham, a lot of people from Kato Drys had settled. It started with 
the lace, like my father in 1929 and the link continued.”

But there were things that Stella couldn’t get her head around.
“Whilst living at my uncle’s house, there were still ration books and I would go out shopping 
with my cousins and we would get two eggs, a slice of butter and a small bag of sugar. I 
asked, ‘is this living?’ At home in Cyprus in the village, dad would have a whole barrel of 
eggs, so much fresh produce and now we were living on two eggs for the whole week! It’s 
so hard to comprehend. I was used to a different life back home. I had to make serious ad-
justments.”

Stella also had some extraordinary experiences which could only be described as remark-
able:

“One of the few things I brought with me from Cyprus was a small icon of the Virgin Mary 
which I carried in my handbag and it did three miracles for me. When my oldest son, George,  
was born in Pershore Road, one night before I went to bed I lit a candle and on top of the 
fireplace I had a linen doily which caught fire. That night a lady came in my dream telling me 
to get up, pick up my baby and leave the room as there was a fire. I woke my husband up and 
everybody else in the house as we had lodgers living with us. That was a miracle.
Once as were leaving from the village in Cyprus with my husband, we were caught in a bliz-
zard. I asked my husband to stop for a bit as it was dangerous to drive and as he did I felt my 
knees and feet get very hot. I opened my handbag which was hot as well and there was my 
little icon. That was the second miracle.

Then recently I fell upstairs going to the bathroom and broke my arm. I couldn’t move, I was 
on the floor for three hours, I had the  phone with me but it was dark and I couldn’t see the 
numbers to ring my son. I called for Her help, the Virgin Mary, and the next minute a light 
appeared on my phone and so could see the numbers to ring. That was the final miracle.”

The notorious Pershore Road houses
Two properties in Pershore Road, Birmingham, played a huge role in the lives of  many Cy-
priots who hailed from the village of Kato Drys. Most who came to England ended up living 
in one or other of the two houses as tenants, either in number 218 or number 220, at some 
point during their early years as they desperately tried to settle down and make a living in 
Birmingham. When there was an opportunity to buy one of the homes, Harry wasn’t keen as 
he didn’t want wife Stella to have to cook and clean for lodgers, but she insisted she wanted 
to help increase their income.

When her uncle who owned the house left, the couple took on the house and welcomed more 
and more villagers from back home who were keen to sell their lace. Everyone who lived 
with them liked the sense of ‘home and tradition’ that they found in Stella’s house.
During that time Harry also got into partnership with fellow villagers, Nikos Angelides and 
Christos Vavlitis, who lived in the house next door. They bought a Greek grocery shop in 
Handsworth in the mid 50s. As the Greek community began to grow there was a need for 
an Orthodox Church. Services would be held at an English church called St James until St 
Andrews in the Jewellery Quarter was taken over by the Greek community and used as their 
main church. Stella became the first treasurer of the ladies committee of St Andrews. 
Stella never really encountered racism but she confesses she didn’t have as much ‘contact 
with the outside world’, unlike her brother.

‘Job centre for Greeks’
Andreas came to England when he was 17, encouraged by their father, Charalambos, to con-
tinue the tradition of selling lace while studying. He got a job at the Burlington Hotel where 
he ended up working for more than 30 years. During those years he developed a reputation 
for helping others to secure work in Birmingham as they arrived in the city looking for better 
opportunities. But it was a difficult time as a ‘foreigner’ and he encountered racism “People 
would make comments about foreigners coming to take jobs and go back to where you came 
from. I didn’t experience any of it because I didn’t have that many dealings with English peo-
ple, I didn’t go out to work. 

“The Burlington was Birmingham’s high class restaurant and my brother was head waiter 
there. Whoever wanted a job in the city would seek advice from Andreas. He was the job 
centre for the community,” explains Stella.

Andreas later met his wife, Sparta born Ourania, at the Bank of Cyprus in Birmingham, 
where she worked. Stella gained a ‘sister’ when the pair married in October 1961 and made 
the city their home.

Helping to grow the community
Stella’s husband, Harry, worked in the grocery store on Soho Road until the couple decided 
to sell their share of the business and move to Coventry and buy a fish and chip shop in 
Earlsdon in 1960.

“We had relatives in Coventry who said we should move there because there were good 
businesses and money to be made.”

They continued to travel to St Andrew’s Cathedral in Birmingham for church services where 
Stella remained part of the committee until the church in Coventry was established in 1964 
and the community began to grow from there. Harry was appointed the president of the 
parish in Coventry and held the position for 10 years.

The couple worked tirelessly in the community, upholding the traditions and values they had 
grown up with. Stella and her fellow committee members organised charity events such as 
dinner dances and the money that was raised helped to pay for central heating in the church. 
They also created a tea room for friends to gather and meet up after the church services.

In her current home in Coventry Stella proudly exhibits a framed certificate from a world 
conference in London in 1988 to celebrate migrant women, honouring the work they did.
“We put a lot of hard work into our community, arranged dinner and dances, helped whoever 
we could. Yes, I was the president but I had a very good team behind me. We worked so well 
together and we progressed so much.”

Looking around Stella’s beautiful Coventry home, there are more acknowledgements of the 
wonderful work she has achieved and the contribution she has made in a country that be-
came her home. Stella has been an invaluable figure in building the foundations and the 
community in Coventry which continues to grow and prosper.

And as well as pride in her work, her family life is laid bare in pictures, from her parents and 
her childhood to her engagement picture taken in 1952 and then her family who she is so 
proud of; sons George, Andrew and Michael, graduation pictures, grandchildren and great 
grandchildren and of course the icon which she believes kept her safe through all these 
years. 

Stella has also carefully preserved the embroidery which she made with her own hands, 
with dedication and patience. It’s a centuries old tradition which is sadly under threat, falling 
prey to modern trends and younger generations of workers wanting to make a ‘better living’.

But for Stella it’s part of who she is and those roots will never be lost or forgotten.

All of the qualities which she mastered so well in her long-hours of embroidery and lace-
making from her childhood- obedience, care, patience and dedication, are all qualities which 
have followed her through her whole life. 

Pershore road park Birmingham 1940

Stella and Harry wen the first met
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“During the day my father would be at home with us but at night he couldn’t cope. He and 
my mother were so in love. People would hear him crying in the fields.”

A happy childhood in Mazotos village, torn apart in an instant when Andriana’s mother 
Maria died suddenly and tragically.

The youngest of nine brothers and sisters, Andriana was just seven years old when she was 
told the devastating news.

“All I know is that mum needed a tetanus injection after she hurt her foot and had a tooth 
removed. She must have got an infection from that,” recalls Andriana.
“I was at home the day it happened. My older sister, Eleni, sat me down to tell me but I just 
knew. I could feel it. We were all so upset. She was a very good woman, a wonderful mother 
and she was just 43. It was devastating.”

Their father, Michael, was heartbroken and inconsolable which sadly led to the breakup of 
the family unit.

She explains; “The family split up. My father left the house because he was too upset. He 
went to another house and then the family scattered. I stayed in the family home for a few 

years with my sister. My grandparents lived next door, they were quite old but somehow we 
managed. We all missed mum a lot. Then when Eleni left Cyprus in 1944 for England it was 
decided that I would come too. Dad said I should go so she could look after me. I was only 
ten years old.”

It was a heartbreaking decision, but he made it, hoping his children would have a better life 
in England.

“As I was the youngest it was very difficult for him to let me go.”

Life in the village
Andriana was born in 1934 in the village of Mazotos in the Larnaca district. It was a pretty 
village with steep, narrow roads and white, painted, adobe houses which had been built and 
handed down by forefathers for generations. The land was arable and most villagers were 
farmers, like Andriana’s father; they had carob and olive trees. But life in Mazotos  during 
the Second World War years was hard. Everything became scarce and the crops withered 
in the heat of the sun; so many men decided to emigrate to make a better living for their 
families, at first, leaving their wives to climb the olive and carob trees to harvest those and 
other the crops. 

After the war, England needed new labour so there were opportunities for these hard- 
working people. Some men from the village had left even before the war began to try and 
earn more money to send home, like Andriana’s brother, George. He was the oldest sibling 
in the family and had migrated in 1936. He had one of the first fish and chip shops in Lozells, 
Birmingham.

“George was the one that brought us over as in those days when you needed an invitation. 

Our oldest sister came first with George’s oldest daughter; she was just two years younger 
than me, and then me and my brother, Christoforos, after a year.”

Saying goodbye
Andriana doesn’t remember much 
about the decision to leave but after 
the suffering and heartache of losing 
her mother, she understood that it 
would be beneficial to travel to a new 
place.

“We lived well. Of course we always 
missed our mother but we had to car-
ry on. My father struggled. They loved 
each other very much. When I was 
leaving for England my father wasn’t 
very well, he had aching legs and he 
had a bed in the hallway because it was 
too far to walk to his room. The day we 
were leaving he called me over and 
said to me “pick up my potty, go empty 
it, clean it and bring it back to me so 
you can remember me”. I realised later 
that it was clean, it was only water and 
it was just his way of saying goodbye.”
Those were her father’s last words before she left.

She said goodbye and off went a young Andriana with her big brother. They took the short 
journey to the Larnaca docks. But because it was the summer of 1945 and war was just 
ending, there so many soldiers trying to make it home that they had to wait at Port Said in 
Egypt for two months. In the end they were so fatigued from waiting that her brother sent 
them money and they bought plane tickets from Cairo. 

They eventually arrived in England on Bonfire night.
“George was living and working in Birmingham, but we had relatives in London, I didn’t know 
them but they came to pick us up from the airport. We stayed the night with them and then 
the next day my brother came and brought us to Birmingham.

“I didn’t speak a word of English, where would I have learned English in Mazotos?! Anyway, 
after my brother picked us up he said he would take us to see how the English had fun and 
it was Bonfire night! This was my first experience of England. I was shocked by what I saw. 
There were people standing around a fire and so much noise but that was the tradition. It 
still is obviously. The people all seemed nice from what I remember though; there was no 
prejudice towards us.”

Living off rations in post war Birmingham
“Birmingham was very different back then; there was a lot of bombed out areas. People 
were still in shock from the war and they were living off rations. We were given ration books 
and that became our way of life.”

Food rationing had started in 1940, four months after the outbreak of war. Limits were 
imposed on the sale of bacon, butter and sugar. Then a few months later all meat was ra-
tioned. Clothes coupons were introduced and a black market soon developed while queue-
ing outside shops and bartering for extra food became the norm. Then the end of the war 
saw additional cuts. 

Less than a year after Andriana had arrived in England, bread, which had never been ra-
tioned during wartime, was rationed from July 1946 . It was not until the early 1950s that 
most commodities came ‘off the ration’. Meat was the last item and food rationing ended 
completely in 1954. This was so strange to Greek Cypriot families who had an abundance of 
fresh produce back in their villages.

Immediately after arriving in Birmingham, a school place was organised for Andriana and 
her brother’s daughter, Christina, from his first marriage. Her mother had tragically died in 
childbirth and he had remarried and had another daughter. The three girls were sent to St. 
Mary’s convent in Handsworth.

“I didn’t know any English at all, not even yes or no! But one of the nuns in the convent taught 
me. She would take off her shoe and say; ‘This is a shoe.’ Whatever she would pick up she 
would say ‘this is’ and ‘that is.’ ” Andriana smiles as she recalls her first school lessons in 
England more than 70 years ago.
“I would pick it up because I was young.”

Andriana attended the convent school for two years until 1947 when she moved to a Catho-
lic school called St. Chads until she was 15 years old and then got her first job working in a 
clothes factory, as well as helping in the chip shop. She had settled well into life in Birming-
ham but always had Cyprus in her thoughts, writing regular letters to her father.
“I used to write to my dad and he would answer back. He couldn’t write himself but asked 
somebody else to do it for him. He wasn’t left on his own as I had another sister, Kateri-
na, over there, who was four years older than me and two brothers who stayed with him. I 
missed my dad and my mum so much. But slowly as you get older, you change, you have to.”

And tragically Andriana never saw her father again. The devastating news arrived by letter.

“My father never came to England to visit. You wouldn’t believe it, he died on the day my 
sister was christening her baby. There were no phones in those days and we didn’t find out 
until the following Tuesday from my brother via a letter. The worst thing is that he died as 
we were having a party, as his grandchild was being christened. Well we were all crying 
because we had lost him but also that we lost him on a day we were celebrating. I always 
thought I would see him again.”

Andriana Petrouis

Migrated to Birmingham 1945

From a farming village to life on war rations 

Andriana Petrouis sister 1949

Andriana and her family early 1950s
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Knowing how cruel life could be, Andriana’s 
older sister, who had two sons, Simon and 
Mario, encouraged her little sister to marry 
young. She wanted to make sure she was 
cared for and looked after. And just a few 
months later she met Andreas, in a fish 
and chip shop while she was working. “He 
came to the shop with one of our cousins to 
see my brother as Andy was related to our 
cousin and that was it. It wasn’t love at first 
sight,” she concedes, “It was broxenia and 
the love came later.”

Andriana was engaged at 16 and married 
a year later in 1952. The couple married in 
St James Church in Edgbaston which was 
rented to the Greek Orthodox community 
as they didn’t have their own church at that time. Andriana had her first child, Dino, a year 
after the wedding and went on to have four children; three sons and a daughter.

Andreas, who was a barber, had migrated to England a year before Andriana. He came for 
work and managed to get a job for a barber called Christos in Birmingham city centre near 
the law courts. But fashions changed and work dried up.

“It was an era where people didn’t cut their hair that often, they left it long. That was the 
fashion then so there wasn’t much business.”

The couple followed in the footsteps of other Greek Cypriots like her brother and bought 
their first fish and chip shop in Kingstanding in 1962, called The Welcome fish shop, and 
their first house together in Douglas Road, Handsworth.

“We moved around various chip shops, including Baker Street off the Stratford Road, and 
Andy’s Fish Shop on Coventry Road and then later when we’d had enough of fish shops we 
bought a chicken farm. It didn’t do as well as we expected though so we sold it and then 
bought Goodge Street where we stayed until we retired.”

Their children were always encouraged to uphold Greek-Cypriot values and traditions and 
were only allowed to speak Greek in the family home.

And they always returned to Cyprus for family holidays. “We took the kids to learn our cul-
ture. Andy was a fanatical Greek Cypriot, about his religion and language. We used to take 
them to their grandparents to get to know them. My in-laws were very good people. Then 
later on we did that with our grandchildren. We would take them with us to our house in Kiti.”
Andriana reflects on the heartache she experienced in her life of losing her mother and her 
father but she was lucky to have her loving siblings and they always remained close despite 

the age gaps.

In a cruel twist of fate, her sister, who was desperate to see her settle, was diagnosed with 
cancer and died two years after Andriana’s wedding. She was just 34.

“My sister wanted me to get married young so she could see me settle down and tragically 
she died two years after I got married. I was so sad, she was always there for me. I miss her 
a lot. I have had some very difficult times, but I am thankful for my family.”
Andriana has shown incredible resolve and resilience throughout her life, not letting any-
thing phase her and always remaining positive and strong. She adapted well to a new life 
in a country where she did not speak a word of the language and settled well into alien 
schools, new cultures and unknown communities.

Andriana speaks with great fondness about the first Greek Cypriots who settled in Birming-
ham, describing a kind and caring community with a ‘we’re in this together’ attitude.
Andriana remains close to her family and enjoys her role as yiayia, grandmother, with 12 
grandchildren and four great-grandchildren.

She has faced the most difficult times but she remains gracious and grateful for a country 
and its people who have always shown her overwhelming kindness.

Adriana Petrouis and her nieces Mary and Chris-
tina at St James’s church Birmingham 1948

Andriana Petrouis sister’s wedding 1948

Andriana at a family gathering early 1950s 
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“She was just a child of 13/14 years old, and she had to give up her education to become 
a mother, as well as a big sister and a housekeeper for the family. Her father was a strict 
shepherd who had to work in the fields,” explains Margaret; “He didn’t have time to look 
after the kids. It is sad that her life was limited by not being able to have an education but it 
makes her achievements in life even more incredible.”

By the time she reached the age of 20, opportunities for work in Cyprus were very limited 
so, in 1938, a young Artemis decided to leave for England – travelling by ship while hardly 
being able to speak any English.

Margaret says; “Mum left on her own for England. She came by ship and couldn’t speak En-
glish. She left a beautiful, bright, sunny place and arrived at Tilbury docks in London where 
it was smoggy, dark and dismal. The buildings were dull and she said, ‘what have I come to?’ 
You can only imagine how she felt ; it was such a shock for her. But she had to come to earn 
money. Her aim was to save money and return to Cyprus. She told us later on that she cried 
a lot when she first came and wished to go back.”  

“Her oldest brother, Andreas, went to Africa with the army and the other children scattered 
around. Some of them came to England later on.”  
Though her departure was sad, it was also full of hope, ambition, excitement and a determi-
nation to seek a better future.
Artemis settled in London, working in the rag trade and also as a nanny for a doctor and 
his family – but war was looming large and before too long she found herself living through 
the full horror of the London Blitz. During this time Artemis was introduced to a young 
Greek-Cypriot man called Louis who was serving in the RAF.

“A lady called Melanie, the only Greek family Artemis knew, played matchmaker and ar-
ranged broxenia, an arranged marriage. He was really skinny and I didn’t fancy him at the 
beginning’ mum told us.” Barbara laughs as she recalls the conversation with her mother.
“But she said yes and they got together but then unfortunately he was called up to fight in 
the war and mum also got caught up in the war. But because of the war, she ended up earn-
ing more money through piecework, making the silk parachutes and uniforms.”  
Barbara recalls; “Dad was called to fight in the war but he didn’t want to go because he was 
a pacifist and he didn’t like violence. The military police came and dragged him out and said, 
‘you don’t have a choice, you have to go.’ 

Margaret adds; “Mum was so frightened. She could hear the bombs. Apparently a bomb hit 
one road away from where they were living. The sirens, the noise, she was not used to any-
thing like this- she struggled.
She told us that when she came out from hiding underground she saw all these bodies. It 
really stuck in her mind; she couldn’t get over that,” says Barbara.
Louis and Artemis married  married in 1941 and lived in Hanson Street, Marylebone, before 
moving to Birmingham in 1943 with their first child Michael, who was born in  Middlesex 
Hospital.
The newlyweds worked in Louis’s cousin’s café and chip shop. This was the start of Arte-

mis’s long career in the industry, setting up her first business with her husband in Nechells, 
a district of Birmingham. This was bombed out in an air raid but, undeterred, the couple 
moved to another fish shop in Great Russell Street, Newtown. This shop was on the corner 
of Brearley Street, quite high up on the end terrace of a row of houses.

The Pilis were one of the first five families in Birmingham who went into the chip shop trade. 
“We went from Brearley Street, Nechells Park Road, Gerrard Street, Nursery Street so these 
were all inner city areas. Then the community began to grow and the good thing that our dad 
did for the community was help bring many people from Cyprus. He acted as a guarantor. 
Some came to work for us in the chip shop and others in family restaurants.”
And there were struggles throughout. Barbara recalls another conversation with her moth-
er.

“They did have some problems; she was told by one person, ‘You get back to your own coun-
try you bastard foreigners.’ She remembered those words so clearly. But she wasn’t phased 
by it- she was a tough lady! ”

Now with five young children to support, stoic Artemis spent her time looking after her 
young family and worked hard in the chip shop. The family had moved to a new shop in Ger-
rard Street in Lozells. The shop was on the corner of Wilton Street, diagonally opposite the 
Gunmakers Arms. On the corner opposite there was a small grocery shop and on the other 
corner, a cycle shop called Cliff Peters Cycles. Lozells Road, which was a good shopping 
street, was just up the road.

As time moved on, even during the swinging 60s, life was still tough.

Son, Michael Pili, who followed in his parents’ footsteps, running chip shops and Greek 
restaurants in Birmingham, explains: “Life was difficult without all the mod-cons of today. 
Living conditions and the shop itself were very basic. There were coal-fired wall ranges for 
cooking, no extractor fans and you had to peel the potatoes and ‘skin and bone’ the fish all 
by hand. I remember my mother getting one of the first flatbed electric chip choppers in the 
city. Unfortunately, when she was cleaning the machine she accidentally sliced-off the top 
of her thumb.”

It was always busy in the shop and Artemis’s daughter, Margaret, says: “My parents’ shop 
in Gerrard Street was on the number 8 (inner circle) bus route. The bus drivers would stop 
at the shop for their fish and chips. The driver would jump out of his cab and come into the 
shop, while all the passengers were sitting on the bus. We would ask the people in the 
queue if we could serve the drivers first, as they were in a rush. But, more often than not, 
the conductor would also follow, coming into the shop to get their fish and chips followed 
by passengers on the bus, who saw the driver getting his and thought they should get theirs, 
too.”

“When the Six Ways Underpass was being built, the traffic coming out of the city going to-
wards Perry Barr was diverted, so it all went past our shop. The traffic was heavy and traffic 
lights were put on the corner. My brother Michael thought this would be a great opportunity 
to advertise, especially in rush hour, as people would be waiting in traffic for ages. He put 
a board above the door. Being a Villa fan, he also put that week’s scores up too, but only if 
they had won!”

Even after the shop in Gerrard Street closed, being a compulsory purchase as part of the 
redevelopment of Lozells and Newton, Artemis continued to work hard, helping her son, 
Michael, in his chip shops and restaurants.

She will forever be remembered as the ‘fish and chip shop Queen of Birmingham’, a stalwart 
of the community who lived to 100 years old.

Artemis Pili was a mother, a grandmother and a businesswoman - she was loved and ad-
mired by all. But there is so much more to learn about Artemis’ incredible life and the jour-
ney that brought her to Birmingham. Born during one of the deadliest conflicts in the history 
of the human race, Artemis’ life was anything but easy.
 
This is the remarkable story of Artemis Pili, as told by her devoted children.

Artemis grew up in the tiny village of Trachypedoula in the Paphos district close to the Troo-
dos mountains. Life was hard enough for the family when their mother, Barbara, tragically 
died during childbirth. It was a devastating time for the family, but being the oldest of six 
children, Artemis had to take on the maternal role and look after her five siblings as well as 
take responsibility for the household.

“They were extremely poor. Mum became responsible for her brothers and sisters and then 
she had to work too. There’s no way she could study - there just wasn’t the funds”, says 
daughter Barbara, who was named after her grandmother.  

Artemis Pili

Migrated to Birmingham 1943

The Chip Shop Queen of Birmingham

Artemis worked so hard for her family

Artemis supervising her son Michael in the chip shop 
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She then decided she wanted to be a lollipop lady at William Cowper School in Summer 
Lane, Newtown. She saw the lollipop ladies from the window of her chip shop and thought it 
would be a good thing to do. The children loved her and she didn’t stand any nonsense from 
motorists – telling off drivers who were going too fast. 

Artemis always enjoyed travelling and visited many countries including the USA. She trav-
elled throughout her life, right into her late 80s.
If she could get a lift, she would always be seen in church with her walking stick and enjoyed 
seeing friends and relatives for a chat.
When asked about the secret of reaching the milestone age of 100, in 2018, Artemis beamed: 
“Good home-cooked food, halloumi cheese, olives and lots of olive oil.”

Artermis is a true inspiration! When she was just a child herself she took on a maternal role 
and led her family through the darkest of times. Then, when the opportunity to migrate in 
search of better opportunities came, she grabbed it with open arms.  

Her determination and courage became even more apparent when she reached England, 
alone and aged just 20, knowing little about what she would face and not able to read or 
write in a foreign language. With gritted teeth, Artemis worked ceaselessly day and night, 
and within a short period of time she not only integrated into a new world but went on to 
become a homeowner, establish businesses, help to grow the Greek-Cypriot community and 
bring up five children and made a valuable contribution to British society.

Artemis was loved and admired by all, and her title as “Chip shop Queen of Birmingham”, will 
forever be remembered.

“For a woman who had little schooling she was very wise, very caring, very kind. She was a 
wonderful woman and one of the last things I said to her was ‘Mom can you believe you are 
100?’ and she said ‘No I don’t believe it!’ says Barbara.

“Mum got a Telegram from the Queen and she said ‘Who is this card from?’ Anna said ‘The 
Queen’ and she replied; ‘Ah but there’s no money inside’. We said ‘Mum, from the Queen of 
England’ and mum joked ‘Well she can afford it.’ She had a great sense of humour. 
Artemis was an incredibly spirited lady with a huge zest for life and she will always be 
remembered. Her five children have nothing but admiration for their amazing mother who 
shaped their life experiences by her incredible hard work and determination.

 Artemis and Louis on their wedding day in 1941

Artemis surrounded by her children and grandchildren
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in England. However, racial prejudice was not always overt. Among the Cypriot community 
there were stories of discrimination, but also other stories of overwhelming kindness. 

“People were good with us, they knew George well and loved him. The previous owner at the 
chip shop had a lot of problems with the customers, often soldiers, who sometimes had too 
much to drink. When my husband took over, a customer walked into the shop and wanted 
a fight. My husband said to him; ‘I haven’t done anything to you, you haven’t done anything 
to me but if you want a fight we will have one. I’ll meet you at the park tomorrow’. He didn’t 
want to show them that he was scared. The next day, though, this customer knocked on the 
fish shop door and apologised. George would have gone to fight, you couldn’t show you were 
scared. Opposite the chip shop there was a pub and my husband would go in occasionally to 
have a drink and get to know people really well, there were no more troubles. 

During the EOKA period we would read about what was happening in the newspaper and, 
somehow, find out news from our relatives in Cyprus, although there was no phone in the 
village, but we didn’t have any problems, only from our doctor. Some people would come to 
the shop being abusive about Makarios and once I got really upset and started saying; ‘What 
about us? What about all the people who lost their homes, like my parents, and everything 
else during the war. We became refugees, we lost everything! Then they would apologise.”

Running Central Fish and Chips in Tipton in the West Midlands was a far cry from her village 
of Limnia in the Famagusta region, near the ancient city of Salamis and iconic St Varnavas 
monastery. The iconic church was spared from the destruction and looting that befell many 
churches in the north when Turkish authorities turned it into a museum. 

Eleni’s roots 
Eleni Sergiou, who was born in 1935 describes her village and surroundings as a ‘pleasant 
environment’. “The people were lovely and respectful people in my village. My parents were 
very loving and we had a blessed home.”

Eleni and her family lived in a stone-built house with three large rooms and a kitchen. They 
had no electricity. Instead, they had a large lantern on the ceiling. Eleni recalls; “We all sat 
down around this big table to do our homework or whatever other jobs we had to do. I re-
member a loving home.”

School for the children was on the other side of the village. Eleni attended primary school 
but then ‘gave up’ her education so that her sister could continue her studies. “My father 
said that either me or my sister could go to high school because he couldn’t afford to send 
us both. So, in the summer, I went to Nicosia where I had an aunt whose job was to make 
corsets for people with medical problems. At first, I thought of following her in the business. 
Then I went and saw another aunt who was a dress designer and had a shop selling ladies’ 
clothes. There was a school for cutting and sewing ladies’ clothes, so I decided to do that 
and let my sister go to high school.”

Eleni called the family doctor as she had done many times previously. An expert voice to 
guide and reassure, he was always there when she had any concerns about her young chil-
dren. But on this particular occasion she was met with a hostile and unfriendly response. 
The next day the doctor came to their home in Tipton and handed over all of the family’s 
medical records. “Find another doctor,” he told Eleni and husband, George. It was a shock 
for the couple who had considered him a friend.

George would often socialise with the caring medic and they would go and watch their be-
loved West Bromwich Albion play from time to time. After some gentle questioning, the 
doctor revealed the reason for his sudden change of behaviour towards them. 
Eleni recalls: “George asked, ‘is it because of the situation in Cyprus?’ He replied ‘yes’ and 
went on to tell us that his cousin was killed in Cyprus while serving in the army. This was 
during the troubles with EOKA. Obviously we sympathised but he wasn’t interested. That 
was it, he no longer wanted to be our friend or our doctor.”

Unfortunately attitudes like this were not uncommon for the family who had emigrated from 
the small island of Cyprus. Having a business which dealt face to face with customers every 
day meant they would encounter some difficult issues. There was some racism back then. It 
was legal to deny housing or employment based on race, nationality or ethnicity until 1968 

Family tragedy 
Eleni was the oldest of four girls but in between her youngest sister Spyroulla, her parents, 
Andreas and Eirini, tragically lost two children; both were boys. They were called George 
and Fotis. 

“I do remember, I must have been about seven years old. I can’t remember their exact ages 
but I think they were about four or five years old. I looked after them after I came back from 
school so that my mother could do her jobs. The boys went to the doctors regularly for their 
illnesses. I’m not exactly sure what was wrong but there was a doctor in the next village in 
Ayios Serghios, who looked after them but sadly he could not treat them. I remember when 
my one brother passed away. During his last moments he had tears in his eyes and a neigh-
bour said ‘he wants to see somebody.’ It was heartbreaking. Mum was in a bad state, crying 
all the time and I was worried about her. I didn’t want to leave her on her own. She was a very 
religious woman, every night she would pray. I try not to think about it.
I remember my lips hurt so much from the desperation of trying not to cry.”
It was devastating for Eleni and her family, but they had to remain strong. 

By the time Eleni went to the capital of Cyprus, Nicosia, to work, her youngest sister was 
born, making four girls in total. They had no surviving brothers. Eleni remained in the capital 
until she was about 14 years old and then went back to the village to help a local seam-
stress. Village life ensued, work, household chores and spending time with her sisters. 

They would travel to Famagusta regularly to visit the Ireon cinema and enjoy the scenery. 
During the summer months they would go and stay with a relative in Kato Varosi. “I remem-
ber the big trees full of citrus fruit and tanks full of water. It was beautiful. My aunt used to 

take us to the cinema and we would go boating. It was a beautiful place.”
First steps to England 
A month before Christmas was a special day in Eleni’s village as they celebrated the festival 
of their Patron Saint, St Nicholas, on December 6, in 1953. 

Eleni recalls; “My father invited some people around to our house for dinner and drinks. 
They came around lunchtime that day and we chatted and had food. 

After they left, my father revealed that the family had come with their son to ask for my 
hand in marriage. They were on holiday from England. I said ‘no’, and that I didn’t want to 
go to England because the weather wasn’t good, ‘why would I want to leave the sunshine?’
After a few days my father left to go to Famagusta to send them a message that I didn’t 
want to get married.

From Famagusta he went to Xylotymbou; that’s where they were from. Dad went to their 
house and they agreed that we would be married and so everything was finalised. That was 
it, all arranged. I did like him though. George, my future husband, was well-dressed, I just 
didn’t want to go to England.” 

Eleni didn’t even get to speak to George until the next evening after the arrangement was 
made. He picked her up and took her to Nicosia for the day and they started to get to know 
each other.  Three weeks later they got married on December 27.
Eleni accepted that she would now be moving to England. George, who had emigrated in 
the ‘30s and worked in the restaurant trade, returned to the West Midlands and arranged 
her visa. 

Tears and fears
 “The day I left was so upsetting but I had made a decision and had to see it through.”
Her father’s final actions reduced Eleni to tears and those emotions will live with her al-
ways. 

 “My dad had rheumatism; his legs hurt and he couldn’t move much so we said our final 
goodbyes at home which was sad. We hugged and kissed and he wished me a safe journey.” 
She didn’t think she would see her father again.  

Eleni went to the Larnaca docks, alone, to board a small boat to get on the Messapia ship. 
 “My family were all crying as if there was a funeral. I was so anxious. As I got on the ship 
they checked my passport and told me there was a problem, I had to go out again to the po-
lice checkpoint to get a stamp. As I went outside I saw my dad on the pier, limping towards 
me.”

Eleni is overcome with grief.  
“He had come to say goodbye to me and it still makes me emotional up until now. He told me 
that he couldn’t let me go without saying a proper goodbye.”
It took 36 hours to sail from Larnaca to Venice. On the ship there were members of a circus 

Eleni Sergiou

Migrated to Birmingham 1954

A story of sacrifice and selflessness  

Eleni’s children Sergi, Eirini and Despo
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called Zamperla who were dropped off in another part of Italy. On arrival in Venice Eleni had 
to get on a gondola to go and catch the train.
“I had all my possessions, so much stuff from back home, my dowry etc.  Luckily there was 
a representative from the company that we booked the tickets with and he helped me. Ele-
ni caught the train to Calais, then the ferry to Dover followed by a train to Euston station 
where her new husband waited. 

“No flowers, just hugs,” Eleni smiles. “I was worried in case I didn’t recognise him. The first 
day I arrived It was lovely and sunny and I was impressed how green everything was. The 
first night we stayed at my husband’s cousin‘s house in London. The next morning we set off 
for Tipton, near Birmingham and it started snowing so heavily that we couldn’t see the road. 
I said to myself, ‘Now I understand what English weather is like!’ ”

By this point George was already settled in Tipton, having first lived in London during the 
war. He came to England when he was around 15 years old in 1937/38. George had a restau-
rant in London and then came to Birmingham with his cousin and later bought the fish and 
chip shop in Tipton in the Black Country – so called because of the soot from the heavy in-
dustries that covered the area. Eleni’s husband became known as George Tipton. 

“George helped a lot of people, including many relatives. They would come over and work at 
the shop and stay at the flat above the fish shop. His brother, Yiannis, and his family stayed 

there, then Panayis and Eleni and so many others. If people applied for a loan from the bank 
the manager would ask ‘ you know George Tipton? ’When they replied ‘yes they would say 
‘bring George to sign as your guarantor’ then they would grant the loan.”

They lived in the flat above the shop from February when she arrived in England until Sep-
tember at which point they bought their first house.  By the age of 23, Eleni had three chil-
dren - Sergis, Eirini and Despina.
“It was hard. If I needed to go shopping I would put the two younger children in the pram and 
hold the other one in my arms and walk two miles from Tipton to Dudley. The good thing 
was that we were a very close family. My sister-in-law, Theodora, was like a sister to me 
and we helped each other. Lots of people stayed with us, family who came to study and also 
Father Chrysostomos used to come every month and stay with us and do a church service at 
St James Church which the Greek community rented.” 

George didn’t want their children to work in chip shops and encouraged them to study so 
they could move into further education. They visited Cyprus often and the plan was for the 
whole family to relocate back to the island.
It was George’s dream to go back and the couple were encouraged to open a car garage 
business by George’s father in Cyprus as they had several mechanics in their family. 
Prior to the business being set up, the children were about to start school so Eleni and 
George decided to send them over earlier before the permanent move to live with their 
grandparents in Cyprus and begin their education.
Unfortunately, the business didn’t work out and they were forced to sell all the equipment 
and rent the shop out. Reluctantly the whole family had to return to England in 1964 and had 
to start over again, working hard in the chip shop trade once again.

Eleni’s children loved Cyprus though and couldn’t wait to return in the school summer hol-

idays. They loved the St Marina’s Day celebrations in their father’s village of Xylotymbou. 
But they could never imagine how things would turn out.  
“The children wanted to go to the panayiri, festival, so we sent them but the day they arrived 
in Cyprus, at the airport, the coup happened. When we heard what had happened we were 
going out of our minds with worry. We didn’t know where they were. We had no idea that 
my sister and her husband had picked the children up from the airport as well as an English 
friend who came too and took them to Famagusta. The next day they took them to Limnia to 
see their grandparents and then they went back to Famagusta. Things were getting worse. 
People were getting restless, not knowing what would happen and men were going back to 
the army. My brother-in-law decided to take the children to Xylotymbou because it was near 
the British base and they could leave if war broke out. They all stayed at my sister-in-law’s 
house. The next day my sister left but our children stayed. They didn’t know what was go-
ing to happen. By Saturday the invasion happened. Soldiers were called up, the youngsters 
were very scared, everybody was. They stayed inside. We were terrified hearing the news. I 
went to the chip shop to my husband, we didn’t know where the children were. We couldn’t 
get in touch with anybody to find out where the children were.”

It was an agonising time for Eleni and George who like many people didn’t know the where-
abouts of their family members. They weren’t able to make telephone calls or get in touch 
easily, especially from another country. Finally, they were able to track them down through 
The Red Cross charity and locate them at Xylotymbou. Arrangements were made for them 
to board a ship back to England and this took more than a month. 

Eleni recalls how things unfolded for her parents: “When the invasion happened, my parents 
were in the village. On that Sunday my mum went to church and on her way back she saw a 
lot of people fleeing the village. There were rows of cars driving out of Famagusta.  There 
were buses taking people too. Then someone said to my mother ‘why haven’t you left? Ev-
eryone has gone, there is no one left in the village, let me take you.’ So she went home, 
picked up a duvet and her cooked dinner in a casserole dish and left thinking that they would 
be back soon.  They left everything else. My parents went to a village called Ormidia but my 
two sisters had gone to Xylotymbou and they were so worried. They didn’t know what had 
happened to them. My little sister, Spyroulla, told me after how panicked they were ; it was 
such a relief for them to see our parents. Later on, my sister-in-law came over to England 
with her family and her house was full of refugees. There was no room to walk, they were all 
cramped but they had nowhere to go.”

Eleni’s parents went to Larnaca with her sister, Loulla, and husband, Pantelis, who were 
teachers, and stayed with them until the end of their lives.

Retiring in Cyprus 
Nitsa and George sold their Tipton chip shop in 1986 but they bought another shop in Tiv-
idale. Eleni ran the shop, then rented it out to a friend who eventually bought it. The couple 
went back to Xylotymbou where they built a house and lived there until George sadly died 
in 2001. But every Christmas was spent in England with their family. This was because the 
festive season wasn’t the same without their children and grandchildren in the place that 

became their home. 
Eleni acknowledges the hardships and problems she had to overcome but she is a modest 
lady. She is a positive woman who is grateful for the life she built and shared with her hus-
band. 

“I had a good life and my husband was a very good man. The years we lived in Xylotymbou 
were good. We had a lot of time together as a family. We used to go out a lot on various 
trips. My only regret was the time we sent the children to Cyprus when they were young. I 
missed them during those years. I used to go to their room and cry. We felt the pressure to 
send them but it was difficult.” 
While there are benefits of having two places to call home it also presents challenges, be-
ing torn and often not knowing where to go.  
Nitsa is a remarkable lady who has always made sacrifices for others. She cared for her 
young brothers in their time of great need and selflessly pursued work opportunities en-
abling her sister to be able to go to high school as she desired. Then she accepted the mar-
ital arrangement made by her father and new in-laws even though she knew it would take 
her from the village she loved so much. 

Nitsa is an incredibly hard worker who stood alongside her husband and together they be-
came a wonderful team. 

George Sergiou ‘Tipton’ with his family and friends in London 1939

Eleni Sergiou and her granddaughter 

The famous George ‘Tipton’ his brother Giannis and other friends and family in the 1st Greek 
Orthodox church of St Andrews 1958
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the Second World War with the Cyprus Regiment just a month after she was born. She was 
the youngest of four children at the time.   

“Dad left for the war in March, and I was only born in February, a month before. I only know 

that he was based in Egypt and was awarded a medal, but I’m not sure what for. Thankfully 
he returned in 1944, but it wasn’t long before he left Ora for England. I was just five then.

He came to set everything up for the family to be able to join him. When the British came to 
enrol personnel in Cyprus, Dad was promised a ticket, a passage to England when the war 
finished ; that’s why we came for a better life. Food was very scarce in Cyprus; and there was 
no money or work.”

After a year attending the village school Maria’s parents made the arrangements to travel.
Maria’s mother, Eleni, set sale on the Ascania ship with four children: Maria, then aged sev-
en and her two older sisters Evanthia and Olympia and little Costa who was two years old. 
Their older brother, Lacovos, who was born in 1931, had already joined their father in En-
gland.

“I remember the day we left Cyprus and getting on those big village buses going to Larnaca, 
then getting a little boat to go out and find the ship because the waters were too shallow. 
We climbed up the shaky steps up to the ship. Then the horns blew and we set sail. 

We travelled to Genoa in Italy then caught a train to France and then another boat and we 
ended up on a train to Waterloo. I remember the boat journey because it kept breaking 
and another boat would travel up alongside to fix it. It took a long time, mum said it was a 
month. We weren’t scared, we were young and saw it as an adventure. We weren’t scared, 
I think because we were so young and we saw it as an adventure. For our parents it was 
horrendous, wondering whether they could survive. Mum couldn’t speak a word of English.”  

Post war and rations
After the arduous journey, the family finally reached Waterloo Station, just as the country 
had received the news a new Prince had been born. The family were then picked up by village 
friends and taken to a house in London where they stayed overnight until Maria’s uncle,  
Pantelis,  could pick them up and transport them to the Midlands.

Maria recalls her first memories and smiles, “They had the old gas lamps on the wall and 
mother blew them out, the people who had the house could smell the gas. They were like 
‘what have you done? You will gas us all!’ But she wasn’t to know. Life was different in every 
aspect. Mum was happy to come to England because she wanted to feed her family. She 
was an incredibly strong woman and would do anything to feed and clothe her kids. We had 
ration books when we first came and mum would sell our sweet rations and tea and butter 
rations to buy an extra bit of flour to make bread for us or get a bit of meat. They were in-
credibly tough times.”  

When they first settled in Coventry, Eleni ‘Oratissa’, as she became known, worked in Kens-
ington Laundry in Stoney Stanton Road and her husband, Kyriakos, worked in a well-known 
cafe called The Milk Bar. It was a decent start but they were a large growing family. After 
a short stay the couple, with five kids in tow, relocated to Birmingham because the wages 
were better. They found a house in Charles Road, Small Heath and moved to the city in 1950. 
Kyriakos worked at AD Wimbush, the bakery, and Eleni worked at BSH, sewing saddles for 
motorbikes.  It was in the factories that they learnt basic English. Meanwhile the children 
began integrating into the British school system, attending Somerville Road infant school 
then onto Marlborough Road secondary school.

“It was a lovely road with a great community spirit,” recalls Maria, “At first we were the only 
foreigners in the area. Later more Greeks came and then the area changed completely. The 
English were bewildered because they didn’t know where Cyprus was, they had never heard 
of it. I was the only foreign child in school. But within a year I learned and I became the 
translator for my parents at hospitals, solicitors, whenever they needed anything.”

Those childhood years were tough for the family, Maria’s parents worked every hour God 
sent, leaving the children to fend for themselves after school.

“I do remember struggling, we had lodgers in the house to help pay the bills and they would 
get first pick of the food, we would get whatever was left as kids and it used to hurt. One of 
my sisters was sent to the factory to work with mum when she was 13, they told the bosses 
she was 15.  That’s how poor we were, we needed the money, but when the employers found 
out, they sacked her.”

But their parents were only ever trying to do the best for their children. After leaving school 
Maria was determined to get a career, and not get married as Cypriot girls were expected 
to. She attended college and did shorthand, English and bookkeeping and it wasn’t until she 
returned to her birthplace for the first time that she realised she had perhaps integrated 
more than she had realised.  

Love at first sight
Maria and her father went back to the island in 1959, when she was just 18. They boarded 
a small propeller plane at Heathrow and flew into Nicosia - the island’s main airport before 
the troubles of 1974 had left it empty and abandoned.

“I remember we were driving in the hills to get to the village and my first impression was no 
electricity, no running water; it was a shock, I was like, ‘dad please can we go back home’ ”
Maria’s dad wanted to visit friends and family but didn’t like to travel alone which is why 
Maria was asked to come along.

“It definitely wasn’t to find a husband,” insists Maria, “Dad promised. My sister got married 
at 17 and had two children, twins, I didn’t want that life for myself. I wanted a career, I en-
joyed working.”

In the Cypriot culture, inevitably, gatherings, reunions and celebrations brought new ac-
quaintances and when a relative mentioned a potential suitor to Kyriakos, he, of course, 
couldn’t resist testing the waters with his youngest daughter. Maria remained defiant! But 
a relaxed meeting with Stelios turned out to be destiny for a young, stubborn 18-year old 
girl, experiencing her motherland for the first time as an adult.  

“As soon as I saw him my heart melted,” she giggles, “We met him on Saturday, got engaged 
on the Monday and I extended my trip to November 19 of 1959 so we could sort out his visa; 
then he came back to England with me as my fiancée, Stelios. Mum wanted me to meet 
someone but she was mad that I didn’t consult her. The taxi pulled up outside the house in 

Cannons firing in Hyde Park, crowds of excited people gathered outside Buckingham Palace 
and the ringing bells of Westminster Abbey. This was Maria Kyriakou’s first taste of British 
life and it was a truly historic day for the U.K, with the arrival of a new heir to the throne.

“We could hear large booms and I just remember by mum saying ‘what’s happened, what’s 
happened, is it the war?’ ”

“We left Cyprus and a month later, arrived on the 15th November, 1948, the day they an-
nounced the birth of bonnie Prince Charles. People were so excited that Queen Elizabeth 
had given birth to her first child, everybody was celebrating. It was a historic day and our 
first experience of England.”

Maria and three of her siblings, along with their mother Eleni, had arrived at Waterloo sta-
tion in a city dominated by war during the ‘40s. Suffering horrific bombing during The Blitz, 
large parts of the city were destroyed, especially the industrial areas in east London. Maria, 
just a little girl when she arrived, didn’t realise the enormity of her parents’ decision to leave 
their motherland with hope and ambition in search of better opportunities.

Born in 1941, in a tiny village in the Larnaca mountains called Ora - Maria doesn’t remember 
much about those early years. She learnt later, that her father, Kyriakos, had left to fight in 

Maria Tzikri

Migrated to Birmingham 1948

Starting a new life to the sound of the royal salute

Maria Tzikri’s father in the Cyprus regiment WW2
Eleni ‘Oratissa’ and her four children
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the video of that day. I let our doctor watch it when I stepped out of the room, but she knew. 
She died with dignity and very happy. Mum was an amazing woman, with an incredible life- 
she worked so hard all of the time. She was born in 1911 and when she got older she would 
dig dirt roads in her village with a great big axe. She never had her own business and she 
borrowed money to come to England, and to buy a house and she paid back every penny 
with dad. We didn’t have much on our backs but we didn’t go hungry and that’s because of 
the sacrifices they made. And now we are doing the best we can for our children and grand-
children.”

Maria has continued her mother’s legacy, teaching her children and eight grandchildren to 
be hardworking and respectful of the country they in which grew up, but also maintaining the 

Charles Road and I shouted ‘Mum bring your purse, I’ve got no money to pay the taxi!”

The newly engaged couple lived with the family in Small Heath. Stelios got a job at Holden 
Paints and Maria landed a new job at Her Majesty’s revenue office in Clay Lane, Yardley. But 
then the family, like many Cypriot migrants, discovered fish and chip shops.

“My sister bought a chip shop in Green Lane, Small Heath, and when my husband saw the 
potential, he decided to quit his job as a motor mechanic and get a shop. He made me leave 
my job. I cried my eyes out, and we bought a chip shop in Coventry in 1961 - one year after 
our wedding at St Andrew’s Cathedral.”

It wasn’t until 1964 that the first Greek Church was inaugurated in Coventry. Maria and Ste-
lios’ first child Michael was born in Birmingham and two more children - Eleni and Marina, 
followed in Coventry.

But Maria, now a Tzirki after marriage, continued to work in the chip shop and travel back 
and forth to Birmingham to see her mother, Eleni, who remained a strong influence in all of 
their lives.

“Mum was famous, everyone knew ‘Eleni Oratisa’. She had a wonderful relationship with her 
grandchildren, particularly a close bond with the elder ones who she spent more time with. 
She desperately wanted to see my daughter, Eleni, who was named after her, get married. 
As things became more difficult for me to travel back and forward to Coventry, I suggested 
she move to Coventry and my parents agreed. They ended up moving into our old house 
which was eight doors down from a Greek family who had a son called Jimmy, whom she 
loved. When the family asked if Eleni was interested in a meeting, I said it was up to them. I 
wasn’t going to make them marry who I wanted. I said we can introduce them and the rest is 
up to them. My daughter said she didn’t want to as she wanted to go to college. Then as soon 
as she finished my mum told Jimmy’s family ‘she’s finished now’ so he came to introduce 

himself properly and they hit it off. Mum was such a character. She was desperate to see 
them married but at least she made it to the engagement and she died the very same day 
on August, 28, 1983.”

An incredibly emotional Maria explains what happened that bitter-sweet day.
“That day we went to church in the morning and I told her I would be back to collect her for 
the engagement party in Warwick. When I went to pick her up she said, ‘I’ve got to give the 
keys to the neighbour,’ she said, ‘you never know, I might not return home.’ It was so strange. 
We went to the party and had a lovely time, we laughed, we danced, mum went round every 
single person she knew, dad was there too. She said farewell to them all - and ‘I might not 
see you again’. She did her Greek dancing and after dinner she got to have a dance with 
her granddaughter;everybody was clapping. People were putting money in a plate and a 
fiver fell off, mum picked it up and the singer said ‘Well done yiayia, you are doing well for 
a 21-year old’ She replied ‘21? I am 72!’  Then she turned around and quietly sat down on a 
nearby stool and drifted off. We panicked, checked for a pulse, tried to wake her and called 
for an ambulance, but they couldn’t bring her back. It was so sad and I could never watch Maria and Stelios on their wedding day in Birmingham in 1960

Maria’s mother Eleni ‘Oratissa’ 

Maria Tzikri and her son  

cultural and religious ways that make Cypriots so unique.

“My grandson, Stelios, loves kapari, pickled capers, but he doesn’t realise the hard work 
that goes into getting it on the table, so I told him next time we go to Cyprus we will pick it, 
clean it, wash away the bitterness, pack it and store it and then he can eat it. Same with the 
olives, it’s important not to take what we have for granted and understand the hard work 
that goes into everything we do.”

Maria and her siblings were brought up by their mother to be survivors. Eleni Oratisa was 
often referred to as the “matriarch of Birmingham” not just for her family. She was described 
by fellow Cypriots as someone who was always there to offer help, food, and whatever was 
needed. Eleni Oratisa was a hard-working fighter, from digging out roads to adjusting to a 
new life on foreign shores and keeping her family safe and fed. She showed how positivity 
and generosity was always possible despite not always having much to give, and she en-
riched the lives of others, both in her motherland and adopted home. When you return to Ora 
village the hospitality and friendliness is overwhelming and villagers are desperate to invite 
you in to talk about the woman who left in search of a better life for her children.

And just like her mother, Maria is a strong, traditional, principled woman who is immensely 
proud of her roots, her parents and the strong bond they had with their children and grand-
children.
Maria worked hard to become a valued member of British society during her employment 
in the tax office and, later on, contributing to the local economy by running a business with 
her family.
Despite the struggles of growing up at a time of extreme poverty in Cyprus and coping with 
the trauma of losing her mother at her daughter’s engagement party, Maria has built on her 
mother’s foundations.

This family arrived in London as the English Royalty celebrated a momentous day in history 
and just like queens of the past, Maria and her family have also created their own legacy; 
both in her motherland and in new lands.
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The turmoil between EOKA and the British

British soldiers search Cypriots in a spot check in Nicosia’s Paphos Street, part of the old market area.
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Post WW2, in 1950, the Greek Cypriots held a referendum for enosis,  union with Greece, 
resulting in 95.7% voting in favour of it. The outcome of the referendum was completely 
ignored by the British and the Greek Cypriots became more impatient with the British who 
were ignoring their rights to self-determination.  Greek Cypriot leaders called a general 
strike, and schoolchildren left their classrooms to demonstrate in the streets. 

In 1956 Britain concluded an agreement with Egypt for the evacuation of forces from the 
Suez Canal zone and began moving the headquarters of the British Middle East Land and 
Air Forces to Cyprus. Meanwhile, Grivas, the soon to be EOKA general, had returned to the 
island  after serving as an  officer in the Greek army in the second world war. He made 
contact with Makarios who was both the religious leader of the Greek Cypriots (he was the 
Archbishop) as well as their political leader.
In anticipation of an armed struggle to achieve Enosis, Grivas toured Cyprus in July 1951 to 

study the people and terrain (his first visit in twenty years). Makarios preferred to continue 
diplomatic efforts, particularly efforts to get the UN involved. Entry of both Greece and 
Turkey into the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) made settlement of the Cyprus 
issue more important to the Western powers, but no new ideas were forthcoming. One year 
after the reconnaissance trip by Grivas, a secret meeting was arranged in Athens to bring 
together like-minded people in a Cyprus liberation committee where it was agreed to start 
an armed struggle to achieve their objectives.  In July 1954, Henry L. Hopkinson, minister of 
state for the colonies, speaking in the British House of Commons, announced the withdrawal 
of the 1948 constitutional proposals for Cyprus in favour of an alternative plan. He went on 
to state, “There are certain territories in the Commonwealth which, owing to their peculiar 
circumstances, can never expect to be fully independent.” Hopkinson’s “never” and the ab-
sence of any mention of Enosis doomed the possibility of a negotiated settlement and left 
the armed struggle as the only alternative.  
In August 1954, Greece’s UN representative formally requested that self-determination for 
the people of Cyprus be included in the agenda of the General Assembly’s next session. That 
request was seconded by a petition to the secretary general from Archbishop Makarios. 

The British position continued to be that the subject was an internal issue. Turkey rejected 
the idea of the union of Cyprus and Greece; its UN representative maintained that “the peo-
ple of Cyprus were no more Greek than the territory itself.” The Turkish Cypriot community 
had consistently opposed the Greek Cypriot Enosis movement, but had generally abstained 
from direct action because, under British rule, the Turkish minority status and identity were 
protected. The expressed attitude of the Cyprus Turkish Minority Association was that, in 
the event of a British withdrawal, control of Cyprus should simply revert to Turkey. (This 
position ignored the fact that Turkey gave up all rights and claims in the 1923 Treaty of Lau-
sanne.) Turkish Cypriot identification with Turkey had grown stronger, and after 1954 the 
Turkish government had become increasingly involved as the Cyprus problem became an 
international issue. On the island, an underground political organization known as Volkan 
(volcano) was formed. Volkan eventually established in 1957 the Turkish Resistance Organ-
isation (Türk Mukavemet Teskilâti--TMT), a guerrilla group that fought for Turkish Cypriot 
interests. In Greece, Enosis was a dominant issue in politics, and pro-Enosis demonstra-
tions became commonplace in Athens. Cyprus was also bombarded with radio broadcasts 
from Greece pressing for enosis. 

This increasing political crisis inevitably affected adversely the relationships between the 
Greek and Turkish populations in Cyprus. Although for most of the British occupation of the 
island the Greeks and Turks lived harmoniously, now serious tensions arose between them.  
In the late summer and fall of 1954, the Cyprus problem intensified. On Cyprus the colo-
nial government threatened supporters of Enosis with up to five years’ imprisonment and 
warned that anti-sedition laws would be strictly enforced. The archbishop defied the law, 
but no action was taken against him. 

Makarios, who was at the UN in New York at this time , returned to Nicosia on January 
10, 1955. At a meeting with Makarios, Grivas stated that their group needed a name and 
suggested that it be called the National Organisation of Cypriot Fighters. Makarios agreed, 
and, within a few months, EOKA was widely known and became the guerrilla force against 
British rule.

On the 1st of April 1955 the EOKA struggle began and Grivas and his recruits started an 
armed uprising against the British. The British had already begun to divide the two com-
munities and created a division between Turkish and Greek Cypriots, joining the Turks of 
the island with what some of the Islanders associated with the extreme views of mainland 
Turkey who were demanding partition of the island and union with Turkey. The Turkish com-
munity at this point were not the target of the EOKA as British oppression became everyday 
life on the Island. Schools had been  ordered not to teach any history of Greece or anything 
associated with Greece and Cyprus’ struggle for independence. The Greek national anthem 
and flag were banned, any music associated with Greek independence was also not allowed 
and punishments were enforced along with regular raids.  
In October 1955, with the security situation deteriorating, the British governor, Sir John 
Harding, opened talks on the island’s future. By this stage, Makarios had become closely 
identified with the insurgency, and talks broke up without any agreement in early 1956. Ma-
karios, characterized in the British press as a crooked Cypriot priest and viewed with sus-
picion by the British authorities, was intercepted by Special Branch officers while attempt-
ing to board a flight at Nicosia airport. The joint police/military plan, codenamed Operation 
Apollo, saw Makarios exiled to Mahe Island in the Seychelles on 9 March 1956. 

In the latter years of the 1950s, the Turkish Cypriot community first began to float the idea 
of Taksim or partition to counterbalance the Greek ideal of Enosis. Advocates of Taksim felt 
that the Turkish Cypriot community would be persecuted in a Greek Cyprus, and that only 
by keeping part of the island under either British or Turkish sovereignty could the safety 
of the Turkish Cypriots be guaranteed. In this way the Cyprus dispute became increasingly 
polarised between the two communities with opposing visions of the future of the island. 
Makarios was released from exile after a year, although he was still forbidden to return to 
Cyprus. He went instead to Athens where he was rapturously received. Basing himself in the 
Greek capital, he continued to work for Enosis. During the following two years he attended 
the General Assembly of the United Nations where the Cyprus question was discussed and 
he worked hard to achieve union with Greece. 
Under the premiership of Constantine Karamanlis in Greece, the goal of Enosis was gradu-
ally abandoned in favour of Cypriot independence. Negotiations in 1958 generated the Zu-

rich Agreement as a basis for a deal on independence, and Makarios was invited to London 
in 1959 to fine-tune the plan. Makarios at first refused to accept the plan. The reversal 
of his pro-Enosis stance, and his eventual agreement to sign the conditions for the inde-
pendence of Cyprus, have been attributed to moral persuasion on behalf of the Greek and 
British governments. 
On 1st March, 1959, the archbishop returned to Cyprus to an unprecedented reception in 
Nicosia, where almost two-thirds of the adult Greek Cypriot population turned out to wel-
come him. Presidential elections were held on 13 December 1959 in which Makarios defeat-
ed[3] his rival, lawyer Ioannis Clerides, father of future president and Makarios ally, Glafkos 
Clerides, receiving two-thirds of the vote. Makarios was to become the political leader of all 
Cyprus as well as the communal leader of the Greek Cypriots. 
Meanwhile back in the UK the EOKA struggle was frowned upon by the British and the Cy-
priots that were already established in the UK. Greek Cypriots both in London, Birmingham 
and other cities started to experience racist attacks due to the British media coverage of the 
situation on the Island. Makarios was mocked in local and national papers.
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About two miles from the front line British troops dig in their artillery at El Cap, six miles north of 
Kantara.

Glafkos Clerides and Archbishop Makarios at the Foreign Office in London in 1974 
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 Potamiou village in Limassol, home of the late Lakis Panayiotou, who LGK was founded in memory of
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There was a sweet smell of freshly cut flowers arranged neatly in a vase, the sound of young 
children bickering in the yard and this intense feeling of dread.

“I’m going shopping yiayia. I’ll be back soon.” Androulla fought back the tears as she told her 
frail grandmother she wouldn’t be gone for too long.

She wasn’t intentionally trying to deceive, she just knew it was for the best. Aged just 18, 
the mum of two was hours away from starting a brand new life in England, leaving behind 
her village life on the small Mediterranean island of Cyprus. Relocating thousands of miles 
away was supposed to be a temporary measure, Androulla tells us from her cosy semi-de-
tached house in the affluent village of Knowle.

“My husband was a chef at a hospital and he didn’t earn very much money. My sister was in 
England so we thought we could try going there to get a better life, for our children.”
A petite framed woman but with a larger than life character, Androulla shrugs her shoul-
ders, as she says, “It was an arranged marriage, I didn’t know him and I cried. I didn’t want to 
get engaged, I was very young but things were different back then. We married soon after 
we met and then I had my daughter when I was 16.”

“I was in the hospital bed after giving birth and my mother handed me the baby and said, 
here you go, here’s Despina; she had gone and registered the baby behind my back. What 
could I say, complain about a name? The real problems were outside the hospital walls, the 
bombings, the violence. How could I be upset about a name?”

Androulla Phillipou, was born in 1941 in Kaimakli, a large suburb in Cyprus’s capital Nicosia 
or Lefkosia as it’s officially known.

“It wasn’t a divided city when I grew up but 
Cyprus still had many troubles. I had five 
siblings, but my little sister died. Mirianthi 
was only two years old. She had measles 
and they couldn’t treat children in those 
days. I was a child myself so I don’t re-
member much but I remember the wailing. 
We came back from the cemetery and ev-
eryone was just looking at my mother who 
was pregnant at the time. Nobody would 
look at me, it made me so sad. Despite this 
we grew up in a happy, loving family with 
wonderful parents. They worked hard 
for their family, dad was a builder and my 
mother worked in the local hospital. Then 
things got harder, the dictatorship, the vi-
olence.”

Life under colonial rule 
It was during her early school years that Androulla was given her first taste of British life 
but never in a million years did she imagine ever living in England.

Like the sound of the mosquitoes, life on the island seemed to be humming along until 1955.
This was the year the Greek Cypriots begin fighting against British rule in the hope of unifi-
cation with Greece.
“I’d finish school, then go outside and fly the Greek flag - I was a troublemaker,” Androu-
lla confesses mischievously. “It was during the EOKA times and I was expelled. Life was 
difficult, it was a dictatorship and we were not allowed to speak out. We weren’t allowed 
to celebrate our national days like the 25th March which is Greek Independence Day or 
28 October when the Greeks said Oxi, No to Mussolini. Nor were we allowed to sing Greek 
songs, we could only sing the British national anthem. I would refuse to do as I was told. The 
teachers used to get so angry. Then the real troubles started, bombs, arsons, shootings, 
until the first hanging of Karaolis.”

Androulla went on to hesitantly describe one of the hardest days of her life, amid violent 
protests in 1956.

“How could I forget that day, I could never erase what happened, it was so traumatic. We 
kneeled down in the streets, shouting and screaming. We were waving our hands in anger, 
making hand gestures at the British soldiers. Our tears were streaming down our cheeks, 
we were just children, 13 or 14 years old and they threw tear gas grenades at us. There were 
so many people, as far as you could see, in the streets, in the middle of Lefkosia city, where 
the barrels and barbed wire are now, that’s where the hangings took place.”

Michalis Karaolis was a government clerk and a member of EOKA. In 1955 it was alleged 
that he murdered a police officer called Michael Poullis, who had been spying on EOKA 
groups in the capital. This led to the 22-year old’s capture and death - a watershed, inflam-
ing passions.

“Karaolis was arrested by the English forces and imprisoned in the Nicosia Central Prison. 

Then in October, he was sentenced to death,” explains Androulla.

“That’s when the riots and violence started, protests and unrest.”

This beautiful Eastern Mediterranean island had turned into a bloodbath-and neither young 
nor old could escape.

Cyprus is steeped in myths - the architectural legacy of the Lusignan, Venetian and Ot-
toman periods are visible on both sides of the island. And it’s only from speaking to the 
islanders who lived through it that you actually begin to uncover the deep scars masked by 
the golden sand and crystal clear waters.

‘Heading to the unknown in a boat of hope’
“Men and women, young and old were beaten and tortured. Very bad things happened to 
people I knew, my close friends. It was heartbreaking… I knew of one man who was mur-
dered and his children were left starving. Then there was another woman I know in Birming-
ham, whose father, just a young man…he.” Androulla pauses, haunted by the memories. 
“He was in EOKA and his young children, one in a crib, watched him die in front of their eyes 
- from a baby to a six year old child.”
Androulla shivers as she drops names and recalls the devastating historic events and it’s 
hard to keep up.

“After a while, EOKA was ordered to hand over all rifles and take them to Makrodomos and 
they would be forgiven.”

Androulla, now aged 79, takes a deep breath and she tries to fight back the tears.

“What they did to my friend,” she sobs, “my beautiful friend, just 18 years old, I will never 
forget it. She was also called Androulla - there were a lot of us with the same name. She 
asked us all to go to her house. When we got there we put a load of wooden toy guns on 
to a donkey and took it to Makrodromos. The soldiers were furious. We went back to the 
village and a car of British military followed the donkey back to the house. She was singing 

The Self Confessed Trouble Maker
Androulla Antoniou

Migrated to Birmingham 1960

Androulla Andoniou daughter and son before 
leaving Cyprus in 1960

 Androulla Andoniou’s grandfather 

Lambros Andoniou second from right with his school friends 1953
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this song: ‘Bame ston agnosto me tin varka tis elbidas. We are going to the unknown in a 
boat of hope. She knew what was going to happen to her. The soldiers stopped outside the 
house. There were eight Androullas - all named after a Saint. So when they came in and one 
said ‘Who is Androulla?’ We all replied: ‘I am’ then the next, then the next, we were trying to 
let her escape, but the traitor, in the car, Roberto, he showed him the back door. He went to 
get someone to verify we were telling the truth about our names; we didn’t have any ID. He 
said if you are not telling the truth I’m going to put you all in prison. It was frightening. Then 
they took Androulla away , they put her in prison and tortured her in unimaginable ways and 
made her suffer.” Androulla sobs. “You see it on RIK (Cyprus Broadcasting Corporation) how 
some people were treated. After that we had so many problems, especially in Kaimakli. We 
were so scared, we would talk in slogans.”

But history and the death toll of Cypriots and British personnel tells us that neither side was 
innocent. Cyprus’ waning days as a crown colony were volatile, animosity ran deep in some. 
And there were many casualties.

Androulla didn’t get to finish school. Like many young girls on the island she was forced 
into broxenia, the arranged marriage system in which relatives or friends chose a suitable 
partner for their loved ones. She was just 14 and a half when she became an Antoniou and 
when she later decided to leave Cyprus with her husband and children she didn’t have the 
heart to tell her yiayia at first.

“By 1960 I had my son Tony and then we decided to come to England, my husband first to 
see if he could get a job. It was difficult, I didn’t want to leave. The morning I left I woke up, 
cleaned the house and put fresh flowers in the vase. We cried a lot, my brother-in-law took 
us to Nicosia airport, that’s the last time we ever got to see it. My parents were so upset, 
for their grandchildren. The last thing my parents said to me was ‘God bless you and always 
teach our faith to your children. Don’t forget you are Christian Orthodox.’ I didn’t think we 
were staying forever, we said three years.”

Androulla found the strength to board the plane that very hot September day. In Cyprus, it 

rarely rained in the summer. Blue skies stood tall and far with the sun beating down like a 
spotlight following you around a stage. The tears would not dry up. As the plane made a stop 
in Rhodes she refused to disembark, knowing she would never find that strength again to 
get back on. But it was not her tired eyes, blurry from the tears which distorted her vision 
but the thick fog once she landed in England. “I cried all day, I just wanted to go back home, 
my village, among the citrus trees and the sea air. I remember the fog was so thick people 
were holding lanterns in front of the buses so the driver could see, it was so strange. Things 
were so different, alien to me, I was sent out to buy green beans but came back with nothing 
as I thought they were carobs.”

But husband Lambros was able to get a job immediately as a chef in a restaurant in Birming-
ham; she can’t recall the name, only that he worked for a man named Gregory.  The family 
rented a room in Oxhill Road in Handsworth. They worked so hard, it was as if they were 
on a timer, the end goal to return home. But weeks turned into months and the business 
flourished. They managed to save up enough money to buy their own place, a chip shop in 
Coventry Road costing around £2,000 to £3,000. They lived in the flat above and learnt the 
trade until they found a business in Warwick Road, Solihull.

Their English was poor, limited to essential phrases for running a fish and chip shop – things 
like ‘Yes please’, ‘salt and vinegar’, ‘please’ and ‘thank you’.

But as time went on and their children learned at school, they, in turn, learned from them. 
And the neighbours were welcoming. Our next door neighbour, a butcher, he didn’t really 
like foreigners, but he would invite us around to watch his colour TV set, we never had any 
problems.
“My children didn’t really encounter racism. My daughter not at all, sometimes they would 
call my son ‘Stelios chips’ but nothing more really.
“The chip shop was hard work but we had many good times, our customers were wonderful 
at Warwick Road, and we even had a few celebrities pop in like Norman Wisdom who came in 
when we had closed and asked for 17 fish and chips! We also had Grace Kelly come in once, 
she was visiting friends at a palace near Knowle and on Thursdays the chef would have the 
day off so they came in for fish and chips. We took pictures but I have no idea where they are.
The chip shop was hard work, We loved all our customers, famous or not, whoever they 
were.”

A divided city
Androulla, her husband and their children settled well into British life, Birmingham became 
their home, but their ties with the motherland remained strong. They were fortunate, unlike 
many migrants, to be able to afford to return home for family occasions and were just about 
to fly out for a wedding when disaster on the island struck again.

“We were getting ready to go when we heard the news, we put the TV on and saw there had 
been a coup. It was devastating to watch, bombs falling on homes, the parachuters, the 
airplanes. This was my home, my Cyprus, it was surreal. I rang my mother but there was 
no answer. I panicked, we called the embassy. The person who answered was saying that 

Cyprus would be free. I was angry, I told him not to preach to me as I could see the bombs, I 
didn’t know where my parents were, I was scared. I rang mother again, thankfully this time 
she answered. I told her to open our house to refugees, it was all we could do to help.”

The images of people left destitute and homeless became etched in their memories. The 
next time the Antonious returned to their now broken island was 1975.

“We saw what happened, our house was full of refugees. They had nowhere to go and no 
possessions, they had left everything behind.”

Things did eventually settle down and Androulla’s parents were able to return to their vil-
lage. But life on the island or indeed the city has never been the same since. Inside the walls 
of the old city, there’s a lively contrasting scene; contemporary bars and restaurants, then 
the sandbags and the “No Photograph” signs, a sad and stark reminder that the situation 
remains in limbo. Nicosia natives like most Greek and Turkish Cypriots on the island, got on 
with their lives and many like Androulla on foreign shores, ironically amongst those they 
once bore hatred for, but they will never forget their roots. Black and white images of their 
traditional wedding day are displayed proudly on the walls of Androulla and Lambros sub-
urban Solihull home and there is the wonderful smell of Greek food simmering on the stove. 
Some things will never change.

Almost 80 years old now with only age related mobility problems, Androulla is always in 
church, and a ray of sunshine in the community. Her dry sense of humour, and mischievous 
streak bring joy to all around her. She’s a remarkable woman - a true symbol of hope, faith 
and resilience.

Androulla’s daughter on her wedding day

Androulla at her home in Knowle



58 59

Migrated to Birmingham 1953

you son?’ He told my mother that he wanted this girl in the village that he was in love with 
and it was to do with that.”

Eleni finds it too painful to talk about what happened.
“Things were hard enough because we were a poor family but this was heartbreaking.” 
Eleni’s mother, Hariklia, did whatever labouring jobs she could; cleaning houses, baking 
bread, tending the fields and on a Sunday she would go and collect wood for the fire.

“Mum would be crying, and our father would order us to go with her and then we would cry 
too, we didn’t want to go, we were little.”

Her father, Costas, was an agrofilakas, rural keeper, responsible for land and animals which 
meant there were lots of chores to do.

The children were sent to school for a few years where they were taught mainly English 
history. If teachers were feeling rebellious they would discuss Greek history too, but things 
were difficult under British rule and soldiers would patrol the village. It did not matter to 
Eleni, because she only went to school until the fourth year of primary school.
Her education was sacrificed for the family’s livelihood and she spent the first days post-
school looking after her cousins - one aged three and the other just a newborn. Eleni would 
have to take baby Giorgios to the fields where her aunty was working to enable her to 
breastfeed.

First steps towards a new life in Birmingham
Eleni’s sister, Bebou, had already left Cyprus for England in the ‘40s and had moved to 
Broad Street, Five Ways; then one-by-one other members of the family followed, including 
her brother Christofis, then her other sister Despina. Sadly both of her sisters have since 
died. But it was her brother-in-law, Panayi, Bebou’s husband, who organised her departure. 
He paid a well-known man in the community, Pantelis Pouris, the sum of £5 to send an invi-
tation to Eleni to go to England.

Eleni explains, “In those days you had to own a house to be able to bring somebody over 

and so I was granted permission in 1953. I remember the day I left like it was yesterday. My 
mother was very upset, pulling her hair and crying. I remember when my father took me to 
the port by the pier; he pulled his hat over his face and cried.”
That was the last time Eleni saw her father alive. When she returned to Cyprus 14 years 
later he had died. Eleni breaks down and takes a deep breath.

“My mother didn’t want me to leave, she wanted me to stay and help out in the house as I 
was the only girl left at home, she needed me. But I asked her if I could leave. I was fed up 
working in the fields all day, earning two shillings for a day’s work. My father who loved us 
very much just asked, ‘why? Why do you want to leave?’ ”

Now the tears are uncontrollable and the pain seems to be all too real to her again. So at 
the age of just 17 Eleni boarded a ship with her sister who had left her children with their 
mother  because she was desperate to earn some money to send home.

The journey
“When I got on the ship I thought, ‘What am I doing here?’ I’m just a young girl, without my 
parents. My parents were strict.”
The journey took seven days non-stop from Larnaca docks to Dover.
“It was October, so dark and my family came to greet us. My brother said to me, ‘Don’t worry, 
you came to paradise’ … Then I arrived in Birmingham.”

So this is what paradise was supposed to look like, she thought. Eleni, who had never even 
been to the capital city of Cyprus, went to live with her brother, sister and brother-in-law 
in Broad Street. At that time it was very different to the clubbing street that it is today, but 
it was also starkly different from the serene farmland in the village she had been used to. 
There were lots of pubs, huge shops like Woolworths during its heyday and landmarks such 
as St Philip’s Cathedral, the Rotunda building, the old Bullring and Baskerville House.

“There was a cinema but we didn’t speak any English, not a word, nothing.”
Elengou, as she became known, and her sisters all worked at the Southalls factory in Alum 
Rock which manufactured sanitary towels. However, as they couldn’t read or write they 
would have to do cleaning jobs until later when their English improved and they were pro-

moted to packing. Her brother worked at a bakery doing night shifts with her brother-in-
law. Although EOKA (The National Organisation of Cypriot fighters) troubles escalated back 
home in Cyprus, it didn’t seem to impact on how they were perceived.  

“The English treated us very well, they were very friendly, never mentioned anything, we got 
on well. At the factory I used to make rubber pants for babies but afterwards they made me 
redundant as there wasn’t enough work and I moved to the HP sauce factory and worked 
there.”
At first Eleni earned a weekly salary of £4.50 per week because she was under age and 
then, when she turned 18, her wages increased to £6 per week.

“I would put the sauce in the bottles and often cut my hand on the glass. It was difficult but 
at least there were jobs, manufacturing was thriving in Birmingham, with so many factories 
offering work.”  

But of course there were language barriers. Eleni smiles as she recalls the events of more 
than 50 years ago…
Once while I was working at Southalls where the machines were electric, my leg slipped and 
I accidentally put a needle through my finger. I went home after work with the needle still in 
my finger, it became very painful but my brother-in-law didn’t believe me. He thought I was 
trying to get out of going back to work, it was so cold during the 58/59 winter. About a week 
later my finger started turning black. When my manageress, Carol, came to see me at work 
and accidentally touched my finger, I screamed from the pain. That’s when they took me to 
the hospital. The doctor heard me speak Greek and coincidentally was from Greece. He said 
to me: ‘Why did you sign to have your finger amputated?’ I said I didn’t sign anything. Then 
I realised he was joking, to make me feel better as I was very scared, I was only young and 
crying. He fixed it and told me to go back for a check-up. I got a whole week off, paid.” Maybe 
this is what they meant by paradise.

Eleni was just a little girl, barely tall enough to reach the sink, but she knew what was com-
ing. Her entire life she had watched her mother working all day in the fields, ploughing and 
tending their land.

“I was ten years old and I had to start work, we had to go to the fields to tie the haystacks, 
sew lentils and plant the pomegranate seeds and the other fruit and vegetables. It was 
tough, there were many mouths to feed.”

Eleni Costa Papadopoulou, was born by the seaside, in the village of Mazotos in 1935. She 
was one of eight children - there were five girls and three boys. One baby boy died before 
Eleni was born which was painful to cope with, but then further tragedy struck when Eleni 
was just nine years old and the harrowing events would stay with the family forever.
“My brother started to become unwell, he was swelling up and became so ill that he couldn’t 
walk. My mother took care of him at his bedside but nobody could save him. I was only lit-
tle and Stavros was 18 when he died. Mother never got over it. For 40 days she never left 
her bed, we were eaten by fleas. She lived for 43 years after he died and never went to the 
cemetery or even passed by that way, she would not put on perfume and she refused to go 
to any weddings. The pain of losing him was too much. She lost it, she just couldn’t cope. I 
remember it so well, I was nine years old. Right before he died, my mother asked, ‘Who hit 

Eleni Georgiou

Eleni’s childrenEleni Georgiou and her first born 

A young Eleni

Left her father at Larnaca docs and never seen him alive again
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just couldn’t sit back. On the very day she moved into her new detached dream home in 
Alder Grove, Halesowen, Eleni had to face the news that Turkish troops occupied villages in 
the north. Eleni was left heartbroken by what she was seeing and she actively rallied fel-
low community members. They went out onto the streets of Birmingham and protested. In 
subsequent months they tried to help the Cypriot refugees and later continued to welcome 
others to Birmingham and to their church.

Eleni always showed strong leadership at work and in the church, becoming a part of the 
ladies’ committee. She is a strong and resilient woman who would go above and beyond for 
others. She opened her door to relatives, students, fellow Greeks and Cypriots, whoever 
needed help. These are the real Queens of our community, setting an example to future 
generations.

After Eleni’s brother, Christofis, met a girl from their village, Eleni moved in with the newly 
engaged couple. They had bought a property in Alum Rock - number 29 Ellesmere Road.  
She recites the address as if it were still valid and the bus route on the No. 8 that she took 
to work. Then came her match. She was introduced to a man called Vasos, also from Ma-
zotos, who was a cousin of her brother-in-law. Twenty-two months her junior, Vasos came 
over to England in 1954 when he was just 16 years old and got his first job at Hardy Spices, 
a factory at the junction of Birch Road and Brookvale Road in Witton. But his employment 
was short lived as he was caught sleeping on the job. Knowing little about him, Eleni tried to 
refuse the broxenia, arranged marriage.

“I didn’t want to get married, I wanted to go back to my mum. I said I would work to get mon-
ey for the ticket home and go back. But my brother-in-law didn’t agree, he said it would cost 
my dad, Tsikinis as they called him, a lot of money to get married in Cyprus. I had no choice 
though really.”

The couple became engaged in 1955, registered their marriage and then had the official 
church wedding in 1957. The priest came from London as there was no Greek church in 
Birmingham at the time.

When the first migrants came from Cyprus they would attend an English church service at St 
James until members of the community arranged for a priest to come once a month. Even-
tually the first Greek Orthodox Church in Birmingham was inaugurated in1958. St Andreas 
Cathedral in the city’s Jewellery Quarter was founded and regular liturgies were conducted 
by the first permanent priest, Father Nicodemos Anagnostou.

Eleni and Vasos’s first son, Costa, was christened in 1959 in this new church. By this time 
they had settled into their life in England, becoming members of the church committee, 
socialising with other migrants and becoming established in the chip shop trade. The family 
had partnered up with other family members to buy their first business in Alum Rock. By 
this time Eleni, Vasos and their four children had bought a house in Castle Bromwich. But as 
many Greeks discovered, mixing business and family often turned sour.

“My husband and brother-in-law who were partners fell out so we went our separate ways. 
Around that time my husband had to go to Cyprus with our two boys, Costas, aged seven, 
and George, aged eight, and I stayed with our two girls, Panayiota, aged six and Stavroulla 
who was just a few months old.  He said to me ‘if you find a fish and chip shop, put a deposit 
down and call me at the kafenion, café.

“My late brother-in-law, Jimmy, found me a shop in Harborne, We went to our solicitor, Mr 
Foster, who worked for all the Greeks and put down £800 as a deposit. I told Vassos and 
on April 13 1967 we took over the shop in Harborne. It was called All Electric Fish Fryers. 
It needed a lot of work, it didn’t even have a kitchen, nowhere to do potatoes. We fixed the 
shop and then after a year we saved enough to fix the flat above. Then we installed gas as 
there was only electricity. I’d ordered a new cooking range for our shop in Alum Rock so 
just transferred it to our new shop and we renamed it George and Helen’s My husband was 
involved in the business but I would do almost everything. I was the backbone. But we didn’t 
have separate pockets, it was one pot of money.”  

Devastating news from home
Eleni hadn’t even returned to visit her motherland until devastating news came. There was 
a telephone call from the village phone box in the kafenion.
“My cousin called to tell me that my father was seriously ill but he told my brother-in-law 
the truth; he had already died, he was 76.”

By now Eleni  was a mother of four and had to find the strength to fly home and say goodbye. 
It was February 1968. And the journey wasn’t without complications.

“We were at the airport in Nicosia but because my youngest daughter wasn’t on my pass-
port they wouldn’t let us through, only me, they thought I had stolen her from her father. I 
was crying and as I was rummaging through my bag for some papers as all my family went 
through, then one of the men saw the different icons I had in my bag and told the others to 
ring the immigration office and let me through, so I was on time for the funeral. It was very 
emotional being back in my village and seeing my family. My mother cried a lot.”

Eleni tried to help her mother; together they mourned their loss but she had to return to her 
life in England to work and settle her children into their normal routine. Back to chip shop 
life they returned and the business thrived in what became an affluent part of the city. They 
never really encountered any racial issues except for two neighbours who had lost a brother 
in Cyprus during the EOKA violence.

“Every time they went past the shop they would swear at us because one of their brothers 
was killed. We said it wasn’t our fault but they carried on. He would never stop the abuse, 
even when we retired to Cyprus. My son Costas got so fed up he brought the police around 
and after that they stopped. Apart from that there were no issues. Our son took over in 
2004. We had bought a flat in 1971 in Larnaca and still have it by the limani (port).”
The couple retired to Cyprus in 2004 but tragically Vasos only enjoyed a few years of tran-
quillity. He passed away after a heart attack in April 2008.

“One day I took him to the beach and on the way back he fainted in the lift. I shouted for help 
and took him to hospital, he had a heart attack. He had a pacemaker fitted and was due to 
go and see his heart specialist on Tuesday but the cardiologist was too busy that day and 
told him to go back on Thursday but that day he died. That morning he went to the beach and 
when I fetched him back home his trousers were muddy, when I asked how that happened 
he said he fell, couldn’t get up and someone had to help him up. After he came home he had 
a shower, asked him if he wanted anything to eat. He said he wasn’t hungry but asked if I 
would take him to Pervolia to see kardashi. This was a Turkish word for his brother. As he 
was drinking tea he started coughing so we left and as he was going down the steps he fell 
backwards into my arms and that was that, he died in my arms. That’s my life. He was a great 
man, I miss him so much.”

Eleni, now 84, continues to pay tribute to her late husband and also her parents who brought 
her up to be a strong and courageous woman. She remains modest about her own achieve-
ments and what she went through to build a life for her own children. Eleni came to England 
not knowing the language and despite barriers, she worked tirelessly and upheld the honour 
of her parents.

When her brother-in-law, Christos or Kitchos as they called him in Cyprus, was struggling to 
cope with the mental scars following war in the 50s, it was Eleni who invited him into their 
home and took care of him. For 28 years she and her husband looked after him and helped 
him come to terms with scenes he had witnessed.

And when the invasion happened in 1974, although living in Birmingham at the time, Eleni Eleni Georgiou and her first born 

Eleni and Vasos on their wedding day

Eleni’s children at the the family fish and chip shop in Quinton
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Migrated to Birmingham 1965

The ultimate display of strength and faith through 
unimaginable adversity 

“They were desperate times. Vasoulla left first and then Maroulla. It was horrible, so much 
crying. Our mother cried as if she was never going to see them again. It wasn’t easy to travel 
and the only way to communicate was by letter.”
Panayiota went to school in the village but she was only allowed to attend on a part-time 
basis because there was too much work to be done in the fields.  
“I was so upset I couldn’t go to school every day. I loved learning and reading. I wouldn’t fall 
behind which the teachers were amazed at. They kept telling my dad to encourage education 
but he wouldn’t.”

Village life in Cyprus
Tripimeni, part of the Famagusta district, was a peaceful farming village, located on a small 
hill overlooking the broad, sweeping plain of Mesaoria at the foothills of the Pentadaktylos 
mountain range. It was an agricultural area with the main products being wheat, barley, 
olives, carobs and apricots. The apricot orchards were concentrated in an area called Per-
volia, about a mile north of the village and the water from a natural spring was collected 
in a big reservoir and used to water the apricots. Life was tough and physically demanding 
but the people were self sufficient and they seemed happy. Women would proudly maintain 
their homes and land, children would be out playing in the fields, coffee shops would be 
bustling in the evenings and at weekends and the whole community would gather for church 
services and weddings.

“It was lovely where we lived. Everybody knew everyone,” explains Panayiota, “And we all 
got on well; we had lots of relatives in the village because we were a big family. We didn’t 
have a beach though; it was on the other side of Pentadaktylos. Our main city was Lefkosia, 
and our parents would venture there if they needed to buy something. We never went - it 
was school and the fields and we would have fun in the fields when not working.  That was 

our life. We were not very well off at all. Mum used to sew our clothes and we didn’t have 
much money but we produced our own everyday necessities, like olives, olive oil and hallou-
mi. Our father was also a butcher so we had meat for our Sunday dinner. He was a very good 
cook as he used to cater for weddings in the village”.

“When my sister, Katrina, was going to get married, my father promised £500 to her hus-
band-to-be to finish off the build of the house in his village of Ardana and my mum cried so 
much, saying ‘how can we afford that? How will we feed the kids. £500 was a lot of money 
in 1957.”

There were no Turkish Cypriots living in Tripimeni, but there were small communities living 
in surrounding villages such as Ayios Charitos, Knodara, Melounda and Tziaos.  
Panayiota recalls that there were violent clashes before the 1974 invasion.
“My cousin was killed when he was 13 years old while sleeping under a tree looking after 
sheep. An old man, who was 75, saw what happened. Then he tried to get away but they 
caught up with him and killed him too. That was in 1958.”

This was before the island gained its independence from Britain and there were clashes with 
Turkish soldiers and the British troops.
“We were scared of the British soldiers, they would come into the village and pick on the 
men in the cafes., There were also curfews in the village. They were worrying times but we 
didn’t expect what would happen later on. I never imagined what would happen when I left.”

Saying goodbye
After Panayiota’s two sisters left for England and her other siblings were married, she was 
next in line, and she felt the pressure.
“I was tired and fed up. When I reached 14 I decided I wanted to leave. It was labour inten-
sive, hard work for children and I didn’t want to do it anymore. I told my dad. They didn’t 

want me to go but they didn’t try and stop me. I left with two other girls from my village and 
everybody came to the village square to say goodbye. It was very sad. I remember my sister, 
Elu, crying a lot . She told me many years later that she said at the time, ‘who is going to 
wash my clothes now?’”

Panayiota didn’t take much with her- she didn’t have much.  She wore two dresses to travel 
in so that they didn’t take up room in her suitcase. The teenager had no money. The flight 
alone had cost £47 which she would have to pay back. As well as a few items of clothing she 
had a couple of tablecloths she had embroidered herself.

Panayiota arrived in London by plane and went to stay with her sisters in the capital.  
“Dad borrowed the money for my plane ticket so as soon as I earned the money in England I 
sent it back to him. I would write a letter and it would take a week to get there; then I would 
have to wait days for a reply. I didn’t know what to expect. When I arrived in England my first 
thoughts were how different the houses were. The weather wasn’t as bad as I anticipated 
when I first arrived in September but later it became very, very cold. I remember once I went 
with my sister to the market to do our shopping and by the time we came back my fingers 
were numb and I started crying.
I wanted a change of life but I missed by parents so much and I missed being in my village. I 
used to see them in my dreams, I was incredibly homesick.”

Panayiota went to live with her sisters who had managed to buy a house together. In London 
she wasn’t able to work because she was under age so she stayed at home looking after her 
nieces until she was old enough, and then she got a job in a factory.Panayiota remained with 
her sisters for three years until she met her husband, Foulis Kyriakou.

“We met at a wedding. He saw me, asked his friend who knew my family and they came to 
our house to ask for me.”
The wedding was held eight months later, sadly without her parents present as they couldn’t 
afford to leave Tripimeni.

“After two years we had our first son Andreas and after fifteen months a second child, 
Kyriakos, was born. I worked from home and looked after the kids. It was hard but it had to 
be done. I would be on the machine sewing when I had sorted the children out. This included 
washing nappies, we didn’t have disposables then! I did it all, I had to.”
After seven years in London the family decided to try the fish and chip shop trade as so 
many Greek Cypriots had done following migration to England. They found a shop in Alum 
Rock Road in Birmingham with accommodation above the shop. It was the living quarters 
that came with chip shop businesses which appealed to Cypriots desperate to work every 
hour they could while knowing their children were safe.  

Cracks in her marriage
“The work was hard to make the money you needed to live - we had a lot of overheads. We 
opened every day including Sundays, but because we had the flat above I could put the chil-
dren to sleep and come back down to carry on working.”

Hours turned into days and days into weeks,… all Panayiota could do was sit and wait for 
news.
News bulletins showed Turkish troops moving into the north of Cyprus and she feared for 
her parents and siblings.

As a teenage girl desperate to travel and get away from working all day in the fields, Panay-
iota had left her beloved Cyprus in a hopeful search for a better life in England.
But the teenager never thought when departing that she would only get one brief visit home 
to Tripimeni before the village’s peaceful life would be violently terminated.
“I remember that day- we heard it on the news first and we were so worried about our fam-
ily, we didn’t know if they were alive or dead.”

Panayiota Antoniou was born in 1947, the seventh of 10 siblings, six girls and four boys.
Their father, Antoni Agathangelou, was a farmer and butcher and their mother, Myrianthe, 
looked after the sheep and tended to the fields to gather olives and carobs with the help of 
the children.

“We had a humble home; there were a lot of children to feed and clothe so it was difficult for 
my parents. From the age of six or seven we had to work too.”
When the two eldest daughters of the family reached 18, they were sent to England in the 
hope that they could find work.

Panayiota Kyriacou

Panayiota with her sisters in Cyprus

Panayiota with four of her sisters 
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Sadly, by this point the cracks had already begun to show in Panayiota’s marriage.
“I did most of the work. If I didn’t do it, it wouldn’t get done. My husband was only interested 
in himself. I just kept trying for my kids.”

Panayiota would often be in the chip shop by herself dealing with drunk people as they 
spilled out from the many local pubs. They would cause problems after closing time, shout-
ing, swearing and arguing. Fortunately, Panayiota was strong and feisty.  She settled into 
the British way of life, learning the language and sending the children off to school.

Her hard work paid off and eventually she was able to return to Cyprus for the first time to 
visit her parents and siblings. It was 1972 and 11 years since she left.  By this point she had 
a husband and three young children in tow.
“I saw my brother, Yiannakis, who was nine years old when I left and I didn’t recognise him. It 
was so lovely to be home and I am so glad that I went because it was the last time I saw my 
village again before the Turkish invasion. These are memories I will cherish; when I go back 
now all I feel is sadness and emptiness.”  

Alive or dead?
“We found out about the Cyprus invasion on the news from our homes in Birmingham. We 
didn’t know what had happened to our family. We heard that everyone had fled in an effort 
to save their lives but we didn’t know if they made it out alive. They left behind their homes, 
their animals, their belongings, everything, they took nothing- all they had were the clothes 
on their back. Eventually we received a letter from my dad telling us they were ok. We were 
so happy to hear from them but devastated to hear what they had gone through. And after 
that it was about survival. For days after the invasion we saw TV showing bombings, people 
hanging from their homes, fires burning everywhere. It was heartbreaking to watch.”

“At first they were hiding during the day and going back at night into the village to feed the 
animals, hopeful they would return. Later they fled to other villages in the mountains. Two 
men who chose to stay behind are still missing.”

Within weeks of the invasion, Panayiota’s family realised that they were never going to go 
home again. They stayed with some friends in Cyprus, then managed to come to England for 
a short time, only to return a short while later to settle in a Turkish village.
Broken marriage
Knowing her family was safe, Panayiota had no more distractions from family life and she 
had to face up to the problems in her marriage.
The couple handed over their shop in Alum Rock to Panayiota’s sister, Katerina, and her 
husband, Evangelos,  who had arrived in Birmingham after having to flee from their home in 
northern Cyprus with their nine children.

Panayiota and Foulli then moved to Coseley to another fish and chip shop.
“The shop was ok but my marriage wasn’t! My husband was a very difficult man, not a family 
person at all. He didn’t care about his children, only about himself. So I had to do something 
to bring my children up on my own, otherwise he would have destroyed everything.”

Panayiota felt anxious and worried, knowing divorce was never really an option for Greek 
Cypriot women. With three children to think of she desperately hoped things would change 
but they never did.

“It was so hard and I just kept putting off the inevitable. I put up with it for 20 years and then 
I decided enough was enough. The children were starting to understand what their father 
was like and with their support I knew I could do it. The final straw was when he took all the 
money and left us and went to Cyprus. I struggled on my own to pay all the bills, I didn’t know 
what to pay first, and then when he returned he asked for more money. I gave him whatever 
I had left and he threw it straight back in my face and it hit me in the eye. I thought, ‘That’s 
it! I am not going to continue to work for this.’ I left. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for my 
children.”

Starting again
Panayiota packed up with her children and relocated to Tamworth where she worked hard 
for two years with the boys working by her side as Anthe continued with her studies. With 
the money they saved they bought a new business in Northfield in Birmingham. Although 
divorce was not commonplace in the Greek community, Panayiota felt supported by people 
around her.

“There are always difficulties when going through a separation. Most people in the com-
munity knew of my situation and I had their support. They knew what I was going through. I 
was proud of what I did; it was all for my kids and I had the support of all my family. Maybe 
it helped other women in a similar situation. A lot of women do suffer in silence. It really 
depends on individual circumstances though. You have to give people a chance, some might 
change, others will not. I gave my ex- husband so many chances, but when I saw he wasn’t 
changing I got out. If things at home are not very serious then you have to try and make the 
marriage work. My eldest son told me, ‘if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes I wouldn’t have 
believed it’, they saw what went on.”

Panayiota tried not to let her own experiences of marriage affect her children’s opinions on 
marriage and on settling down. Andreas went on to marry Androulla in 1988, a year after 
they moved to Northfield. But Panayiota remained cautious about influencing her daughter 
Anthe.

“After what I went through she didn’t want an arranged marriage and I didn’t push her. I 
wanted her to make her own decisions but I stayed close to her and encouraged her to be 
open with me so she didn’t go behind my back. I didn’t worry about her marrying out of our 
culture because from the start she told me that she would only marry a Greek Cypriot.”
Second child, Kyriakos, was due to marry on August 26, 2001, but was tragically diagnosed 
with terminal cancer just three months before the wedding date. Panayiota thought she had 
seen hard times, but losing her son is something she will never overcome.
“Kyriakos was a very loving child; he would smile at anyone because he said it was important 
to spread happiness. But he was taken away from us, just 33 years old.”
“I never thought I would smile again’

“It was about eighteen months from start to finish that he suffered. He was losing weight 
and he kept going to the doctors with pains in his stomach. They gave him tablets for in-
digestion and dismissed it as nothing serious. The doctor said he was fit and healthy and 
shouldn’t worry”.

“Then he went and saw a doctor privately, had an endoscopy and that’s how they found out 
about the cancer and it had already spread. He told me as soon as he got his results. It was 
so hard for all of us. I never asked about timings - I didn’t want to- I just prayed for a miracle. 
He knew from the beginning he was very near to God. He told his brother, Andreas, to have 
faith and one day they would meet again. His faith helped him a lot. Kyriakos was planning 
to get married on August, 26 and on June 12 he was diagnosed as terminal. The next three 
months were devastating, almost a blur. I don’t wish it to anybody, it was just like a bad 
dream. The only way I got through was the thought of my children and grandchildren, I could 
see them suffer and had to be strong for them despite the fact that I was breaking inside and 
I still am. It never goes away. I never thought I would smile again; I feel guilty.”

“Kyriakos was such a funny person, so witty. He loved children and was desperate to marry 
and have children. There is nothing worse in this life than having to bury your child. And 
everything I went through in my life, all the heartache and torment I would go through again 
for my kids. They make me very proud every day, they show me a lot of love and respect.”

Panayiota, who remarried after encouragement from her sons, sadly now has to visit her 
second husband, Takis, in a care home. He suffers from multiple sclerosis.

From time to time she visits Cyprus to spend time with her siblings, but it is not the Cyprus 
she recognises. “We can’t go to our villages, we are refugees. I feel more at home over here. 
When I visit I just feel empty and sad. And I feel so angry and frustrated looking at all the 
abandoned buildings in Famagusta.”
Panayiota acknowledges her strength, “for me to decide I wanted to leave my village age 14 
I must have been a strong character.”

But so much more than that, Panayiota is a fighter, battling to protect her children and more 
importantly herself from being broken down. She is rightly proud of what she did, breaking 
the mould and putting an end to her suffering which is not easy to do now, let alone as a 
young Cypriot mother in the 70s.
Panayiota ran her own business, brought up her children alone and ensured financial and 
continual emotional stability for her children throughout their trials and tribulations and 
especially through the tragedy of losing her son.

A mother should never have to go through what she has been through, but she continues to 
have faith and put all her energy into her children and seven grandchildren who she adores.
Panayiota is a faithful regular at church, often choosing to stand throughout the service 
while others sit down. Strong and brave, she is well respected by her peers in church, sur-
rounded by friends and relatives and her positive attitude in the face of all adversity are a 
source of great strength to all.  Panayiota carrying out tradional duties on her granddaughter Francesca’s wedding day
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Migrated to Birmingham 1958

school I cried a lot and regretted leav-
ing up until now.”

Androulla returned to Aradippou alone 
and got a job weaving baskets. She also 
worked as a dressmaker and in the 
fields during harvest season, collecting 
carobs.  

Then a letter arrived from England. It 
was an aunt who was living in London 
and she said she would send a visa for 
Androulla, as the oldest child, to come 
over and work.

“She knew how poor we were so she 
wrote a letter saying that she would be 
sending a visa for England. That was 
1958. I didn’t know any English but I 
wanted to go to help my struggling 
family.” 

It wasn’t until many years later than 
Androulla realised how her mother felt 
about her decision. “From what I was 
told by my brothers and sisters later, mum was crying a lot saying continuously, ‘why did I 
let her go?’ ”

At the time that Androulla was preparing to leave Cyprus, Larnaca was under curfew due to 
the EOKA troubles so she waved goodbye to her mother and siblings and went to the port 
with her father.

“I said goodbye to my mother, kissed her hand and didn’t show any emotion, I didn’t want her 
to see how sad I was. I never ever wanted her to see me worried.  Dad took me to Larnaca by 
taxi and just said goodbye.” This was when she waved goodbye to her family, and began her 
journey all alone, with nothing more than a suitcase full of some home comforts, her dowry, 
some food items and a total sum of five pounds. 

Androula, aged 15, left on a ship called the Enotria with two other villagers from Aradippou. 

“It took about seven or eight days on the ship. It was very clean and I remember lots of food 
but I wouldn’t eat anything as I was convinced the meat was horsemeat. I just sat down eat-
ing some apples. I didn’t wander around as I was feeling sick.”

Looking for work
Androulla arrived at Dover during a dark and foggy night and caught the train to London 
where her aunt picked her up. 

“My main concern was to find a job. I knew what I had to do and why I had made this journey. 
I had to focus”. 

“I got a job in a factory, dressmaking, earning six pounds and fifty pence per week. My boss-
es were Jewish but most of the workers were Cypriots so that was good. My aunt took me 
on the bus a couple of times so I would get used to the journey. I had to go through Trafalgar 
Square to get to work. I was 15 years old and in a new country, can you imagine? My aunt 
and uncle were very good people, they treated me like a daughter. I stayed with them for 
nine months.”

During her stay in London, other relatives came to visit and brought a young man called 
Porfiri. Androulla had no idea they were coming, 

“There was no one in the house. They stayed for a while, had a drink and as they were leaving 
they told me that Porfiri liked me and asked me if I liked him too. I told them I was too young 
to get engaged and that I had come to England to work hard and send money home, not to 
get married. Then my uncle asked me if I had somebody else in mind. That upset me and I got 
embarrassed, so I said, ‘yes I will marry him.’ He was good looking though!”

Androulla describes apprehension and also excitement about marrying a man she had met 
only briefly, but she was convinced by the family that a better future lay in her accepting 
the arrangement. Though arranged marriages in the Cypriot community were generally not 
forced, pressure to accept a good match was often heavy if not immense.

“He would come to London every Sunday, for a few weeks and we would talk. Then we got 
engaged and went to Birmingham where we lived with my in-laws. They moved to England in 
1955. My father-in-law was a labourer and my husband worked in the bakeries. 
I wrote to my parents to tell them I was getting married and moving to Birmingham and they 
said ‘yes’.

Androulla moved to Birmingham in 1959 with Porfiri, who was six years older and the couple 
had a registry office ceremony before the traditional wedding in the Greek Orthodox Church 
of St Andrew’s in the Jewellery Quarter in Birmingham nine months later. 

Tears on her wedding day 
Androulla felt a mix of emotions on her wedding day. It was a joyous occasion, full of music, 
tradition and a celebration for the Greek community but her family were not able to attend. 

“It was very emotional because my mother and the rest of the family couldn’t come, only my 
father came from Cyprus. I was so distressed and upset that I forgot to take my skirt off and 
left it under my wedding dress and went to church! I didn’t have my mother to guide me on 

my wedding day.”
However the wedding led to her family being reunited again and a more prosperous life for 
all of them. After the wedding her father decided the whole family should move to England. 
There were jobs and better opportunities to own businesses and property. 

“Dad never went back to Cyprus, he stayed in Birmingham for a while then sent a visa to my 
sister Ellou and then the rest of the family came and my two younger siblings were born in 
England. That made 10 children altogether, seven girls and three boys.” 

After the wedding Androulla got a job in a dressmaking factory in Soho Road, Handsworth, 
for about six months before they moved into the chip shop trade. Porfiri had already owned 
a house in Erdington with his sister and when he married, the couple bought their first house 
together, which cost £1,800. 

Their first two children, Kyriakos and George were born in Birmingham and when they 
moved to Coventry they had another three; Fotoulla, Soulla and Efthimios. 
Their life in Coventry continued to centre around the business and the kids. 

“It was home, work, work, home. We had two bedrooms on top of the fish and chip shop with 
five kids as well as my cousin Tasoulla. It was hard working in the fish shop. We didn’t make 
money until later on. We had to do the potatoes by hand, prepare the chickens, clean up, it 
was labour intensive. Fish and chips cost one shilling and nine pence. I looked after the kids 
and cooked. My husband wanted cooked meat for the kids. We used to send them to Greek 
school and later when our finances were better we brought a teacher home. You always 
worry about them but thank God it all worked out. You have to be friends with your children 
but also be strict at the same time.  I would keep an eye on them, check their school bags 
after they came home, especially the girls. They had friends from all communities; English, 

They came to work in UK factories and foundries at a time when the country desperately 
needed workers from its former colonies to regenerate its post-war economy. Many arrived 
with a few clothes and no more than £5 in their pocket. Androulla Kefalas was one of the 
many women who were sent by their families to England due to the poverty back home in 
Cyprus. 

She was the oldest of eight at the time so it fell on her to help her parents. 
“My father was a shepherd but one day all the sheep caught a disease and died. It was dev-
astating, especially with so many mouths to feed. My mother never worked as she wasn’t 
in good health. Our parents were very loving but we were very poor. Food was scarce, we 
would rarely eat meat and we had a couple of items of clothing each; mum would wash them 
by hand and we would wear them again. “I came to England with one suitcase with some 
clothes, halloumia, some bedding and five pounds. That’s all.” 

Letter from England
After the death of the animals, the family moved to a village called Kalavasos where her fa-
ther got a job in a mine and became a rural keeper. Androulla went to school but was pulled 
out at a young age to work and help provide for her family. 

“I was sad to leave school. My teachers were good, I was a very clever pupil, I always used to 
get top marks, they didn’t want me to leave. When my mother told me I wasn’t going back to 

Androulla Kefalas

Androulla Kefalas before she left Cyprus aged fifteen

Androulla Kefalas on her wedding day

Left for England to better the life of her parents and siblings
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Black, Cypriots. All our children married Greek Cypriots except our youngest son. I admit I 
was disappointed when they were dating but not when they married. She is lovely girl and 
my son is happy, she is a great mother, they have four children.” 

Androulla is incredibly proud of her children and 16 grandchildren and the way she brought 
them up with her firm but fair ways. 

Although she has now relocated back to Cyprus due to her husband’s wishes to go back to 
the motherland, she loves England and like many pioneer men and women she believes she 
owes it a lot. Of course in those early days, when she first made the lonely journey to London 
and began her daily bus commute, Androulla, like many thought, ‘what have I done?’ 

But they were existing day-to-day and even to think too much about whether they had made 
the right decision was a luxury.

“From day one I liked living in England, truthfully. I met good people around me and kind 
neighbours. We met English, Scottish, Irish people in the different chip shops we moved 
around and the three or four homes that we lived in, everyone treated us well. I have never 
regretted moving to England.”

Androulla remains modest in her actions, “I did what I had to for my family.” But these are 
choices that seem inconceivable now, sending a 15-year old child to a country where she did 
not know the language. 

Androulla was always willing to make sacrifices for her parents, brothers and sisters and 
she was determined to give her all in every job she did, from working in the factories to 
cooking and cleaning in the chip shops. Androulla like so many from former British colonies, 
came to work in Britain’s factories at a time when the country needed workers most in order 
to rebuild and regenerate.  Not only was she an asset to the British economy at the time, 
which was desperately in need of hard-working folk but she also was and continues to be 
an asset to her family – her self-less qualities, her generosity for others, her willingness 
to give and to give and her nurturing nature continue to be a big part of her and an example 
to all. 

 

Porfiris Kefalas husband of Androulla Kefalas Androulla and her two daughters Vasiliki and Fotoulla Androulla and her daughter Vasiliki Poutziouris
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Migrated to Birmingham 1960

“A lot of the region’s income came from tobacco growing; we had the ideal climate. We all 
worked in the fields with the tobacco plants- a lot of hands were required for the job. It was 
a tough job but really the only way to earn a living.”

Anna recalls: “I remember the Second World War but not much because in the village we 
only got bits of information;we didn’t have TVs or many newspapers.The odd person who 
was educated would buy one but not many. The men would find out things in the kafenion, 
café, then we would hear bits from them.”

From Cyprus to Australia
Anna attended school but she admits she wasn’t committed to her studies. She states she 
was “too lazy” to read and more interested in seeing what the wider world had to offer.  
“I went up to the first year of high school then got fed up. It was an all-girls school next to 
the boys school, in the forest, a very pleasant place”.    

“But I decided to stay at home. I would do the housework and help in the fields, the tobacco, 
the vegetables; there was a lot to do. There was no real pressure to go to school. Our par-
ents brought us up to be well behaved, to ‘speak only when you are spoken to’ and do your 
jobs”.

“When I turned 18 I decided I wanted to go to Australia. It was after the war had ended and 
a lot of youngsters emigrated to other countries as there were no jobs in the villages. I had 
a brother in Australia so I decided to go there.”

Quite unusual for those days Anna, a single girl, packed her bags, waved goodbye to her 
family and fellow villagers and took the month-long sail Down Under.

“My brother Paul filled out a form to say I had somewhere to stay and that was it. My parents 
wanted me to stay as I was the youngest in the family but I wanted to go and travel and see 
the world. I never forgot Cyprus or my roots but I wanted to travel. Everybody was crying, 
the whole village came to say goodbye.”
Anna boarded a ship in 1951 and sailed to Israel, Egypt and then to Australia. 

She recalls; “The ship was huge. It wasn’t a cruise ship though. It was originally a warship 
and the cabins had too many beds which was strange. The food wasn’t good though; because 
it was an Italian ship we had spaghetti every day! When I arrived in Melbourne some friends 
of my brother picked me up and took me to their house and I then went to Adelaide. I was 
impressed with what I saw. I worked as a machinist in a factory that made car seats. There 
weren’t sewing jobs like in England.”

Relatives tried to marry Anna off and despite offers she politely declined and four years 
later in 1955 she decided to return back to Cyprus with her friends. Anna fancied a change 
of scenery and planned to go and live in England where one of her sisters was based.
“We were young. I had written to my parents to tell them of my intentions to leave again.”
Each time Anna would depart, while she was sad to leave her parents and villagers, she was 
also full of hope, ambition and excitement.
Anna, travelling with friends, went to England by ship and straight to Lewisham where her 
sister, Loulla, lived with her English husband, Ted, and their first child.

“I had to learn to speak English to communicate. It was around the time of EOKA violence 
in Cyprus but Ted would see and understand both sides. He was a very good man; he had 
served in the army and was taken captive in Japan for four years - he was five stone when 
he left the army. He had seen the horrors of war.”

Anna reflects on the fact that her sister got married to someone who was not of Greek Cy-
priot background, “My parents couldn’t really say much when Loula and Ted got together. 
My brother knew Ted. They were friends and he was a very nice lad. And things had started 
to change, they were not as strict as before. The wedding was in England but none of us 

were able to come, only my brother who was already living in England.”

Anna stayed for a few years but she was always drawn back to her homeland. When she re-
turned to Rizokarpaso in 1959 she was reacquainted with an old friend, George Kalavanas.

“We were childhood and family friends. We knew each other from a young age. Our siblings 
all knew each other. By this point we were both 28 years old, I had travelled the world. We 
liked each other, I’m not sure you can say it was love straight away.”

The couple married In Rizokarpaso and the newlyweds returned to England.
“My husband worked in London and rented a flat in Holloway; he was already in England 
working in hotels. I worked for a little bit as a seamstress; then I fell pregnant with my first 
son. My husband’s sister was living in Birmingham with her husband and after about a year 
we moved up to Birmingham and bought a restaurant together. It was in Small Heath and 
we lived on top for a while, then bought a house because it was too cramped. We didn’t stay 
long though. We sold the house and bought a shop and made it into a cafe in Shirley; we 
called it Karpasi, named after our village. I ran it with my sister-in-law and a helper for four 
years. We opened at 8am but opened all day until midnight. My husband continued running 
the other restaurant.”

The couple’s next move was to sell both businesses that they were running separately and 
buy the Elyssee restaurant in Moseley.

“It was a very good restaurant with beautiful French and Italian cuisine. It had a very good 
reputation. We had lots of Jewish customers.”

Anna and George were running the Elyssee when the tragic events of 1974 unfolded.
It was a huge shock to the couple who had actually decided they would return to live in 
Cyprus.
“I had tickets ready, with my children, as we were planning to sell up and go and live in Cy-
prus. We heard it on the radio and spoke to our relatives on the phone. We were so worried 
about our parents and all of our family. My brother who lived in Australia was in Cyprus at 
the time, it was his first trip in years to see our parents and he became trapped in the village. 
They wouldn’t let him leave despite the fact that he had an Australian passport. He had to 
stay for six months. They were all trapped in the village following the invasion.”

Before the invasion Rizokarpaso had become the biggest village in Cyprus, with a population 
of 5,000. Although numbers shrunk during the 1960s following a large wave of migration to 
the UK, Australia, and South Africa, the trend stopped in 1970 and many migrants returned 
to their land and large homes. Around 3,000 people were in the village when Turkish troops 
invaded the north of the island. There was a market, police station, cinema, olive and flour 
mills and several butchers.  
The peninsula was cut off by Turkish troops and this prevented Greek-Cypriot inhabitants 
from fleeing to the south, leaving them confined in the north.  

Derelict and lifeless, it’s hard to believe that Rizokarpaso was a thriving village and one of 
the main tobacco producing areas of Cyprus.

For people like Anna Yiallouros who grew up in the remote village, it’s a childhood that isn’t 
recognisable. Once one of Cyprus’s biggest villages, Rizokarpaso had a vibrant commercial 
centre, good schools, a bank and a cinema. Villages like this had an abundance of work and 
tourists would visit from across the island at Easter as they took part in days of wonderful 
celebrations before heading to the St Andreas monastery where huge numbers of people 
would visit regularly.  

Anna enjoyed a good rural upbringing but it wasn’t enough for the young adventurous teen-
ager who wanted to get out and see the world.  

“It was a beautiful place but a lot of people left. Many youngsters went abroad to find work”.

All the children in the village used to play with each other, in the fields, under the trees with 
our dolls and other handmade toys. It was a simple life. We had a happy childhood. There 
was poverty but for us, we were ok because we had our land with our crops.”
Anna was born in 1932. She was one of six siblings. Their father, Chrysostomos, was a farm-
er and her mother, Maria, looked after the children and worked in the fields, looking after 
the tobacco plants.

Anna Kalavanas
Ahead of her generation: 

The globetrotter whose beloved village became enclaved 

Anna traveled to Australia and later England on a ship 

Anna Kalavanas on the way to Australia with her friends in 1951
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Around 200 of these Greek-Cypriots refused to leave after 1974 and continued to live with 
the influx of Turkish people from mainland Turkey.

These Greek-Cypriots are known as the ‘enclaved’ and they received aid in the form of food 
packages from the UN.  

“My parents and sisters stayed in the village for five years after the invasion until they 
couldn’t look after themselves anymore. They were very scared, they couldn’t go out at 
night, they were terrorised, whatever they wanted the Turks would take. It was very difficult 
to communicate.They  used to send letters through the Red Cross. We weren’t allowed to go 
and see them at first; later we were able to get permission through the British embassy in 
Cyprus. We could visit only for a day and we were always accompanied by a Turkish police 
officer.”

“It must have been two or three years after the invasion when a lot of us from Karpasi went 
on a coach to visit and it was the most emotional day of my life. All the villagers left came 

to see us at the centre. They were asking about their relatives and I was very happy to see 
my parents as they were getting old. I was so happy to see them alive. The Turks were very 
demanding; they could have everything they wanted. We had a police officer with us. We 
weren’t allowed to take photos.”

It was heartbreaking for the family to see what had happened to their village and then being 
forced to leave because they couldn’t look after themselves any more with the little provi-
sions coming in.

Sadly Anna’s father died eight months after he came out of the village and her mother 
shortly after. One of her sister’s remained there until she died.
“Looking back I realise that my life in Rizokarpaso was very pleasant before all the troubles. 

The older you get the more you remember your village and those happy times. We had ev-
erything we needed, we had our land, our crops, the tobacco fields, we made our own bread 
and we could live self-sufficiently.”

As returning to the village was no longer an option, Anna and George remained in Birming-
ham and had four children altogether; two sons, Nicolas and Andreas, and two daughters 
Maria and Theanna. Tragically, Theanna was born with a hole in her heart and despite not 
letting her condition stop her from going to school and enjoying her life, she died aged 34 
in 2000.   

“It was difficult working and having four children, including our daughter who was disabled 
, but I was always a hard worker and I loved my work and cooking. When the children were 
young we always lived on top of the business and I would run up and down like a yoyo! That’s 
how I made it work for us.”

From the Elyssee restaurant the couple moved on to the Gables Club in Oxford Road, Mo-
seley. Anna would help out when the children were at school. George had also bought a 
restaurant in Henley in Arden but sold it after a year.

“We moved businesses a lot; my husband couldn’t sit still! We stayed at The Gables for a 
while though; it was a members only club. It was very high class with a bar, restaurant and 
rooms upstairs. It was a lovely place and we spent many years there. It was a good busi-
ness.”

After the Gables they bought a prominent bed and breakfast on the Hagley Road which be-
came well known as The Eaton Hotel. The family refurbished the venue and made it into a 
contemporary hotel and due to its location, within two miles of Birmingham City Centre, it is 
always busy with business clients and tourists to this day. The Eaton has also built a strong 
reputation among the Greek Cypriot community and is often used for christening parties and 
celebrations for families in the community.

It was a family run venture and when George died in 2007 the hotel was left to the three 
remaining children; however the boys decided to sell their share and daughter Maria took 
over the whole business .

Son Andeas and his wife Bobbie, who have two children, Annabella and Christian, left their 
teaching jobs and currently run the stunning Moxhull Hall, a county house hotel and restau-
rant in Wishaw, Sutton Coldfield.  

Anna, who has four grandchildren spends most of her time now in her beloved Cyprus.
“I love Cyprus but I do like England too. My advice to anyone starting their life is to travel 
as much as you can, meet people, see different places and then decide what you want to do 
with your life. If I could go back to my village, now that I am older, I would go and live there. 
Women are always by their husbands’ side giving a lot of help and support and that deprives 
them from spending enough time with their children when they are young. Behind every 

successful man there is an extremely strong woman. I do believe that women hold together 
their home and their family.”

Anna is an incredibly hard worker who always did whatever was required to ensure the cou-
ple’s businesses were successful and their children had the best opportunities.
Anna is a spirited and strong-willed woman who didn’t conform to stereotypes and went off 
to see the world when she was just a young girl. In some ways she was a generation ahead 
of her time, travelling with friends, seeing the world, all things that young women in the 
Greek community have more freedom to do today, thanks to the wonderful sacrifices made 
by their mothers. But she has never forgotten her roots in Rizokarpaso, a place which will 
always hold childhood memories and help future generations understand what previous 
generations went through.

A picture of Rizokarpaso church taken in 2011 

Anna with all of her family Anna with their husband and four children 
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changed and there wasn’t as much demand for it. People would just leave their suits. We 
ended up with a chip shop like everybody else.”

With a downturn in trade and the potential that was being recognised by other Greek fam-
ilies in fish and chip shops in Birmingham, the family decided they would turn the tailor 
shop into a chippy and The Frying Pan was born. They carried on living in the flat above and 
Vasoulla could work and look after her family, as many women did. Her third child, Kassiani 
was just a few months old at the time. She is now 48.  

“We completely refurbished the shop, fitting a cooking range and cabinets for the cooked 
food and the counter. It was a traditional fish and chip shop, we mainly sold fish and chips 
and pies. It was so busy, customers would queue out of the door before we opened at 12 
noon and then again at tea-time after our break in the middle of the afternoon.”

The Frying Pan quickly became established with the working class people living in inner 
city Birmingham and working in the city’s many factories but then the council made the de-
cision that some of the buildings in Northbrook Street would have to be knocked down for 
structural reasons. The family found an empty shop just 50 yards away in Dudley Road and 
transferred all of their equipment in 1982. 

“We just moved everything across, it was all the same, still called The Frying Pan and all 
our customers just followed us over. We loved it there and have wonderful memories. It 
was hard work, serving, cleaning and the hours were long because we would wait for closing 
time at the pubs but we enjoyed it. Some of our long standing customers cried when we left.”

A journey of hope and excitement 
Vasoulla was grateful for the overwhelming kindness she was shown by people of Birming-
ham and the life she was able to build in foreign lands.

Born in 1947 in the farming village of Mazotos as one of 10, Vasoulla Lezekiel was just 
eight years old when she moved with her family and she had no idea what to expect. While 
parents Christos and Kassiani were apprehensive about uprooting, they were full of hope 
and determination to seek a better future. Her father had already left for England following 
her oldest brother Kyriakos and they had arranged work at a bed factory and somewhere to 
stay before his wife and children set off in February 1956.  

“We went on the ship with my mother and my brothers and sisters. The ship seemed huge, 
but I was only a little girl and I just remember feeling so seasick. I remember making friends 
with a little Australian girl which was nice to pass the time. It was quite exciting, we saw it as 
an adventure. Then when we did the last part of the journey and arrived by train. It was the 
first time I had ever seen snow and children throwing snowballs. We had sheets all covering 
our legs as it was so cold.  When my mother left Cyprus she didn’t know she would never 
come back to live. But when the men left, the wives would follow. That’s how it was.”
Shortly after the family had arrived in Birmingham, one of Vasoulla’s uncle’s who had a fish 
and chip shop and would lend people money to help in the first few months of migration, lent 

her father the sum of £200. With that money they were able to put a deposit on a house in 
Handsworth. 

“We moved into number 30, Grove Hill Road. It was different from village life in Mazotos 
but we liked it. It was ok for the children though, I know it was a lot more difficult for mum, 
especially not speaking English and you are so closed up especially in winter, not like in 
Cyprus. We had a nice house though. Mum was quite lonely too when we all went to school.”

School days in Birmingham  
“We started at Rookery Road School almost straight away and although I don’t remember 
my first day, I have lots of memories of my time there. We used to pay five shillings for 
school dinners, we used to get a little bottle of milk for our break and we had a teacher - 
Mrs Bird - she was called, she took me and my sister in the hall to teach us English. It was 
lovely.” 
Vasoulla becomes emotional as she recalls her early school years and one friend in partic-
ular, called Valerie Timbrell.
“She was a great friend, I used to go to her house, she was an only child, I’ve never seen her 
since we left school because I went to Handsworth Girls School after Rookery Road and she 
went to another school.”

The family quickly felt at home in Handsworth. Most shops were family-run businesses and 
traditional in character. The butcher, for example, wore a straw hat and a striped apron, 
used a thick wooden chopping block and sprinkled sawdust on the floor. They would do their 
shopping on Soho Road from the bakery, to the greengrocer, the hardware store and the 
iconic Woolworths. 

Vasoulla and her siblings enjoyed the freedom they had and like many youngsters who 
migrated from Cyprus, they were particularly drawn to the cinema. In the ‘50s there were 
around 5,000 cinemas in Britain which attracted an audience four times larger than that in 
the 1970s. Vasoulla recalls the generosity of one local man when she lost her money for 
the cinema 
“It was lovely, a safe England in those days, I remember going to the cinema with my sisters, 
I had the money but I couldn’t find it. As I was frantically searching on Antrobus Road, a man 
stopped and asked what was wrong. I told him I lost our money for the cinema and he took 
out some money and gave it to us. It was seven and six.” Vasoulla smiles.
“Later that night I found the money in my hem, I must have had a hole in my pocket. I felt 
bad, but I didn’t know who the man was to give back the money, it was a lovely thing he did.” 

When Vasoulla officially became a teenager, her parents had just bought a fish and chip 
shop in Stanley Road in Quinton and she enjoyed her shifts serving customers. 
“It was lovely working in the shop, we were always accepted although I do remember being 
embarrassed to speak Greek. I would translate for my mother. I did shorthand and typing 
and I was interested in ladies fashion but I ended up in the chip shop. I don’t regret it.” 
Vasoulla was 18 years old when she met Yiannis, John. 

Everyone knows The Frying Pan chip shop in Birmingham. It’s historically been one of the 
most popular chip shops in inner city Birmingham, it won a top award in 2006, and was given 
a five star review by the local newspaper’s chippy critic following a mystery visit in 2016. 

There were always queues out of the door as hungry punters waited for opening and loyal 
customers were reduced to tears when the Elia family eventually moved on.  
Wherever Vasoulla, John and their children would go in the city and beyond, they are in-
stantly recognised as the ‘family from the chippy’. 

“The customers loved us, they watched our children grow up in the chip shop and we watched 
them grow up as children to have kids of their own. Everywhere we went people would know 
us, especially our three boys, from the supermarket to the airport!”
But chip shops were not the first enterprise for the young couple who had migrated from the 
neighbouring villages of Anafotia and Mazotos in Cyprus. 

Before the Frying Pan was established in 1973, Vasoulla’s husband John, ran a tailor’s shop 
in the premises in Northbrook Street.

Vasoulla explains: “John was actually a tailor by trade and after working for someone else 
he had his own business in Northbrook Road. He would offer all tailor services; from mak-
ing bespoke suits to repairs and alterations. Tailoring was popular but then the industry 

Vasoulla Elia

Migrated to Birmingham 1955

The Queen of The Frying Pan chip shop

Vasoulla and her husband Giannis as newly weds 
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“My father liked my husband, they were both tailors and we were from neighbouring villag-
es. My father was a tailor in Cyprus, and John was a tailor in England. We liked each other, I 
had the freedom to refuse if I wanted but we got on and then not long after we got married. 
Whenever we went out he would always take me to the best restaurants.”

Retirement 
Vasoulla and John enjoyed their chip shop days and watching their children grow up and 
grandchildren being born but they decided to return to nature and a rural life after a lifetime 
in the city. They moved back to Cyprus in 1996, leaving their three boys with The Frying Pan. 

Their sons eventually sold the shop in 2012 and moved on to other ventures, remaining in 
the catering industry. The three sons founded Piri Fino in 2010 and the business evolved 
from a takeaway in Dudley Road to a licensed, sit-down restaurant in Sutton Coldfield fol-
lowed by a venue in Walsall. 
And just a few months ago, Stavros took back over the beloved chip shop where it all start-
ed The Original Frying Pan is back in the hands of the Elia family. 

Vasoulla, who now has seven grandchildren, admits retirement may have come too early 
but travels back to visit family whenever she can. And she is always reminded of her Frying 
Pan days. 

“A couple of years ago I got mixed up with the times of our flights and we had one hour to 
catch a flight. Thankfully all packed, we raced to the airport and when I got to the check-
point there was no one there but somebody spotted us, a lady called Yvonne and said ‘you 
are from the chippy!’ She ran as fast as she could vand made sure we got on the plane with 
minutes to spare.”

Vasoulla has a placid nature and has always taken things in her stride. Quick to adapt to life 
in England, she has never felt homesick, always living life with a positive attitude and being 
grateful to her parents for sacrifices they made. 
 She is fully appreciative that she was able to retire to her motherland following years in 
the chip shop and will always be grateful to a country and its people who welcomed her with 
open arms and made their tenure in The Frying Pan a memorable one. 
And she is proud of her children and the entrepreneurial spirit they continue to show in the 
city they were born in, growing businesses which offer employment opportunities to others.

Vasoulla’s sons with staff in the Frying Pan chip shop on Dudley Road

Elia family gatherings
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A divided island before and after 1974

Evacuees unloading from a vehicle during the Turkish invasion of Cyprus. 22nd July 1974.
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Cyprus was given its independence and  the firts president of the island, Archbishop Makari-
os III, took office on the 16th of August 1960. With a Greek Cypriot president and a Turkish 
Cypriot vice president the government was formed. Differences in opinion between the two 
communities soon began to emerge resulting in violent clashes.  The Greeks believed that 
the British instigated the rift between the communities as before independence and during 
post-Ottoman rule the communities had lived in harmony, fought side by side in WW2 and 
lived in mixed villages. The Turks would co-celebrate Easter with the Greeks and the Greeks 
would co-celebrate the Bairam (Ramadan) with the Turks. However, now, the relationship 
had been poisoned. 

As the Greek Cypriots in Birmingham settled in and acclimatised to British life back in Cy-
prus the division between the Greeks and the Turks escalated. The independence given to 
the island and the constitution that was put in place automatically divided the communities. 
Only a few years after the republic was given its independence the first confrontations be-
tween the two communities began in 1963. There were fatalities on both sides. The follow-
ing year (1964) saw air raids and bombs dropped on the North West peninsula of the island 
by Turkey. Makarios demanded that the air strikes stop and they did after international 
mediation. 

The independence of 1960 and the troubles that followed also resulted in an influx of mi-
gration to the UK. With over 25,000 Greek Cypriots migrating to the UK within the first few 
years of the republic, Haringey, a borough of London, became the second biggest Cypriot 
town in the world.

This was the era of the Cold War in which the world was divided between America, NATO  
and its allies against the Soviet block and it’s own allies. Cyprus refused to join either block 
and instead was a leading member of the countries that identified themselves as Non-
Aligned, along with India, Yugoslavia, Egypt etc. Therefore the policies of Archbishop Ma-
karios did not please the right wing governments of Greece who were staunch members of 
NATO. Despite ten years of cease fire and peace talks, Greece’s military junta attempted 
to overthrow Archbishop Makarios in a coup with the intention of achieving Enosis. The 

island was no longer divided only between the Greeks and the Turks, but this political move 
by Greece turned Greek against Greek as well. The Greek Cypriot community was sliced in 
two which weakened them even more in relation to  Turkey’s demands and wrath. Using the 
overthrowal of the legitimate government of the Republic of Cyprus and the ensuing chaos 
Turkish troupes invaded the island with the excuse that they were protecting the safety and 
security of the Turkish Cypriots.  The first news of the coup reached London on the 15th July 
1974, shortly after 7 o’clock, and created wide spread distress amongst all the Cypriots in 
the UK. Turkey retaliated with a full invasion of the island on the 20th of July 1974, five days 
after the attempted coup. This resulted in a permanent division of the land and the commu-
nities of this Mediterranean jewel and left only pain as a result.  The rest of the world sat 
back and watched while this small county was being shredded into small pieces. Where was 
the help? The West had turned their back on the island and what many knew as home was 
no more. The coup had back-fired and Turkey had moved forward with a two phased attack, 
one staged on the 20th of July and the second on the 15th of August, which is a national and 
religious celebration in Cyprus of the Dormition of the Mother of God. 

The communities were now completely divided and tensions also grew amongst the Greek 
and Turkish communities residing in the UK. Birmingham had an established Greek Cypriot 
community in 1974 and joined forces with the rest of the West Midlands Cypriots in pro-
test at the Turkish invasion in Centenary Square, Birmingham City Centre. Protests were 
also organised outside the Turkish embassy in London. These immigrants witnessed their 
homeland being burned and destroyed by the Turkish tanks and air raids. The Birmingham 
Greek Cypriot community began to collect clothes, food and anything of use to send to the 
many thousands of displaced refugees in Cyprus. Many people were missing! Those who had 
family on the island, i.e. parents, brothers, children attempted tirelessly to locate them with 
no means of contact apart from the Red Cross. Many had been taken hostage as prisoners of 
war by the Turks to a place called Ardana in mainland Turkey where they were aggressively 
treated.
 
Cyprus will never be the same and 
despite the fact that the British pa-
pers had shown and highlighted the 
barbaric acts of the Turks against 
the Greeks, the British, although a 
guarantor power in the 1960 consti-
tution, did not intervene and allowed 
these atrocities to continue.  

The Turkish invasion was the cata-
lyst for widespread Greek Cypriot 
population displacement. Jan As-
mussen (2008) notes that hundreds 
of Cypriot nationals moved onto 
British territory on the island as refugees by the evening of the 20th July, the very same 
day the first Turkish invasion occurred. Refugee camps were set up for both the Turkish and 

Greek communities within the British territory with around 
120,000 Greek Cypriots moving from Famagusta and Nicosia 
into the enclave villages of Xylofagou and Ormidhia, a further 
10,000 taking shelter in the forest as well as the British set-
ting up the Athnia camp where the majority of refugees were 
also Greek Cypriot. Furthermore, a surge of immigration into 
Britain occurred after the invasion by Turkey which resulted in 
Cyprus being split in half and 10,000 Cypriots moved to Brit-
ain as refugees, creating a far more permanent home than the 
refugee camps on the island. The Greek Cypriot community of 
Birmingham welcomed with open arms the refugees that had 
immigrated to Britain as did other communities across the UK. 
The chip shop trade was the first stop for these refugees with 
established fish fryer families organising and stabilising employment for the refugee fam-
ilies. Anyone with a British passport was granted access to the UK and others were slowly 
brought over by any means possible. 

Post 1974 the Greek Cypriot population increased substantially and by the 1980s it was es-
timated that 160,000 Cypriots were resident in the UK, most of whom were based in London. 
In 1991 2,918 Greek Cypriots were registered in Birmingham but this is questionable as a 
true reflection of the number of Greek Cypriots in the second city. There are now an estimat-
ed 25,000 plus Greek Cypriots in the West Midlands region scattered across Birmingham, 
Coventry, Stoke, Wolverhampton and other West Midland boroughs. 
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The inside of the terminal of Nicosia’s abandoned airport, now located within the UN-controlled 
buffer zone



82 83

A Cyprus Airways passenger plane that remains on the tarmac at Nicosia’s abandoned airport, now located within the UN-controlled buffer zone
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Migrated to Birmingham 1977

Chairs were set out awaiting the masses as actors busily rehearsed their lines and there 
was the fragrant smell of lamb kleftiko wafting from the wood-fired ovens. The beating sun 
was fading slowly in the pretty coastal town of Pentageia and it seemed that life could not 
get any better for villagers.

Ioulia Koulli loved helping her mother and father in the family business - they owned a 
popular cinema, which was adjoined to their home and people came from the surrounding 
villages like Morphou and Xero, on the north of the island, to see the live theatre shows they 
would put on.

They were the talk of the town in the ‘60s and in the summer, they became a daily source of 
entertainment, the perfect respite from a day in the sweltering heat.  

“We could seat hundreds,” explains Ioulia, who later became known as Julie. “And they came 
from all over. Every month we had a theatre show from THOC (The Cyprus Theatre Organi-
sation) and lots of people came from other villages. We cooked traditional food like kleftiko, 
souvlakia and sheftalies and served beer. Mother was famous for her loukoumades, (dough-
nuts). There was a lovely atmosphere. On busy days we could fit up to 500 people [in the cin-
ema] because of the way we set out extra chairs. Then it was my job to collect the tickets.”

That summer of 1974, Julie and her identical twin Rebecca were in their late teens, preoc-
cupied with theatre shows, having fun at the beach, and enjoying their new found careers in 
city office blocks.

Parents Katerina and Andreas, who had 
three sons as well as Julie and Rebecca, had 
a good income as Andreas also ran a kafe-
nion, café, on the main street opposite the 
little church. Men would meet friends, drink 
coffee and play tavli, backgammon, which 
was a big part of the Cypriot way of life.
The Koullis family had a beautiful, large 
home which they had rebuilt on land gifted 
to them by Julie’s grandmother as part of 
her dowry. Their village, which prospered 
thanks to its agriculture, was full of citrus 
fruit: mandarins, lemons and grapefruits. In 
the summer the girls would help to pick and 
pack the fruit on the famous Mangli farm in 
the grounds of the monastery.

In the winter of 1973, the family’s dreams 
came true when they hit the jackpot with a 
winning lahio, lottery ticket. The winning ticket was worth 10,000 lires - a life changing sum 
in those days.

“That was the top amount to win. We bought machinery for the cinema, refurbished it, 
bought chairs, and made it even better.”

In a cruel twist of fate the joy from that lottery win would not last long. But Julie had no idea 
what was to come. After all, Greek and Turkish Cypriots were neighbours.They often worked 
alongside each other and there were good relations between the two communities.

“We were one big family. There was a mutual respect for each other’s customs and religions. 
Every Friday we had a Turkish film and lots of Turkish people came from nearby villages.

Everybody was friendly, we all got on.”

Julie pauses and smiles, recalling the carefree summer days, beach trips and the uninten-
tional twin mix-ups by teachers. The girls grew up alongside their elder brothers, George 
and Michael, and their youngest brother, Theodoros.
Life was sweet. She pauses to reflect.  
 
“I finished primary school in the village and then went to high school in Morphou. I went 
for a year and then started commercial school. It meant I could get an office job, learning 
accounting, shorthand and typing. Our parents encouraged us. I did everything with my sis-
ter, we had good adventures; the teachers used to get us mixed up but we didn’t do it on 
purpose.”

Julie then landed her first office job working in Nicosia and Rebecca got a job at a local so-
licitor’s firm. For a few months, the girls would find themselves back home after a busy day 
at the office, enjoying traditional cuisine, and taking care of the household chores with their 
mother. It was a peaceful life. Then, politics shattered their world.

The coup
“I don’t wish that on anybody”. The grief that engulfed their lives was etched in Julie’s eyes. 
On July 15 the Greek military junta staged a coup on the island, deposing President Makari-
os. Within days of this happening, the Turkish government responded by sending in troops, 
which they stated was to protect Turkish Cypriots. They landed at Kyrenia, roughly an hour 
away from Julie’s village and 50 miles north of Famagusta.

“We had no idea what was going to happen. I was working in Nicosia, at the Mimoza building, 
the city’s tallest office block. That morning of the coup I went to work with my boss who 
lived in the village and on the way, all of a sudden we could see tanks, bombs falling, so 
many soldiers, and a lot of smoke. Once we got to work we all went into the basement and 
stayed there for a while for shelter. That’s when the managers decided we all needed to go 
home to our families. Mr. Lartides, one of the managers, drove me and two others to the 
coach station. He told us ‘do not speak’ when we get to the road block. And that’s exactly 
what we did. We were stopped by soldiers, they turned their guns on us and asked for our 
ID cards. Once at the coach station we got on the bus at 10am and as we were leaving we 
were stopped by soldiers again, they got in the bus with guns, ordered us out and we were 
left there until 7pm at night.”

Relief as they returned to the village
“As we approached home, and passed through Morphou, we could see massive trees cut 
down and roads closed. When we got to my village the driver dropped me off on the main 
road and I ran home as fast as I could. I knocked on our door but there was no answer. Then 
relief, my parents were at a neighbours watching the news, they were so worried.”

Riches to Rags
Ioullia Koulli Neocleous

Julie with her father and siblings

Julie and her extended family in early 1960s 

Evacuees leaving their homes and everything behind them
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Life had changed so much for Julie, she had fled war and had to learn to adapt to a new 
country, language and job.
Just as things were beginning to settle, conflict began on their doorstep, on the streets of 
Handsworth.

It was a Friday night, traditionally the busiest day of the week for fish and chips when vio-
lence erupted. Three days of disturbances were initially labelled ‘copycat riots’ after scenes 
in Brixton and Toxteth in Liverpool but many argued that this is an oversimplification. Un-
employment and boredom also played a part.  

Shocked and frightened by the scenes Julie witnessed, she fled with her two young children, 
Soulla, aged five and Nick, aged just two, to a house they had moved into in Walsall, while 
Bambos was left to protect their business.

“I was working in the shop and my husband said ‘get the kids and go!’ It was very bad, the 
rioters were burning everything and throwing stones, it was like a war zone. I went home 
and waited for him to come, I was watching it on the news and I kept calling.”
Julie later found out that Bambos went out onto Soho Road with a loaded shotgun. 
Neither their shop nor the shop of their friend’s nearby were targeted.

“Lakis and my husband were respected and the rioters never attacked our shops. We had 
no problems. Ours was a very busy shop with so many customers, including local celebrities 
like TV personality Rustie Lee, who is from Handsworth. The cabinets were full of pies and 
pastries and we sold so many rotisserie chickens. It was a thriving area despite any trou-
bles.”

Four years later, violence erupted again and this time it was some of the worst rioting ever 
seen in Birmingham.

Two brothers were killed, scores injured and millions of pounds worth of damage was done, 
when simmering racial tension and other community problems finally boiled over in Sep-
tember 1985.These riots were actually sparked by a minor driving infringement, when a 

Julie, her family, friends and neighbours, watched the coup unfold on television. The streets 
were almost empty as people stayed in their homes waiting for news. Julie and her family 
listened nervously to the news about the military clashes.

“We stayed at home for five days waiting and praying. One day I was sitting outside doing my 
embroidery and listening to the radio, MPAIRAK (a Turkish channel), telling us they would in-
vade Cyprus in three days but nobody paid any attention… until it happened three days later.”

As the sun rose that morning, Turkish planes were heard from the skies. People began to flee 
their homes and word spread about what they had witnessed.

“I remember the day we left so well. On July 20 we got into my father’s car and went to Galata 
in the mountains. We slept on cardboard boxes on the concrete roof of people’s homes; it 
was summer time so we managed. People were so kind, they would share their food with us.”

Many hotels in Famagusta were evacuated and by the end of July all of the tourists had left 
the island. It became a ghost town. But the people refused to accept it was final. They be-
lieved it was just a matter of time before life returned to normal. The Koulli family thought 
that way and after taking refuge in the mountains they returned to Pentageia following the 
first invasion. Hope for an end to the worry and the conflict came in the form of a brief cease-
fire, but when negotiations broke down, the Turkish troops stepped up their offensive and 
pushed south.  

Sadly, the cinema never reopened, there were no shows or the smell of lamb kleftiko in Ju-
lie’s village - the streets and platies, village squares, had turned into a war zone. No-one 
realised that a way of life had ended forever.  

“There was an army in our village. We collected food from people and restaurants, cooked at 
the cinema and delivered it to the soldiers. Just before the invasion my father said he would 
send us to the mountains just in case something bad happened. After a couple of days the 
invasion took place on August 15 and we were so worried about our parents. We didn’t know 
what was happening, it was frightening.”

Then the most chilling of warnings came.
   
“Whilst in the mountains we heard on the radio that people were warning women and chil-
dren to collect all sorts of tools like spades, anything they could find, for protection. This 
left us frozen to the core. And all night we could hear the bombs falling and lots of shooting. 
Then so much relief when our parents finally came. But we still had the worry of our sol-
diers, my oldest brother Mihalis was in the army. We had no idea where he was.”

After three weeks of sleeping outside the family moved on. Like thousands who had become 
refugees overnight they didn’t really know where they were going. Julie considers herself 
fortunate; they had taken a few clothes with them and their father had a little bit of money. 
But she could not grasp what had happened to her; the way she had left the house where she 
had lived her entire life; work clothes hanging in the closet, tapestries hanging on the walls 
and books stacked neatly on shelves.

The family headed for Limassol, using whatever money they had left to rent a property in 
Ayios Nikolaos, but this was just a stepping stone to a new life in England.  

“Things were so difficult, we only had a few clothes and little food. I remember one day we
went to the beach and my father said we would buy ice cream in pots and save them to use 
them later as bowls.”

They’d gone from serving hundreds of meals to people to barely having enough food for 
themselves and saving disposable pots for bowls. And there was still no news of Mihali. As 
weeks turned to months, they became increasingly concerned, fearing the worst.

“My parents kept driving around army bases, my mother kept crying, she was devastated, 
desperate for news, any news. Then, finally they found him in Aradippou in the infantry. 
Earlier his battalion had blown up the bridge near Kykkos monastery so the Turkish troops 
couldn’t get through. He had witnessed many of his friends being killed.”  

Life became desperate and Julie’s parents made the heart-wrenching decision to send their 
daughters to England.

“My father said, ‘Things do not look good, you need to go for a better life’ and that’s why 
most people left. We had lost everything. We’d won the lottery and within months we had 
lost our home, our life.”

With heavy hearts Julie and Rebecca said their goodbyes and left, travelling from Limas-
sol to Piraeus where their grief was compounded by a distressing meeting with an injured 
relative who had lost his leg in the conflict. There were many more like him, but they were 
considered fortunate, for they had got away.
“The ship was full of injured people from the war, some with no arms or legs going to Greece 
for treatment. That journey wasn’t easy. There was live music [on board] which we thought 
odd considering the circumstances. We were so sad.”

The twins arrived in London
“It looked very dark, very different. We stayed with my brother who lived with his in-laws 
and we got a job in a dressmaking factory. We knew little English, but the couple who owned 
the factory were Cypriots, Ifigeneia and Andreas, and we earned £20 per week. Some of 
that money we sent to our parents. They had moved to a place called Trachoni where the 
government gave them land to build on. We got on with things, we survived. After a year in 
England my sister was introduced to a potential suitor called Anastasi, known as Tasso. Our 
parents knew but we didn’t want to stay in England, we didn’t like it, we were crying all the 
time. My parents pleaded with my sister and eventually she agreed to marry Tasso. When 
he used to come to the house to see my sister, he would stand by the door uncertain, he 
couldn’t separate us!”

With Rebecca married off it wasn’t long before Julie would meet a potential ‘suitor’. After 
three brief meetings with Charalambos, known as Bambos, who was living and working in 
Birmingham, after migrating from Cyprus in 1972, the couple agreed to a union. 

“First impressions were good but I was scared, I knew nothing about him or his family.”

Things moved swiftly and after a quick engagement and wedding, sadly without her par-
ents, Julie, now Mrs Neocleous, moved to Handsworth after learning the chip shop trade at 
weekends.

“I was taught to wrap the chips and serve at first, the cooking came later. I found giving 
change so difficult, especially with the little English I knew, I learned the language through 
the customers.”  

Julie’s life had been turned upside down, she had gone from a coastal village in the Medi-
terranean to an industrial heartland with a thriving African-Caribbean community and un-
derneath the surface, tensions were building; but her resilience and strength always shone 
through.

“Bambos’ sisters had chip shops in Birmingham, one in Winson Green by the prison and an-
other in Handsworth, in Soho Road which we took on and worked together -and lived in the 
flat above. I was lonely, I had no relatives at all in Birmingham.”

But soon the newly married couple met other Cypriots who became friends.

“In 1975, the first people I met were Lakis and Tasoulla; they treated me very well, their fish 
shop, The Acropolis, was up the road from us in Holyhead Road and through them we got 
to know Mina and Ioustini who had a café by The Hawthorns. Bambos’ sister, Elizabeth, and 
Iakovos had a chip shop towards Winson Green opposite the prison. I got to know them well 
and they became like family. Birmingham had become my home. It was a lovely area back 
then. We had no issues. It was later on things in the area turned bad.”

From a war zone in Cyprus to war on the streets of Birmingham
Greek Cypriot soldiers directing the operations inside the Ledra Palace Hotel, during the Turkish 
invasion

A fireman walks through the debris after a night of rioting in Handsworth in 1985
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Shops including a chip shop on Soho Road in Handsworth in the 1985 Handsworth riots. The devastation caused by the Handsworth riots in 1985
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she is. Julie’s kindness and generosity is admired by all and along with her family and friends 
they have built the foundations for future Greek Cypriot generations who call the UK their 
home.  

police officer slapped a fine notice onto an illegally-parked car which had pulled up outside 
the Acapulco Cafe in Lozells Road. The man who was arrested fled into the cafe which was 
run by a Greek Cypriot, Michael Michael. After the riots his cafe was raided by police. When 
more officers arrived at the scene, they were pelted with stones and bottles. The violence 
escalated throughout the evening and continued for days. 

Julie and Bambos lived through the riots and tensions in Birmingham, but they did not expe-
rience any racism until they moved north to Stoke-on-Trent. Bambos had seen an advert in 
the Greek newspaper for a fish and chips shop to rent, so they rented out their Handsworth 
shop and relocated, hoping for a busier shop and better schools for their children.

“When we came to Stoke I didn’t like it. It was a run-down village and people didn’t treat us 
well. The customers would swear at us and throw things. One night a man who had just come 
out of prison came in and smashed everything up. They would throw stones while the shop 
was full of customers. I lost so much weight from worry.”

Julie never thought she would miss Handsworth. But just as their parents had made sacri-
fices for their benefit, Julie did the same for her children, working hard in the face of adver-
sity and making sure they had two businesses, one each to hand to their children. This was 
their ultimate goal, as it was for many other Greek Cypriot parents who had left their home 
and had to build a new life in foreign lands; to leave a legacy to their children, to give them 
the ultimate start in adult life - financial stability.

“It was difficult bringing children up in England ; we tried to teach them our own ways, our 
own customs but they learn different things. A friend used to say to me ‘tell them what you 
think is right and eventually they’ll pick something up’. - We did our best.”
Julie was asked what advice she would give to herself, as an eighteen-year old who left her 
village and never returned, and she replied, “A woman should have a lot of patience, love, 
respect, appreciate what she has and not ask for more. Life is difficult, try to make it better.”
Julie tried so hard to overcome the sadness of losing her old life, cruelly taken from her.

You can tell from the cracking in her voice that there’s a deep sorrow, the sadness of a per-
son who is split between two patrides, homelands.

“We settled in England, and then it was difficult to leave and go back. It’s so hard when you 
feel torn between two countries, I miss those early years so much, sometimes I think it’s 
better not to have those memories.”
But Julie’s tenacity and resolve is clear to see and she always remained close to her sib-
lings. In a way, life has come full circle and like the bustling theatre that brought so much 
joy to her village and beyond, she once again became the centre of a thriving community.  

In the heart of Stoke-on-Trent there is now a Greek church, a community hall and a language 
school. Julie is the president of the Ladies Charity Committee and works tirelessly to up-
hold the values and traditions she grew up with.
She may never forget the war scars and the life experiences but she hasn’t let it define who Julie and her brother GeorgeJulie and her son Neoclis
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Migrated to Birmingham 1974

“Dad just drove for hours looking for somewhere to stay. We were too hot, scared, tired and 
hungry when we reached a village where people had been told they could stay. We found a 
half-built house on its outskirts. Cypriots have a tradition of building their own homes, and 
we remained a fortnight”.

The exhaustion and fear had finally taken its toll on their family. Kika explains the worry she 
could sense from her father who always remained dignified and calm.

“He said, ‘let’s just go to Dasaki tis Achnas, a tent village in the Achna forest near a 
now-abandoned village. He was really worried, he didn’t know if we would survive but his 
thinking was safety in numbers and that’s where many of the refugees had gone.”

The adults could not hide their fears and the anxiety had filtered through. Kika recalled the 
harrowing words of her youngest brother, when he asked, ‘Is this when the Turkish soldiers 
will kill us now?’

The family were amongst friends and villagers who had fled but not everyone got out alive.

“A woman that we knew well, her surname was Marangou, she didn’t want to leave the vil-
lage and she kept her six year old granddaughter with her thinking she would be safe. Trag-
ically the little girl was killed. They only recently found her remains and gave her a proper 
burial, it’s heart-breaking,” explains Anthe.

Stories like this compounded their grief and they slowly realised or it dawned on them that  
they were not going home.

Almost overnight they lost everything and Ammochostos, Famagusta as it is now known, 
became a ghost town with abandoned buildings, planes rotting on cracked runways and 
rusting barbed wire.

The Evangelou family take us back through their idyllic upbringing and how it all changed 
so suddenly…

Money was tight but they were rich in love and community - for them, life was good. Kika 
was born in 1959, the first of 10 children - sadly one baby girl died in infancy. Sister Mirian-
the, known as Anthe, arrived 13 months later and then children would come along every 
year, until the youngest, Maria, was born in 1970. The older girls were their second mothers, 
Katerina’s right hand aid, not only helping to tend to their land and animals but also cleaning 
the homes of the very rich. They may not have been wealthy, but they were self-sufficient 
and they all pitched in. Their household was never short of love and laughter.

“We went to the small school near our house, then to another village for secondary educa-
tion”, Kika explains. “But home and family were all. When we were little and disobeyed, my 
mother would chase us with her broom, but collapse in laughter before she caught us. In 

the holidays, me and my sister Anthe would help her all day. That was our role as the eldest 
daughters. We didn’t have a machine. Washing would take us all day, from gathering water 
to hanging it on the line. Our dad worked three jobs. He operated a minibus service with the 
neighbour, drove a taxi and worked at the British naval base - travelling across the island 
for supplies so we didn’t see him every day.”

Mirianthe, who became known as Anthe, recalls, “Sometimes we went with him when he 
worked on the boats; it was lovely and in his spare time he would take us to the beach, at 
Flamouthi where it was a bit quieter and less touristy than Famagusta.”

With nine young mouths to feed and clothe, Evangelos and Katerina couldn’t afford the 
luxuries of life - gifts were for Christmas and Easter and the children, particularly the girls, 
would look forward to relatives visiting from England who would bring them a dress or a 
new pair of shoes. But they didn’t feel deprived! They had a lovely home, surrounded by 
nature.  

Kika recalls: “The best days were those when we picked the olives from our small grove, 
taking them to be pressed so that we could sell the oil.”

Anthe says: “My mother made all our bread, all our cheese from our goats herd – and we’d 
sell any surplus to neighbours.”
The sisters break into mischievous giggling as they recall their ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ - the 
days when they would sell wild flowers to lost tourists on the way to the popular town of 
Kantara.

“Then our father found out and told us off,” adds Anthe,“ generally we were good kids.”

Each hot summer’s day would end in familiar village fashion.

“We’d sit outside our home as the sun went down. We had a lovely view of the sea from the 
veranda. The breeze of the ocean would pick up all the smells of the island before it reached 
us. It brought us the scent of bay trees, lavender, olives and jasmine. We felt rich from this 
gift of nature,” explains Kika. “It was a small quiet village with only about 500 inhabitants. 
We would go to church often and the festivals were lovely, especially at Easter. We could 
see Pentadactylos, the five fingered mountain. We were near Kantara and from the veranda 
we could see the Famagusta port.  We had lots of friends and wonderful parents.”

A political storm brewing
It wasn’t long before the young girls were hearing a lot about politics though they were 
not worried. Anthe recalls asking her father which side he was on and was promptly given 
a telling off by the mild-mannered and softly spoken patriarch, so she never mentioned it 
again. The girls were typical teenagers, Anthe loved fashion and music and Kika was too 
excited about kataskinosi, camping with her friends in the south of the island – she’d never 
been that far from home before.

Besides, since the island had got its independence from the British, and they had overcome 
the violence in 1963 to 64, the troubles seemed to have eased. All the Turkish-Cypriots they 
knew in nearby villages were friends.

So off Kika went to camp, full of excitement. What the girls didn’t know was that those ar-
omatic clouds were blowing up a political storm that, to this day, divides the island and it’s 
capital city, and leaves an eerie Famagusta ghost town. 

Cyprus, strategically important in the Mediterranean, gained aneksaratesia,
independence from Britain, in 1960 when Makarios became the island’s first president. 
Archbishop Makarios combined his archiepiscopal role with the presidency and is arguably 
Cyprus’ most famous son. A statue of him remains at the Presidential palace in the capital 
today. But the politician who survived several assassination attempts and a coup became a 
slightly sinister figure, a face inscrutable beneath the black robes and hat. His alleged hand 
in terrorism angered Britain and, for a time, he was detained in the Seychelles. Makarios 
would have been far from the thoughts of the young campers.

Fun at camp
There was a squeaky chatter of teenage girls and a wonderful excitement because they had 
been given a break from daily chores and a chance to enjoy time with school friends from 
the village. Kika and her classmates had taken a short coach trip along the beautiful sea 
coast to the sleepy village of Ayia Napa for broskopi, camping, organised by a girl guide 
group.

This was 1974. There were fields, animals, and churches. The main landmark was the sto-
ried, Venetian-era monastery, standing in the central square of Plateia Seferi. It was a 
beautiful and serene space, perfect for camping, a huge contrast to cosmopolitan Fama-

‘Wake up, wake up, the Turks have come to the village! We’ve been invaded,” Kika fights 
back tears.

“I’ll never forget it, my brother Tony ran into the bedroom, we only had one, and he was 
shaking the bed.”

Forty per cent of the island had been captured by this point in 1974.

“We had to leave our home in the village of Ardana, on August 14th, but we imagined this 
would be a short evacuation, that we’d be back. We were so sure of this that we didn’t think 
it was necessary to take anything of value with us... not that we had much. We squashed into 
dad’s car, all nine of us and our yiayia, grandmother. You could just see little heads.”

This is the story of The Evangelou family, told by sisters Kika, Anthe and Maria…..

Maria, explains: “I don’t remember anything but mum told me we took freshly baked bread 
with us, that was all.”  
“The rest was all left on the side,” finishes Kika.

The Evangelou Sisters
 The refugee family who never gave up on life or each other 

From left to right Anthe, Kika, and Maria

Katerina and Evangelos and their nine children
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gusta, where her father would bus the many tourists including the likes of Bridget Bardot 
and Elizabeth Taylor who would be found sunning themselves.

But after four days of fun at camp -  near where Nissi Beach is now - the girls were surprised 
when their usual radio programmes were interrupted and replaced by a constant playing of 
military music. Apprehensive, the girls were claimed by their families and soon told what 
had happened to Cyprus during the time they had gone. As they had laughed and played at 
camp near Ayia Napa, the Turkish army had landed in the north.

Early rumours that Archbishop Makarios had been killed were scotched by his broadcast-
ing that he was safe. All the siblings were summoned home. Anthe, returned from visiting 
her grandparents in nearby Tribimeni. The girls were reunited with their parents and frail 
grandmother, and all their siblings - another two girls and five boys. Maria was the young-
est of the children, aged just five.

For the first week or so, little news came through to villagers; there were just rumours. 
The ones in the Evangelou family old enough to understand suspected their beloved island 
wasn’t quite as safe as just days before. First was the sight of their father’s car riddled with 
bullet holes it sustained from Turkish troops as it was parked at the British base. Second 
was the worry on adult faces.
“Our father wasn’t fired on”, says Kika, “but the bullets looked serious”.

They would hear war planes overhead and the sound of gunfire and they would run to the 
fields for safety. The blue skies had turned black. “That’s when the fear set in. The low flying 
planes and the fires in the distance. We were scared our father would have to go and fight,” 
says Anthe.

It was only a matter of time before the so called ‘second invasion’ occurred  and they were 
forced to flee.

This happened in August, following a short ceasefire after the first offensive in July, and re-
sulted in the capture of approximately 40 per cent of the island. On August 14, they left their 
home in search of safety, filled with fear. They eventually migrated to Dasaki tis Achnas, a 
tent village in the Achna forest near a newly abandoned village.

“Give me your children, you can’t look after them all!”

“As the season changed and the weather got colder, we found ourselves in what I remember 
as a sort of garage forecourt with a roof. There must have been about 100 of us, so how we 
managed to keep clean and fed... I just don’t know. Nor did I know that one of my uncle’s was 
suggesting we start afresh in Britain.” Says Kika.

“Dad’s work at the British naval base meant he and the family could settle there with his 
British passport. My mother’s two sisters, one in Tamworth and one in Birmingham, both 
worked in fish and chip shops, so we’d have them to help us”.

No sooner said than done. Their parents wanted stability for their children so, explaining 
that air fares were too expensive, they set sail. Their first stop was Greece and it was an-
other heart-wrenching moment for their mother Katerina. “We got to Greece, all refugees, 
nine kids and this woman said to my mum, ‘my God! You won’t survive with all those children! 
Please let me take two of them, I will raise them, adopt them, otherwise they will starve.’ 
And my mum said, ‘I can’t let any of my children go, I have to take them will me’. She wanted 
us all together, she couldn’t bear the idea we would be separated. Can you imagine having 
to make that decision?” says Maria.

They continued their journey and people showed them empathy and kindness along the way, 
with caring words and offers of food. They eventually arrived in Dover – and got their first 
feel of British weather. This was Maria’s first real memory; “I remember getting off the boat, 
it was dawn and it was drizzly and cold, it was October. We got to my aunt Elu’s house in 
London and as she watched us sleepy being carried upstairs, she stood at the bottom and 
said ‘manamou, manamou, oh dear oh dear, poor babies.’ She was distraught.”

A new life in Birmingham
After a few days their journey continued northwards to Birmingham where Katerina’s sis-
ter, Panayiota, had a chip shop in Alum Rock. She had left Cyprus when she was 14 years 
old.  When ownership was passed to sister Vasoulla and brother-in-law Pantelis, they let 
the Evangelous take it on to help them earn some money.

Anthe said; “My parents had never worked in a chip shop but they were hardworking and 
would do anything. We didn’t know much English, a few words but there was a language 
school in Soho Road which we were sent to.”

Kika said;  “I thought that learning English at school would be a real help to us all. I was 
the eldest child and wanted to be useful. But my pronunciation was dreadful. Nobody could 
understand a word I said. I’d say the words but people would look at me and laugh”.

Their lives in Birmingham could not have been more different than their lives in Cyprus. 
From a farm on a tiny village on a small Mediterranean island to an inner-city suburb of 
Birmingham, the second biggest city in the UK.

Maria, now in her 40s explains:, “Alum Rock was crazy, it was like living in another world; life 
was so busy and fast, we had lived on a farm with goats and land, and we were stuck in this 
room in a flat above a chippy. I remember using glass coke bottles as hot water bottles, how 
stupid! It was like a film. And I didn’t like Greek school, the kids were all really confident and 
loud and they just were not nice to the little refugee kids from Cyprus.”

Kika, now almost 60, continues “I am not saying we aren’t lucky to have got out safely and 
to have had the opportunity to come to England. I’m grateful, but we had gone from paradise 
to a living nightmare. I didn’t like it at all and my mum kept saying ‘we shouldn’t have left 
Cyprus’. It was tough.”

Anthe also desperately missed home. “I missed nature, a place of natural beauty, being by 
the seaside and I missed my friends and school. Alum Rock was busy and noisy, it was de-
pressing. But we were lucky we had family, a community and a Greek church.”  

Later on the older children in the family worked for others in fish and chip shops. Wherever 
there was a vacancy, they’d fill it. “Even my grandmother helped out”, recalls Kika, “She 
couldn’t even understand what customers wanted, but she’d roll up her sleeves, smile and 
we’d tell her what to wrap up. She was great after a while, very quick.”

They worked every hour God sent, dismayed that their grandmother became so homesick 
after a couple of years that she returned to her beloved island. The older girls also missed 
home and had hoped to return, but then the prospect of marriage came along. A family event 
was a surprise to Kika when she reached 20. This was considered a marriageable age and, 
behind the scenes, her parents were looking for a suitable husband.  

“I was a country girl at heart and in my Cypriot life I accepted the patterns of living. You were 
born, went to school, grew up, worked if you needed money, then came the time to marry. If 
you grew up in a community where that was usual, you accept it. It’s another step in living, 
isn’t it?”

Pretty soon, she was “invited” to a Cypriot party in Glasgow and learned a little of Savva’s 
early days, although she smiles at the thought that they weren’t allowed too much time 
together.
“He arrived here as a baby in arms. Son of a very poor but good family. Respectable people 
who once, when things got too tough, had to ask that their children be taken into care for 
a few months while his mother was pregnant again. I admired how hard he worked and we 
married at St Andrew’s Cathedral, Birmingham. Our ambition was to own our own fish and 
chip shop.”

For a while they had a shop in Gloucester and their family began to grow. The couple had 
four daughters and realised their dream, buying a shop in Polesworth in north Warwick-
shire. The daughters all took turns behind the counter of the shop. Each went to university 
and went on to marry.

In line with the tradition that the oldest child marries first, followed by the others in chrono-
logical order, Anthe’s marriage was not long after Kika’s. She met Panayioti who had come 
to England from Cyprus in 1974 to study. They also went into the chip shop trade and their 
four grown-up children also started chip shop businesses after they completed university. 
Anthe said; “We are so lucky that our parents were strong-willed and hardworking; they 
kept our family together and we survived.”

The younger Evangelou girls were more interested in careers before marriage. Georgina, 
began in personnel at Rackhams, now House of Fraser, in Birmingham city centre and after 
a successful career, is now a human resources consultant in Australia for a company which 
works with the Government to improve governance, health and women’s empowerment in 

Asia-Pacific region countries. Georgina lives in Brisbane with husband Colin and son Luca 
and she isn’t the only Evangelou sibling to end up Down Under. The little boy, Tony, who 
shook the bed as the Turkish army occupied, now lives in Adelaide with wife Anna and their 
three children.

Maria, a keen reader with a creative flair, would have loved to have gone to university but 
she knew her parents couldn’t afford it and she made the best of opportunities, becoming 
a hairdresser and establishing her own business. Maria lives in the West Midlands with 
accountant husband David. Maria’s parents struggled to accept their relationship at first 
because David was an Englishman and not Greek Cypriot. Maria understood her parents 
reservations  because of the cultural and language differences but this was quickly over-
come when her parents realised their daughter was happy.

Maria adds:, “I would like to have gone to university, I enjoy learning and reading but also I 
am quite accepting, being a refugee, and coming from where we have come from, it’s not the 
life you may have chosen for yourself  but it is still a good life and you make the most of it.”

All the girls have property in the south of Cyprus and visit regularly.
Shortly after their mother’s passing in 2003, the sisters and brother, Panayioti , returned to 
their old home for the first time in almost 30 years and it was a very emotional visit.

The building was still there, the steps up to the front door and the layout of the rooms were 

The family returned to Ardana years after the invasion to see their beloved village derelict and 
ruined 
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still the same. But it was rundown and crumbling. The land where their sheep used to run 
around was barren, the village church was desecrated and the school left to rot.

“Turkish people are living in our old house, poor people in horrific poverty. Our little church 
has been desecrated. We never found out what happened to our little flocks of sheep and 
goats left behind. We never got our jewellery back.”  

They wonder if they will ever get back land that is rightfully theirs, or if the north of the is-
land will continue to redevelop without consultation with  the land owners from both sides, 
displaced Turkish as well as Greek Cypriots. 

Kika, Anthe and Maria’s lives are in England but they still mourn the life they once had, 
especially their childhood, compounded by the pain of losing both their parents in their 60s 
and youngest brother in 2009, aged just 40. But these are strong women and quickly any 
sombre tone is brushed away to focus on happy times.

Their parents’ hard work and unwavering devotion to their family meant they were able to 
buy a chip shop in Hamstead Road, Great Barr and purchase a house in Chattaway Street, 
Nechells which they were initially allocated as a council property. Aptly named Chattaway 
Street, it became the central meeting point and ‘drop in centre’ for family, friends, neigh-
bours, anybody who fancied a chat and a feast. While break-ins, shootings and robberies 
would take place regularly, their mother, a stern little lady, dressed all in black once her 
husband had passed, would never move from that house which held so many memories.

Katerina was an incredibly strong lady and so modest in many ways, nobody could argue 
with the matriarch and the way she brought up her daughters to be loyal to their culture 
whilst respecting the land that helped them achieve dreams and aspirations.

As Kika, Maria and Anthe chat about their past, their friendly and welcoming nature shines 
through. Despite the generation gap and the very different experiences they have gained  as 
a result, one thing remains constant; these are hard-working, strong headed women who 
are leaders in their homes, businesses and communities. They are an inspiring example of 
the many industrious, talented and completely honest families, like the Evangelous, who, 
as refugees, have enriched Britain by making a positive and worthwhile contribution to the 
society and have become a credit to their new home.

The family returned to Ardana years after the invasion to see their beloved village derelict and 
ruined Ardana Village Cyprus
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Migrated to Birmingham 1963

then went to Liverpool where our cousins had a fish and chip shop. When they opened up, 
dad was there and was so surprised that customers paid cash as they got their food, he just 
thought they would write it down in a book and pay later, when they had sold sheep, lamb or 
the harvest, like in Cyprus,” she smiles.

“The boys explained that’s not how it worked in England. If you didn’t have money you didn’t 
get what you wanted. He liked what he saw, especially when at the end of the week we had 
made £30 profit.”

It was a life changing moment for a man who was known and well-loved by everyone in 
his village. The family home was at the centre of Aradippou, a bustling municipality on the 
outskirts of Larnaca. Along with his wife Eleni they ran the village store and restaurant, just 
behind the church, a focal point in any village on the island where Greek Orthodox Christi-
anity is the main religion. The church grounds of Apostolos Loukas Church backed onto the 
Menikou family house where the seven children grew up, playing freely among the citrus 
trees and the jasmine plants in the Mediterranean sunshine. The shop sold everything, from 
bread and rice to sweets, tinned food, fruit and vegetables. This was the 1940s and well 
before supermarkets arrived on the island. But wages were low and people often couldn’t 
afford their bills, especially with typically large families.

“Dad had a big book where he would write down what people owed him until they had enough 
money to pay off their debts. They waited until they sold their products like carobs, olives.”  

It wasn’t ideal for Loukas who was himself bringing up six daughters and a son but he al-
ways did what he could to help friends and fellow villagers in the community. Fortunately 
the family also had a taverna, which served traditional Cypriot food like souvlakia and meze 
and the children enjoyed helping out.

Kyriaki, the third eldest daughter, recalls, “I used to help my father to do the souvlakia, I 
enjoyed it when I was little and we used to carry water from the village square in buckets. 
You would pass by all the people sitting around the square, there was a nice atmosphere.”
Maria says, “Mother did most of the cooking but I would always be next to her, helping with 
the bread making and also making dishes for the taverna, like koubebia stuffed vine leaves, 
afelia small pieces of pork cooked in wine. I remember once I was looking after Kyriaki who 
was standing next to our mum while she was frying chips and some of the hot oil spilled on 
her and burnt her. Mum blamed me and smacked me for not looking after her. Dad took her 
to hospital in Larnaca on his bike.”

Childhood years in Cyprus
It was a bustling household where everyone contributed.

Chrystalla added; “I used to make the coffee, it was our brother Dasos who helped most. It 
wasn’t that busy, people were not very well off. I remember having a jasmine plant at home, 
and there would always be the strong smell. We would cut the flowers and give them to 
friends we met in the village square while we were filling our buckets with water.”
The family had a pretty house with an anoin, attic and a large garden full of beautiful flow-
ers. It had two large bedrooms where all the children slept. Loulla was the oldest child born 
in 1944, then followed Maria in 1945, before the first and only son Anastasios. Then it was 
Kyriaki, Chrystalla, Eva and the youngest daughter Demetra was born in 1956.
Maria recalls; “Our childhood years were wonderful. We used to appreciate things more 
than children seem to now. Like Christmas time for example, was special because we looked 
forward to it for six months. Nowadays Christmas is everyday. Sunday was particularly spe-
cial, we would come home from church and all the family would sit down for the traditional 
psito, roast dinner.”

“The annual celebrations of the feast-day of Saint Luke were wonderful too, the festivities 
lasted for days. All around the churchyard people would sell their products. Our father was 
very busy during that time, lots of people would come to the taverna and dad would also 
bring a violinist and singer.”

The family enjoyed happy times and even though they had the business, it was a struggle.  
“Dad had to borrow money to buy stock to keep going. People couldn’t afford to pay him 
what they owed! Dad had a good friend and koumbaro, best man living in London who would 
always ask our father how he was, how he managed with six daughters and if any were mar-
ried. My older sister was 18 and I was 19, both single. He also asked dad if he was willing 
to send any of his daughters to London to find a job so they would help out. He said there 
were lots of factories with sewing jobs and good money.  Dad asked us and we said yes, of 
course we wanted to help. His friend tried to get two visas for us but he could only get one 
in my name. Our parents didn’t want me to be on my own though so Loulla came too. I was 
happy to come but Loulla was so upset.”

The teenagers left Cyprus on September 13, 1963 and it was a tearful departure.
“There was lots of crying from our grandparents and the neighbours,” says Maria. “They 
took us to the port in Larnaca port, and we got on a small boat to take us to the ship.  
Our parents final words that day were, me ton nou sas, be sensible and have a safe journey, 
be good and help out the people you are staying with”.

Kyriaki says: “We cried a lot too as they were the oldest and they were the ones always 
looking after us”.

Maria adds; “I didn’t say much to them, just that we would be back in two or three years 
time.”

They arrived in London six days later in bad weather dressed in summer blouses and thin 
cardigans. With their first week’s wage of five pounds combined, the girls ventured to re-
tailer C&A and purchased a coat. For the first three months they stayed with relatives rent-
free and the ten pounds a week they earned they sent home to Cyprus by postal order. The 
girls missed the smell of the jasmine and the lovely Sundays spent with their family, they 
missed the chaotic times with their siblings and of course the sunshine.  
“Every night, for a while, we would cry before we went to sleep. We would write to our par-
ents every other day. Just a few words to tell them we were OK, not to worry.”

The girls were resilient and dutiful to their parents and about a year later, their father was 
able to head to England to check on his daughters. That’s when his eyes were opened up to 
the chip shop trade. He was mindful that it was going to be hard work but also he could also 
see the potential rewards and the opportunity to have a family run business.
“Dad told relatives to ask Lakis, the man that owned the fish shop and a few others, whether 
he had anything available with accommodation so he could bring the family over. He wrote 
to our mother to tell her that he wasn’t going back, that he found a shop and to come over 
with the rest of the family.”

It was a Friday afternoon in the busy fish and chip shop, the busiest time of the week, and 
there were queues of people waiting to be served. As cash was handed over the counter, 
there was a look of surprise on Louka Menikou’s face.

He was impressed, this is not how things are done in Cyprus, he thought. The dad-of seven  
who was visiting relatives in England, ran a grocery store and taverna back in his village 
of Aradippou, Cyprus, and he had never seen so much cash being paid in his life! He rarely 
received cash for the goods he sold, instead, he had to make a lists after lists of notes and 
“IOU”s of customers who did not have the money to pay for their purchases.

Things were tough on the island and he had already made the heart-wrenching decision to 
send two of his young daughters to England to earn money to send home. This short visit 
had opened his eyes.   

Louka’s daughter Maria explains: “We didn’t want to leave Cyprus but we wanted to help our 
family. My eldest sister Loulla cried so much because she didn’t want to leave. And it was 
hard on the younger sisters we looked after. Dad wanted to come over and see how we were 
doing, how we were living and with the money we sent in postal orders, he managed to come 
to London the following year in September 1964. Dad stayed with us for a few days and 

The Menicou Sisters
Sibling love, through thick and thin

From left to right Chrystalla, Kyriaki, Maria, Eva and Demetra

Christos Fatta late husband of Christalla Fatta 

Chrystalla, Demetra and Eva Menicou early 1960s in Cyprus 
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Immediately after receiving the news that a chip shop had become available in Merseyside 
with accommodation, the family set sail on January 6, 1965; the four youngest daughters, 
Dasos and their mother.

Christalla was just 12 years old. She recalls, “I remember how sad we were when our oldest 
two sisters left, it was like somebody had died and the house was in mourning, an awful 
time. But when our father sent for us we were very excited.”
Demetra was just eight years old and Eva was aged ten.  

It was a tearful reunion continues Christalla, “We were so happy to see our sisters, it was 
very emotional hugging each other in a big group. So much joy!”

That night the girls stayed up all night talking about their adventures, catching up on the 
past year and discussing the weather. Then they got up the next day and made their journey 
to Birkenhead. Maria stayed in Kentish Town, London for a few months working in the facto-
ry but then she had broxenia, an arranged marriage, and met a suitor called Pantelis so she 
stayed in the capital to help in his grocery business.

The rest of the family settled into life on Merseyside, coping with the weather, learning to 
peel potatoes and picking up basic phrases like ‘thank you’ and ‘salt and vinegar’ as they 
tried to understand customers.

Kyriaki was forced to go to school after six months when brother Dasos was told by health 
and safety department of the council that she was too young to work in the shop. The young-
est three siblings Christalla, Eva and Demetra all went to school together and they had 
some laughs.

Lost in translation  
Christalla recalls the barriers they faced daily at school. “The first day was exciting because 
it was something new. We used to be teased at break time by the other kids. We didn’t un-
derstand what they were saying to us. They would say ‘you are curly’ as in curly hair! But it 
sounded like kelis which in Greek means bald.” They break down in laughter as they remem-
ber the events. “We thought they were telling us we were bald!” laughs Demetra.

Eva adds, “I remember another joke, the kids would ask us ‘do you speak English?’ and we 
thought they said ehete spiti stin Agglia, which means ‘do you have a house in England?’ We 
would be like, ‘no, no, Cyprus.’ It was very funny thinking about it now. People would say are 
you happy? Hapi is a Greek word for pill, so we were confused. We were like, ‘no! we are not 
taking pills!’ ”
 
“The language barrier was interesting but generally people treated us very well, we quickly 
felt part of the community. They admired the fact that we were religious. Every Sunday we 
would catch the bus to the centre then get a ferry across the river Mersey to Liverpool then 
a taxi to St Nicholas Greek Orthodox Church.” explains Christalla.

It was chaotic learning to live in a new country, to grasp a new job and attend school but they 
all had each other for support. 

The biggest test however for them all came when their father was tragically diagnosed 
with a brain tumour within a year of the move to England. Despite being unwell, he was 
able to escort his daughter Maria to the church for her wedding to Pantelis but then the 
family thought it best he return to Cyprus following radiotherapy as the doctors thought the 
weather would help his condition.

Loukas Menikou, managed to write a few short letters to his wife and children telling them 
of his pride in what they had done; settling in England and working hard in the new business 
before he died on December 29, 1968, aged just 54 years old.

“No one wanted to tell us that our father had died, we ended up finding out from our fish 
delivery man, Norman. We were devastated. It hit us all so hard.” says Christalla.
Dasos, was only 18 and the only boy, he felt the weight of the world on this shoulders. He 
thought it was his responsibility to look after their mother and his six sisters and ensure 
they married into good families. But everyone had to pull their weight.

Christalla said:, “We had to peel the potatoes in the shed, then chip them all by hand.  Our 
mother used to do a lot of the preparations. We looked upon our brother as our father fig-
ure, respected him and always remained close.”

Dasos felt it was his responsibility to ensure the rest of his single sisters found husbands 
before he felt he could settle down. One by one, through people who knew the family from 
the village, the girls would be asked for their hand in marriage.
Christalla says, “When somebody asked for us our brother would come and ask us as well 
as our mother, we weren’t forced into it”.  

Kyriaki met her husband to be in the Co-op bank during a holiday in Cyprus. She married 
Zacharias in October 1971 and had two children - Maria and Louka - before the Turkish 
invasion happened and he had to go and fight in the army.

Christalla was also in Cyprus during the troubles. “It was very sad to see people from the 
same family killing each other. One cousin turning a gun on another because they disagreed 
about politics. Then the invasion happened, the church bells rang and all the young men left 
to join the army. Buses full of youngsters heading off to war, many never to return home to 
their families. We would go and hide in case bombs fell.”
Maria was in England following news of the troubles on TV.

“I was in hospital having my daughter Eleni when I saw the news. Cyprus was burning and I 
was desperate to know if my sisters managed to get away safely.”

Their island was being torn apart. People fleeing in terror, in cars, on buses, by foot, taking 
nothing but the clothes they stood up in. Boys and men had left their village to fight not 
knowing if they would return. Some of the Menikou sisters were in Cyprus, unable to get 
word back to England that they were safe. The others had to wait for news. Famagusta city, 
less than an hour from Aradippou had been frozen in time, with houses, department stores 
and hotels empty and looted, even to the tiles on bathroom walls.

By the time of the invasion, the Menikous had relocated from Merseyside to Birmingham, 
in search of better opportunities. At first they rented a shop in Alum Rock. It was an area 
already well occupied by fellow Greek Cypriots.

It was just the two youngest girls who remained single, and so inevitably Eva, aged 21 and 
Demetria, 18 were sent to Cyprus to find a husband and they respectfully obliged.  
Demetra explains dutifully: “Within two weeks we met our husbands, both through brox-
enia, arranged marriages, and both called Christos. We saw each other and we liked each 
other, we weren’t forced into it but those days you had to listen to your parents. It was like 
shopping.”

“They didn’t pressurise us…” explains Eva.
All of the siblings remained close to each other and ensured their children went to Greek 
School and stayed close to their faith and religion. Eva’s husband, who worked in the chip 
shop trade after moving to England in 1976, followed guidance from his spiritual father 
decided to become a priest. After attending a specialist seminary school for a year in Cy-
prus, he became a deacon in 1998 and then ordained as a priest a year later. Now known 
as Father Christos Stephanou he remains the Parish priest at St Luke’s Greek Orthodox Ca-
thedral in Birmingham. It was named after the Patron saint of Aradippou village to maintain 
the connection between the two communities in Birmingham and Cyprus.  And just like the 
wonderful celebrations the Menikous would remember as children, they now celebrate in 
their new home. Hundreds of people attend the annual May Day celebrations at the church 
and the Magnet Centre next door. It is well attended by not only all the Greek community but 
local Birmingham community of all different backgrounds, colours, ethnicities, sharing old 

traditions in new lands. The Menikous along with the ladies committee at St Lukes are an 
integral part of the festival, cooking traditional loukoumades, doughnuts and selling Greek 
produce as well as leading the clean-up operation.

Father Christos’s wife Eva explains, “I always tell my children to love each other, forgive 
and if they ever fall out not to let it drag on. And also stay close to the church. I am grateful 
for getting to know the monastery in Essex where our children and grandchildren go and 
confess, and that’s how my husband became a priest, through Father Zaharias in Essex.”

The Menikou women have a wonderful sibling bond, evident in the way they bounce off each 
other in conversation, all recalling the same happy memories of care-free days growing up 
in their village and the scrapes they got into. This is a family that has always stuck together 
in good times and in bad, they have always looked out for one another and used their pos-
itivity to grow stronger.

Demetra pays tribute to her parents for the way they were brought up. “We grew up close, 
always together to help each other. That’s what’s important.”

Christalla concludes “Women always play a big role in any family. The men might be the 
bread winners but women work beside their husbands and they are mothers as well which 
is a very important role.”

The Menikou sisters and their brother Dasos, always stand proudly together in church sur-
rounded by many of their 29 children and 69 grandchildren, offering a friendly and warm 
welcome to all who greet them.

They are an integral part of the community, they are always the first to help and volunteer 
for festivals and community events.

They have coped remarkably with so many difficulties which life has thrown in their path; 
the transition of uprooting to a new land, facing the trauma of the Cyprus war from so far 
away oversees, the pain of losing their father a year after leaving Cyprus. What they have 
overcome and achieved in their lives cannot be underestimated. They have shown courage 
and great character in the way they faced challenges together as such a strong, loving and 
inspiring family unit.

Eva Menicou late 1960s 
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Migrated to Birmingham 1967

and the baby fell ill, we took him to the hospital but after two days he died.”
Maritsa was at home with her brothers and sisters when the only telephone box in the vil-
lage square alerted the family to devastating news.  

“They phoned the village for my father to go to the hospital. My mother and grandmother 
were already there. I was at home in charge of the other kids. Our oldest brother Stelios 
was in the army. Our neighbours were at the house too. I walked to my uncle’s house. He had 
a car and I asked him to take my father to the hospital. When they arrived my father sent 
my uncle back and he stayed at the hospital not knowing that the baby was already dead. 
So he had to walk in the dark to find a taxi to get back to the village and they brought the 
dead baby back with them home. I was devastated. I was so close to that baby, I loved him 
very much, he was like my own child. I cried a lot, there was a lot of screaming and wailing, 
I was heartbroken. I went to my grandparents’ house to tell the other kids the terrible news 
- some of them slept there as there was not enough room for everybody in our house. I was 
very upset for a long time. We tried to get in touch with my oldest brother in the army to 
come for the funeral but unfortunately he didn’t make it on time. Panayiotis wasn’t ill. They 
say it’s because of that lady’s evil eye, they believed that in those days.”

Strict rules 
Despite the heartache at a young age Maritsa, aged just 12 when Panayiotis died, says the 
family enjoyed a good life.  

Maritsa was born in February 1951. She was the fourth in line of 13 children in the Stylianou 
home. Her father Dimitri worked at the Aliki Salt Lake in Larnaca and earned a very good 
living, sometimes earning a year’s wage in just a month. He guided the donkeys carrying the 
salt and he was also a farmer. Dimitri was the sole breadwinner as his wife Chrissi had to 
stay at home to bring up the family.Maritsa attended primary school but wasn’t able to carry 
on with her education as she had to stay at home and help her mother. 
“We got on OK with my brothers and sisters, not too many arguments, only when my broth-
ers wouldn’t take me to the cinema. I was allowed to go with my friends during the day but 
I had to be home before dark. Our parents were very strict. I used to wear a robe over my 
clothes while I was doing the housework and as soon as my brother said he would take me 
to the cinema I would take it off and go.”

During Maritsa’s childhood years there were some turbulent times during the English occu-
pation before Cyprus gained independence in 1960.  
“I wanted to join the “OCHEN” but I was very young. I even remember the curfew and looking 
under the door to see the feet of the soldiers. My mother says I was too young to remember, 
but I do remember. I also remember shouting against the English, throwing stones and a 
lady from our village was caught and punished.”
After school Maritsa stayed at home and spent her time learning to sew and become a 
dressmaker. She knew little about England.

“People would say how nice it was; people in England made good money and they had nice 
clothes and high-end fashion. We knew that most people worked at fish and chip shops 

Maroulla was a proud big sister who did whatever she could to ease the burden on her 
mother who had 13 children to raise. Just a child herself, she dressed her little brother 
Panayiotis in his Sunday best and took him to church as she often did. But what started out 
as a beautiful spring day in the village of Aradippou turned into the worst day of Maroulla’s 
childhood. Her little baby brother, aged just nine months old, suddenly fell ill and tragically 
never recovered. 

Maritsa, as she became known, tells the harrowing story; “I was the oldest of the girls so I 
had to look after everybody else; hold them, feed them, generally look after them while our 
mother did the household chores such as cooking and washing. All the other household jobs 
were my responsibility too, including the ironing with a coal fired iron! My brother Panayiotis 
was born when I was 12 years old. He was a very beautiful baby with fair hair but dark eyes. 
That Sunday I dressed him up in a lovely little outfit, in shorts as it was spring, and I took 
him to church. After the service we went home to do the housework and then went and sat 
outside with the other neighbours. One of the women started praising the baby, how beauti-
ful he was. She put the evil eye on him (a curse or legend believed to be cast by a malevolent 
glare). Another lady said to me sternly ‘you need to go home now, your mum is looking for 
you’. That lady could see what was happening and she was trying to make me leave for our 
own good. She slapped me as well, to get us away from the other lady. I went straight home 

there. It was a complete unknown. Lots of people asked for me, for broxenia, arranged mar-
riage, as I was a nice young girl, quite mature for my age, but I kept saying ‘no’. I also said 
‘no’ to my husband Gregoris at first because he was too short!”

Engagement party without the groom
Gregoris Zachariou, eight years older 
than Maritsa, was also from Aradip-
pou but the pair didn’t know each oth-
er as he had moved to England years 
before.

“People kept saying to me; ‘he is very 
nice man but a bit short’. My brother 
convinced me in the end. He said, ‘does 
it mean that people should say no to 
me because I am short?’ so I thought 
about it and said yes. I sent Gregoris a 
photograph of myself. He sent me one 
back. We wrote letters to each other, 
I read them and laughed. I agreed to 
marry him because my brother said to 
me that if I agreed to go to England 
maybe some of my sisters would fol-
low and that would ease the burden 

on our father. This was because there 
were six daughters and he wouldn’t 

have to build houses for us as he wasn’t very well; he had heart problems. So I agreed to go 
to England to marry a man I didn’t know. And then we had an engagement party in Cyprus but 
without the groom! We had it at the house and we invited the whole village. It wasn’t easy 
for him to come over to Cyprus.” 

After the engagement Maritsa had to wait until she was 16 before she could travel to En-
gland to marry legally. She travelled by plane from Nicosia airport in June 1967. 
“A coach full of relatives took me to the airport. My parents cried a lot, it wasn’t easy to 
come and go as often those days. My husband didn’t come back home until after fourteen 
years and I didn’t come back to Cyprus for six years. It was hard financially.”

It was an emotional departure for Maritsa. She recalls the day she left, “I said farewell to 
my mother and I told her ‘I don’t know when we will meet again and hope I will be happy but 
if not you will never know.’ I didn’t want her to worry, but luckily I was very happy with my 
husband.”
When the teenager arrived in London, it was the first time she set eyes on her fiancée and 
it was a romantic start to their life together. “We fell into each other’s arms and all the way 
to Birmingham he was singing love songs to me.
“He took me to Birmingham to my uncle, Antrikis Terallis, who worked at my brother- in-law 

Pavlis’s shop. So I stayed with them for three months then my uncle left and we stayed for 
two years in Alum Rock. There were lots of Cypriots there. It seemed to be the place every-
one migrated to at first.” 

Tears on her wedding day 
Three months after Maritsa arrived in England, a wedding was held but it wasn’t the happy 
occasion she had hoped for. Sadly, as she waited for her father to arrive for the big day, it 
became apparent he wouldn’t make it. 

“I was crying all day, waiting for my father to come. He had everything ready, all his papers 
but they ran out of passports and my mother fell ill from worry. She ended up spending five 
days in hospital because they couldn’t be at my wedding.  My wedding dress was bought 
for me, it wasn’t what I liked to my taste. Neofita and Niki, my koumeres, best ladies, came 
to help me get dressed. I was sad that I didn’t have my mother. My wedding day is one of 
the reasons that later in life I learnt to do flower arranging so I knew what to do when my 
daughter got married. My uncle gave me away but I was crying all through the wedding, I felt 
so alone. I had left a beautiful sunny island and arrived in a country where it was dark, there 
was no sun. I would hang the clothes out to dry and they would turn grey from the chimney 
smoke. I kept thinking to myself, ‘where have I come?’ ”Knowing virtually no English, Marit-
sa struggled when she first arrived in England. Her first jobs in the fish and ship shop were 
cleaning duties while she tried to learn basic phrases. When she began serving, her uncle 
would have to explain customer orders. 

“At night time I would dream of serving fish and chips or pie and chips. Until I learned to un-
derstand. One day a black man came to the shop and asked me to marry him. I just answered 
‘yes’ as I didn’t understand. My uncle heard and ran over shouting ‘No, no!” The man replied 
‘she said yes!’ My uncle tried to explain to him that it was a misunderstanding. I said ‘me not 
understand English.’ It was quite funny when I look back. Alum Rock was a friendly place, we 
didn’t have any problems and didn’t encounter any racism. The police and CID would come to 
the shop after we closed to have something to eat and then play cards, so we felt protected.”

Maritsa Zachariou
A woman of many talents who went above and beyond for her family

Gregoris, also from the village of Aradippou
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they saw Joan Collins ‘Maritsa was wearing that dress!’ ”

Maritsa enjoyed fashion and dressmaking but decided not to pursue it as a job. Then she 
learned to do flower arranging as a hobby and began doing weddings but it was too much on 
top of looking for the family so she gave it up. 
Maritsa and Gregoris worked together to establish their business, bring up their children 
and help the growing Greek Cypriot community in Birmingham. 
Gregoris’ legacy in England was to open a Greek school in the Midlands where there were 10 
children. He obtained grants to pay for the teachers’ wages and the school buildings. 

When he was president of St Luke’s church he collected donations to build the hall upstairs 
which is now the centre of community life for thousands of Cypriots in the West Midlands. 
It’s used for festivals, memorials, christenings and other family functions as well as holding 
weekly markets where Greek produce is sold.

Their children and grandchildren are a valued part of their community, with eldest daughter 
Chrisso Elia, now on the Church and community committee. 

Having seen their children grow up and five grandchildren born, Maritsa and Gregoris would 
make regular visits to Cyprus, often to exercise their right to vote in their motherland. 
During a trip in 2008, to finalise a deal to purchase a house in Aradippou, they decided they 
didn’t want to return to England. 

Maritsa explains, “Gregoris didn’t want to go back to England, he found it difficult to go back 
and travel 25 miles from Cannock to go to Birmingham two to three times a week to social-
ise. We always said when our time came we would like to be buried in Cyprus. Later when 
Gregoris did fall ill, he asked the doctor how long he had left and the doctor said between 
three months and one and a half years. His answer was ‘don’t worry doctor, I had a good 
life.’ ”

Gregoris first felt unwell while he was volunteering at the Town Hall in the village in Aradip-
pou. He was taken to hospital and doctors first said it was his heart. He decided to travel 
back to England to consult doctors. 

“The day we got the diagnosis, I was actually planning to make loukoumades, doughnuts, for 
the scouts and the ladies committee. Gregoris told me to stay behind and if needed I could 
go later. He went and had tests and they said it was his heart but he kept having symptoms. 
He saw the doctor and was told to go to hospital, my nephew was a doctor there. I didn’t 
know anything until my son Demetri rang and told me that his dad had been diagnosed with 
a brain tumour. I stopped what I was doing and went and prayed. I told my sister-in-law then 
my niece came and took me to St. Antonis church in Troullous for paraklisi, prayers and 
confession”.

I flew back to England and went straight to the hospital where Gregoris had to have an op-
eration. The couple almost knew what to expect because their son Demetris had previously 

And to settle into her new life Maritsa arranged to have a container sent to England with 28 
cases of household items sent to her, her dowry as she calls it. 
“I sent bedding, table clothes, pots, pans, and about 17 different types of desserts! They 
were my home comforts.”

Every Sunday, Gregoris and Maritsa would travel to London to get their fix of Greek culture, 
they would watch a film and enjoy a meal out. They enjoyed their early life together, hosting 
parties and socialising with fellow Greek Cypriots who had also chosen to start a new life 
in England. Then they began to have their own family, the first of five children came along 
in 1968.

Returning to Cyprus for the first time after emigrating
After several years the couple returned home to Cyprus for the first time in 1973. Tragically 
it wasn’t in time to see her brother Thoma again who died from a brain tumour, aged just 16.

“When we found out he was seriously ill, Gregoris went to London to sort passports for the 
kids, Chrisso and Zakis, and mine, because I had applied for a British passport. He sorted 
out tickets for us to travel on Saturday but my brother had passed away on the Thursday 
and somehow I knew. I hadn’t seen my brother for six years, he was just 10 years old when 
I left Cyprus, but that night he was in my dream. Because the funeral was held immediately, 
my husband said it was best to delay our trip and take the children to give the family a bit of 
happiness, so we went after three months when my other brother was getting married. The 
wedding was all planned before and had to go ahead, my sister-in-law was pregnant too. It 
was extremely emotional, especially at that moment when they were dressing the groom. 
Everybody was crying and mother was holding a picture of Thoma, it was so sad.” 

Family life in England
Maritsa and Gregoris prided themselves on working together as a team, hosting family and 
friends whenever possible. They both loved life and entertaining, known for their huge fun-
filled parties. And her husband even taught his wife to play cards. They always tried to do 
things together.  Maritsa enjoyed trying to cook different types of food and her husband 
would encourage her and together they upheld Greek traditions. 

“I didn’t want our children going to stay at school friends’ houses, I always preferred they 
came to us so I could keep an eye on them. We wanted them to mix with Greek children 
and every Saturday, my husband would them to Greek school at St. Andrew’s then go to 
open our fish shop in Lichfield, pick them up and take them to our home in Cannock before 
returning to work. We wanted them to learn the language and the culture. It was our duty. 
And we were always happy to host any friends the children had. Every Saturday I would go 
to the butchers and buy a whole pig, that’s how much cooking I was doing. Every Sunday we 
had people round. We enjoyed it. Often the men would all go and play cards for hours and I 
would host the women and children. I loved cooking and sewing, they were things I adored. 
I remember making my first dress with a piece of material I had bought in Alum Rock for 50 
pence! It was blue with flowers on it, I remember it well. Then I would sew all of my clothes. 
I would watch TV, see the fashion on Dynasty and Dallas in America. People would say when 

been diagnosed with a brain tumour when he turned 21 and thankfully had fully recovered. 
Maritsa remained positive, hoping for the same outcome with her husband.

“We knew the medics there and they were so good to us. We felt indebted to them for saving 
our son so we did different events and collected £10,500 for the hospital though fundraising 
and charity nights. I was convinced that he would get better considering what happened with 
our son. He was in hospital for fifteen weeks and only after ten weeks he started talking. 
His arm and leg were paralysed. It was only after lots of exercise and looking after from me 
as well.”

Sadly test results of a biopsy showed there was no cure and he had Glioblastoma. Maritsa 
recalls that she fainted on hearing the devastating news but her husband calmly told the 
doctor, ‘I just want a week to go to Cyprus and sort my estate out’.

During his final weeks in 2016, he was able to see his family back in Cyprus and also spent 
time with his devoted children Chrisso, Zakis, Thomas, Demetris and Eleni. 

The children flew out to Cyprus and spent quality time with their father, who died peacefully 
and leaving an inspiring legacy, both in his motherland and adopted home. 

 Maritsa is a strong and selfless woman who always puts others before herself. From a 
young age she took on responsibility for her young brothers and sisters and led her family 
through good times and bad. As a 16 year old girl she left Cyprus and everything she knew 
behind with so much hope and positivity that she would carve out a great life with her new 
partner and help build foundations for other family members to take the migration journey. 

She worked hard with her husband, learned a new language and grasped a completely new 
way of life, and she helped grow a community. Maritsa was on the philanthropic Committee 
of Saint Andrew’s Cathedral before joining the committee at St Loukas where her husband 
became president.

She has always used her talents, sewing, cooking, flower-arranging and warm Greek hos-
pitality to benefit events in the community and raise funds for charity, giving back to the 
wonderful NHS that helped care for both her husband and son. It is these acts of kindness, 
graciousness, resilience and postivity that make Maritsa an inspirational Queen of our com-
munity. 

Maritsa and her beloved late husband Gregoris
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We salute the courageous and inspiring women, who are our Queens of Amathus! We are indebted to them for kindly opening up their homes and their 
hearts to us and sharing with us their unique and amazing narratives - without them, the stories that have shaped where we are today would be lost 
forever. The female journey is unique and should be celebrated independently. We live privileged lives today because of the actions of our parents, 

particularly our mothers, who built strong foundations for our future.
 

To so many Cyprus is a holiday destination, little do they know of the turbulent history that defines the country today - hopefully, this book has helped 
recreate the struggle and hardship that many people dealt with. 

 
Turkish and Greek Cypriots lived in harmony, friends, neighbours and colleagues. Then this all changed almost overnight in 1974. Now there is a 
Turkish occupied north and the Republic of Cyprus in the south. It is still split today with the only remaining divided capital city in Europe. The scars of 
past conflict are evident with a United Nations buffer zone where roads end at barrels and barbed wire and bullet holed buildings are still left empty 
with gun ports and sandbags. Our interviewees have all experienced the trauma of war, either by being in Cyprus at the time of the atrocities or from 

overseas - their pain and worry compounded by being so far from home and loved ones. 
 

Is there hope that the future generations can bring this back and unify the island? If Winston Churchill kept his promise would Cyprus be divided to-
day? What would have happened if Greece had taken control of the island? There will always be unanswered questions…  

 
Cypriots came to Birmingham for a better life, they faced challenges - but they were allowed to study, work and prosper without religious or cultural 
barriers - something they will forever be grateful for. Just as Birmingham welcomed Cypriot migrants, they in turn showed gratitude and embraced 
life in a new culture, becoming assets to society in so many ways; they contributed through their hard-working ethic, family values, love of food and 

catering, established businesses and charity work. 
 

This however, is again not our final destination and is only a pit stop as there is more to discover regarding the migration waves to Birmingham. Look-
ing at the diversity of the city and our connection with other migrant communities. We plan to set sail for another voyage in time to unite these stories 

and to record the experiences of how other communities grew, worked and lived together in a multi-cultural Birmingham.
 

As Birmingham-born Cypriots it is a privilege and a blessing that we live in a multicultural and diverse society that allows us to be who we want to be 
without prejudice. Birmingham is the example of how Cyprus should become with no one religion, race or background becoming a barrier to unity in 

diversity. We end this chapter in the famous of Mahatma Ghandi.
 

“Our ability to reach unity in diversity will be the beauty and the test of our civilisation.”

Cyprus faces occupied Nicosia

Conclusion
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Christina is a journalist who was born in Birmingham to 
Cypriot parents. Her mother Kika came to England as 
a refugee in 1974 with her parents and eight siblings. 
Father Savva moved to the UK in the 60s when he was 
just a year old. Also one of nine children, his parents 
relocated to Scotland in search for work.  

 
Christina is the oldest of four girls and was the first in her family to go to university. 
She completed a degree in Business Studies at The University of Liverpool before 
completing a post graduate course in journalism which allowed her to pursue her 
ambition to become a journalist.
After landing her first job at The Sentinel newspaper in Stoke-on-Trent, she later 
gained employment at her local newspaper The Birmingham Mail. Although she has 
always been interested in her family history she regrets not asking her grandpar-
ents more questions before they tragically died at young ages. The opportunity to 
work on Queens of Amathus was one that could not be missed.
Not only did Christina - a mother herself now to Kiki and Savva - find out about her 
parents incredible and inspiring journey from Cyprus to Birmingham, it has led to the 
telling and recording of incredible stories from women in the community.

“We say hello in church, shake hands, even greet with a kiss at a wedding but I never 
realised what these individuals had gone through; personal tragedies, heart-break-
ing decisions and incredible survival, how would we have ever known about these 
incredible women if we had never asked, I am truly humbled. Our parents and grand-
parents will not be around forever. Please take some time out to ask them about 
their life. Everyone has a story, a recollection of a historic moment or simply a mem-
ory they often wouldn’t mind sharing, we just have to take the time to ask. Under-
standing our roots and our heritage is an important part of working out our future.” 

Co author: Panikos Panayiotou 

Panayiotis Panayiotou, also known as Panikos, was born in 1979 to 
parents Anastasia and Mihalis Panayiotou. His father, also known 
as Lakis was an iconic figure of both his own community and of 
other migrant communities, settling in the heart of Handsworth 
and integrating into their new found home. When Panikos was a 
child his parents owned a successful fish and chip shop called The 
Acropolis Fish Bar in Handsworth and helped countless migrants, 
from all walks of life offering them work, shelter and hospitality.

Currently the lead in Sports Development for Birmingham City Council as a senior government 
officer he has for last fifteen years of employment assisted hundreds of community organ-
isations of all backgrounds, religions, ethnicities and cultures to sustain themselves and to 
succeed.

Panikos has also established his own charities, based around three fundamental areas of his 
interest and experience: food, exercise physiology and community work. LGK in the Community 
is one of these charities. Set up in memory of his late father in 2014, LGK includes a popup tra-
ditional Greek taverna ‘Lakis Greek Kitchen’. It has become well-known for identifying families 
and organisations who need financial assistance. Panikos has always proudly upheld his Greek 
identity, as well as having a passion for digging deeper to explore his Greek roots and heritage. 
He felt that he had a calling and a duty to his own community to use his skills, knowledge and 
experience to mastermind this heritage programme to document the stories of previous gen-
erations, whose history would have otherwise been lost. 

Panikos began this whole journey with the publication Amathus to Birmingham (2016) inspired 
by his own parents story who are also refugees from the 1974 Turkish invasion. ‘A2B’ as this 
project is known, documented the stories of families who moved from Cyprus to Birmingham. 
During this project it became apparent that the female perspective needed more attention and 
he was inspired to search deeper into the stories of the strong females in the community. “Ev-
ery footstep taken from the Queens of Amathus has been to better our own future and for us 
to live more privileged lives than those who walked before us. It is important that their untold 
stories become known, valued and celebrated.”


