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ROUNDTABLE 1 (JUNE 15, 9:30 CEST TIME) "HISTORY OF REFUGEES IN THE 20TH CENTURY" 

  
Violence, Civil War and Female Forced Displacement: the case of Triker i (Greece)  

  
Dr. Magda Fitili  

Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona  
  

Political exile in Greece started during the Metaxas dictatorship, a typical interwar authoritarian 
regime that lasted from 1936 to 1940. It was, however, during the Greek Civil War (1946ð1949), 
the last event of the Second World War and the link to the Cold War, that political exile reached 
its climax. The creation of concentration camps on Greek islands constitutes a major unique 
feature of twentieth-century Europe, since they were the only camps that opened after the end of 
the Second World War in the liberated Western Europe a few years after stories about the horror 
of Auschwitz became widespread. In contrast to other European countries, where Nazi 
collaborators were detained in internment camps ðfor example in Franceð, in Greece it was left-
wing resistance fighters who were detained, abused and tortured in internment camps during the 
War. Left-wing individuals continued to be exiled in camps long after the Civil War ended, 
throughout the 1950s and early 1960s, and again during the Colonelsõ military Junta (1967ð1974).  

Idyllic and not so idyllic barren islands, that nowadays form tourist attractions, were part 
of a topography of exile and terror. About 50,000 people were interned in prisons or camps and 
banished to islands between 1947 and 1949.1 Public security committees and not courts deported 
the political exiles to islands with penalty that was officially named òadministrative banishmentó. 
The government established mass internment camps on the inhabited islands of Makronisos, 
Giaros and Trikeri ðthe last one for female political exiles, to punish and rehabilitate its internal 
enemies. Makronisos was destined for the soldiers and officers who were not convicted for any 
offence whatsoever, but were interned for òrehabilitation through enlightenment and educationó 
ða latter-day secular Inquisition. òRehabilitationó, as defined by the state language and propaganda 
of the time, meant the transformation of leftist prisoners into nationalist and loyal citizens. In all 
camps as illustrated in many exilesõ memoirs, torture, solitary confinement, propaganda, hard 
labor, wretched living conditions, and mass killing took place.2   
  
Female experiences  

  
The Second World War and the Axis Occupation (1941ð44) changed Greek society profoundly. 
The extraordinary conditions that the Occupation had created radicalized a large part of the 
destitute population and gave the Communist Party of Greece the opportunity to lead one of the 
most massive resistance movements in occupied Europe. In this context, Greek women entered 
the public sphere massively for the first time. Although the gender division was clearly reproduced 
in the resistance movement, the war gave women the opportunity to act as historical subjects and 
gain self-respect and self-confidence through their resistance activities.3 In the Resistance, the 
ideology of the patriarchal family was breached, the role of the family and the control of men over 
women was weakened, women undertook traditionally male tasks; there was considerably more 
gender equality than before. Ultimately, the resistance movement proclaimed its support for 
womenõs rights, by granting women the right to vote for the first time in local elections in a free 
Greece.4  



During the Greek Civil War, women constituted half of the Democratic Army of Greece 
dominated by the Communist Party; 30 percent of its fighters and 70 percent of its personnel in 
support services were women.5 The Right accused left-wing women of being dishonorable and 
prostitutes because their main focus was on political issues rather than solely on their families, and 
for the first time in Greek history, women were executed. Women also began to be arrested, 
sentenced, and transported to island detention camps on the basis that were òdangerous for public 
orderó.6 In the exile, there were not only women who had participated in the resistance movement 
or in the Civil War, but also female relatives ðmothers, grandmothers, aunts, daughters and sistersð 
of men politically engaged on the Left, based on an alleged òfamilyõs collective responsibilityó,7 a 
sort of òpolitical DNAó. At the end of the armed conflict, almost 5,000 women, some with their 
children, were sent to a concentration camp, which had been established especially for women on 
the island of Trikeri. The exile camp circuit started with exile to Xios, then Trikeri, afterwards 
Makronisos to end once again in Trikeri.8   

  
The case of Triker i camp  

  
Trikeri is a tiny island in the Pagasitic Gulf off in the north of Greece, isolated and inaccessible 
due to its geographical position; an excellent site for the establishment of a concentration camp. 
From 1949 to 1953 nearly 5,000 women were ostracized on this deserted island. When the women, 
many carrying babies, landed on Trikeri were pleasantly surprised with the stunning views and the 
green landscape.9 Notwithstanding, very soon they realized that they would live under conditions 
of extreme deprivation, and constant physical and psychological pain. The exiles at Trikeri faced 
extreme hardship, ranging from lack of water and medical treatment to malnutrition and forced 
labor, while they were under military discipline and constant pressure to sign statements of 
repentance.   

The irrational camp regulations imposed unnecessary hardships on them, such as carrying 
all the food supplies and building material from the port to their tents by making circles ð the 
women called it òCalvaryó.10 The most exhausting and needless chore was to carry sand, pebbles 
and seawater to make an enormous crown on a slope so it could be seen by the ships that were 
passing by.11 Despite the fact that they could stay in the facilities of the monastery, their oppressors 
obliged them to stay in worn-out tents: òour life in Trikeri was horrible. We stayed outside in tents. 
In the summer we suffered from the heat. And of course, there were terrible flies. When the first 
rains started [é] and they blew away our tents, we were forced to request that they let us rebuild 
our tents up on the hill, close to the monastery where it was more sheltered from the wind. So, 
we did that, and they came a couple of times and destroyed these tents, forcing us to rebuild them 
again each time. And they beat us around, and made us sleep in the mud, even with the children 
to force us to give in and sign declarations of repentanceó.12 The abduction of their children was 
another measure to press them to sign. Children were considered a national property and therefore 
the role of the nationõs role in its upbringing was vital to save them: òYour children belong to 
Greece. Whoever wants her child must first become Greekó.13  

The presence of the children was a source of both comfort and torture for the mothers. 
Red Cross did not recognize the children so there were no food supplies for them: òso the growing 
number of children ð224ð were fed by the food they gave their mothersó.14 Women gave birth in 
the camp and watched their children fall ill or die: òin September 1949, a woman gave birth to 
twins on the ground. One baby died in two days and the other was christened Eleftheria ð in 
Greek means freedom. She also died a week lateró.15 Diseases such as malaria, tuberculosis, typhus, 
dysentery and scabies frequently ripped through the camp, while healthcare for the women and 



the children was non-existent: òVagelitsa, A small 18-year-old village girl died of tuberculosis a 
few days after she arrived at the camp. She was buried there as an animal, but I must not forget 
heró.16  

A starvation diet was imposed accompanied with insufficient food rations; they ate 
normally beans and chickpeas and a slice of bread. But women found ways of surviving: 
òfortunately for us there were a lot of olive trees around there and we would gather them and soak 
them in seawater brine. [é] Also, there were wild mushrooms growing around the basis of the 
olive trees and we'd pick those. I would say to the children, come on you are going to eat liveró.17 
The lack of water was also stated to be a major problem. The exiled men, who were exiled in 
Trikeri before it was transformed into a female camp, had constructed four wells. However, only 
one functioned and the water was really muddy.   

Physical abuse in the form of beatings18 or even attempted rapes19 was also present. 
However, it was the national and religious indoctrination, censorship and isolation that have been 
described as the most painful aspects of their experiences.20 After the defeat of the Democratic 
Army in 1949 they received visits from òrepenteesó from the Makronisos camp who were 
transformed through torture into tormentors.21 Additionally, the guards very often kept the letters 
that their families sent to them as a punishment or burnt them, or even when information came 
about a death of a family member, they used to read them in front of the poor mother, sister or 
wife. In the letters that they sent to their families they òcould write only that we were welló22 due 
to censorship and because they didnõt want to upset them.   

Despite all this hardship, women managed to form in Trikeri a collectivity and a society 
devoid of men. Within the confines of a concentration camp, a social organization was created 
and all tasks both traditionally considered menõs work and womenõs were undertaken by them. A 
general organization of life took place by means of an elaborate committee structure. The women 
formed committees for the unloading and carrying of supplies, digging up for water in the wells, 
carpentry, cleanliness, cooking, food distribution, classes, recreation or childrenõs care, 
disencumbering the old women and the children.23 In their òfree timeó they dedicated to crafts, 
knitting, embroidery and even volleyball, basketball and pantomime: òWe cut the olive wood and 
made spoons and other small tools. We embroidered with shells and made various ornaments, 
necklaces and toys for the childrenó.24   

In the camp there were besides the children, 230 illiterate women, 380 who only knew to 
write their name and 52 teachers, among them the prominent educationalist and prewar feminist 
Rosa Imvrioti. Secret classes were taking place every day everywhere, while Imvrioti gave lectures 
on fine arts, history, folklore and hygiene. The teachers prepared high school age girls for 
university, as well as they taught the children. They didnõt only give classes to the children but they 
also managed to build a day nursery, where they amused children while the mothers were in 
chores.25 There the children did exercise, played, sung and learned to write in the sand: òOne 
Sunday we all happily went up to the plateau where they would show theater. There was a great 
emotion. They showed us Little Red Riding Hoodó.26  

Various resistant measures were collectively agreed upon and used for mutual 
encouragement, such as lessons, plays and singing: òThere I learned dances from all parts of 
Greece, and songs from all over, we would teach each other our native songs and dances. I danced, 
I was in plays, I joked my way throughó.27 The youngest women tried to cheer up the rest of the 
camp with their energy: òǒo the very old women we would go out of their tents, where they sat 
down speechless and sung to them. This was our help, no greater than the one that were giving 
us those with their courage and patience when they heard that one of their children was deadó.28 



When òrepenteesó came for indoctrination women started to murmur and made the guards 
furious.29  

The women adopted quite different strategies of resistance than those of men, such as 
color. There was a tacit agreement not to wear black clothes, when almost every woman could do 
that on the grounds of mourning.30 The cleaning of their body, their clothes and the take-care of 
their appearance was another strategy of survival and resistance.31  The women said farewell to 
those sentenced to death by ògiving them a souvenir or some money and washing and combing 
their hair so as to leave beautiful and optimistó.32 òThe women did not listen to anyone, only to 
the supreme voice of self-survival and solidarityó.33 The women that survived of these difficult 
times stated that their resistance activity provided a clear motivation to survive: òThe life of each 
of us became the life of alló.34  

In 1991 the Association of Women Political Exiles sought permission from the religious 
hierarchy to place an honorary plaque in the monastery on Trikeri Island. Notwithstanding, the 
bishop proclaimed that it was time to forgive past discord, in order to avoid repeating in the future 
the mistakes of the past.35 Finally, in 2017 the Federation of the Greek Women placed the honorary 
plaque. Concentration camps have been widespread throughout recent history, used to intern 
civilians that a state considers hostile, to control the movement of people in transit and to extract 

forced labor; to segregate groups of civilians by placing them in a closed or isolated location via 

special rules that are distinct from a countryõs main system of rights and punishments.36 The 
growing phenomenon of immigration detention ð refugee camps ðat the borders of the rich world 
bares certain resemblance to old concentration camps: if people are not allowed to leave, and are 
systematically denied their rights, then it starts to resemble more sinister creations. The point of 
historical comparisons should not be to find identical situations but to alert us to potential dangers 
in the way states exercise power.   
 



 



 



  



 

 



 



 


