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Inside the mind 
of a historian:

Dr Maria Hill

WHAT MAKES A PERSON DEVOTE EIGHT YEARS OF THEIR LIFE TO WRITE A BOOK?

Where were you born?
I was born in Athens, in Greece in

the 1950’s.

At what age did you come to
Australia?

I was three years old when I arrived
in Sydney and have no memory of
Greece. 

Where did your parents come from?
My mother was born in Athens and

my father came from Pyrgo, Ilias. My
mother’s family came from Smyrna.

My father came from a wealthy fami-
ly who sent him to university, where
he graduated as an Industrial
Chemist. His family hid an Italian
soldier during the War whom his sis-
ter married, so I have Italian relatives
as well.

Have you been to Greece?
Yes. Many times. The first time I

went to Greece was after I completed
higher school and spent a gap year in
Athens, working at the Australian
Embassy. While at university I partic-
ipated in a six-week tour of Greece in
1976 that was sponsored by the
Greek Government for university s-
tudents of Greek heritage in Aus-
tralia. It was a fabulous experience. I
returned to Greece again in 1979
when my mother was dying. She had
only been in Greece for five years
when she developed cancer and died
within six weeks at the age of 43, that
is why Diggers and Greeks is dedicat-

ed to her. For the rest of that year I
taught English at a Frontisterio in A-
thens. In 1987 my father was sick so I
returned to Greece again. He died of
cancer that year. 

My last trip to Greece took place in
2003 when I was awarded an Army
History Grant to do field research for
my PhD study at the Australian De-
fence Force Academy in Canberra.
My brother Nectarios Costadopoulos
accompanied me and photographed
all the archival material.  We traveled
throughout mainland Greece and

Crete, visiting the sites where the
Australian soldiers fought, interview-
ing veterans and examining the mili-
tary and diplomatic and historical
archives in Athens.

What motivated you to devote eight
whole years of your life to write this
book?
I felt it was a very important topic

to discuss and bring to everyone’s at-
tention. Enough has not been done to
remind Australia of the Greek- Al-
liance in W.W.II. The Turkish com-
munity, on the other hand, have done
a good job, to the point where a mon-
ument of Ataturk now stands at the
beginning of Anzac Parade in Can-
berra where memorials are built to
the fallen. Australia’s preoccupation
with Gallipoli has played a part in this
but so has Greek inaction. It is up to
the Greek community in Australia to
raise public awareness of the Greek
and Crete campaigns that bind our
two countries so closely together. We
haven’t done a good job of this and
it’s up to us to ensure that we get the
story told. I hope my book goes some
way in achieving this aim. 

How can we expect the State Gov-
ernment of NSW to support the reten-
tion of Modern Greek in high schools
and at university, if we are viewed as
just another ethnic group in this coun-
try? We need to highlight the fact that
we were there for them when they
needed us. We were their Allies after
all, a point often forgotten and rarely
remembered by the media during An-
zac Day commemorations. 

Why history?
I am fascinated by the past – it in-

trigues me. I want to understand how 

Dr Maria Hill is a military historian and an expert on the Greek
and Crete campaigns. She has an Honours, Masters and PhD
in History from the University of New South Wales. Her PhD s-
tudy was undertaken at the Australian Defence Force Acade-

my @ UNSW in Canberra. Maria is the first Australian historian
of Greek descent to write about these campaigns, which has
ensured that a Greek perspective has been included in a nar-

rative that often ignores Australia’s Greek allies.

I am very passionate about the Greek and Crete campaign
because it is an important part of Australia’s history and de-
serves not to be ignored. With Diggers and Greeks I have

put Greece back on the agenda in Australia. 
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My mum’s shop: 85 Darley St., Newtown

Greek School Dance, Paddington Town
Hall,1969. With mum and my friend Helen

Mum and I at La Perouse 
Taken at the ‘famous’ James

Studio (opposite Agia Sophia)Painting exhibtion at the Kastellorizian Club organised by the Hellenic Youth Society of the University
of NSW. Greek student Maria Costadopoulos stands beside her art work. [1975]

Committee of the Hellenic Youth Society University of NSW [1976/77]

Year 6 Greek School class 1970 with their teacher Mrs Kourtis
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people thought and felt and why they made the deci-
sions they did. It is too easy to condemn people’s ac-
tions in the past based on values and attitudes of the
present. A good historian doesn’t do this. They put
themselves in the other person’s shoes to truly compre-
hend them. I believe that history is a very important
subject because it helps us understand ourselves and
gives us information on how to deal with the future – so
we don’t repeat the mistakes of the past.

What part of history fascinates you the most and why?
I am very interested in the Second World War. I grew

up with my mother singing the war songs of Sophia
Vembo, the Vera Lynn of Greece. I think this is what
triggered my fascination with the topic. It was such a
traumatic time for everyone that it brought out the best
and the worst in people and I admire how people coped
with what they had to endure. Studying World War II
enabled me to understand what makes me Greek. Sud-
denly I had to explain in Diggers and Greeks what it
was about the Greeks that appealed to the Australians.
Writing this book helped me understand why my par-
ents were the way they were and why they behaved the
way they did - it was all part of being Greek.

Tell me what you think made you the person you are?
I think my Greek upbringing and the decisions I took

made me the person I am, because we are not entirely a
product of our background and upbringing.  I grew up
in Newtown and attended Greek school three after-
noons a week at the Newtown School of Arts and did
Greek dancing there with Miss Sia Karela. I had my de-
but in 1971 at the Arcadian Ball. I regularly went to the
movies at Enmore Theatre and grew up watching Aliki
Vougiouklaki, Martha Vourthsi, Niko Xenopoulos, Zoi
Laskari etc and eating pasteli. I spoke Greek at home
and regularly went to church at St Constantine and He-
len with my best friend Helen Nicolaou, now Helen E-
conomou. I have fond memories of my high school
years. I rarely experienced bullying and I think this is
because I had a Greek circle of friends who attended
my book launch on Tuesday 6 April and told me how
proud they were of me and what I had achieved. 

What are your plans for the future?
I’m seeking sponsorship to translate my book into

Greek. So I would like to hear from anyone who is inter-
ested in assisting me. I am also looking for a film produc-
er who would like to turn Diggers and Greeks into a fea-
ture film, similar in quality to Breaker Morant produced
by Bruce Beresford. This would be a good way of ensur-
ing that the Greek and Crete campaigns are not forgot-
ten.  I am also working on a teaching kit for schools so
that teachers will have material readily available to teach
the Greek and Crete campaigns, which was one of the
major reasons I decided to do my PhD on this topic.

How did you feel at the launch of your book?
I was overwhelmed and very proud of what Bob Carr

said about Diggers and Greeks. I was also very moved
by the number of people who attended and personally
thanked me for writing the book. 

Do you regret giving up your career as a teacher to write
this book?

Definitely not! This was my dream and I have
achieved it. I feel very proud and happy. What makes it
all worthwhile are the daily emails I receive telling me
how much they have enjoyed reading my book. Usually
they are from people who had a parent, uncle, grandfa-
ther that fought in Greece and on Crete. It makes me
feel that what I have written is important to people. 

What disappoints me however, is when I am asked if I
am Cretan as if that is relevant. I reply, ‘no, I am Greek.
Last time I looked, Crete was part of Greece.’ We should
look beyond our region, island or village and embrace the
bigger picture. We need to see the war on Greek mainland
and on Crete as an important part of Greek and Aus-
tralian history that links our two nations together and as
such warrants remembrance and commemoration.         

What is it that motivates you to follow your dream?
I have always had a thirst for knowledge and have never

been afraid to ask the difficult questions and to answer
them. I love learning and teaching.


