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Abstract 

 

This paper examines the author’s journey researching the story of his father’s father Soteres 

Kafcaloudes, an immigrant from Kastellorizo, Greece. On arrival in Australia during WWI, 

Soteres worked on a Northern Territory railway and saved enough money to buy land and 

bring his family to Darwin from Greece. According to family folklore, they were part of an 

extraordinary Australian government-sponsored rescue mission, carried on a ship from 

Kastellorizo, through Turkish bombardments to Australia. In the years that followed the 

Kafcaloudes family started a pioneering construction business that built some of the 

landmark interwar buildings in Darwin. However the family beliefs about this migration 

story, which was largely passed on through oral history, contained many contradictions and 

factual errors. Language barriers, faults of memory and embellishments meant that the facts 

of the story may have been corrupted across the generations. This paper discusses Soteres’ 

migration story in the context of the ructions in Greece and Asia Minor in the early part of 

the 20th century. It also examines the difficulties of divining the facts in Soteres’ story in light 

of the unreliability of the oral histories as passed down by his family. 

 

Keywords: migration, war history, oral history, Greek emigration, white Australia policy 
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Diaspora Journeys: Finding Soteres 

 

“The Ithacan hero is still very much part of the Greek cultural 

heritage, his adventures serving not only as entertainment, but also as 

a source of guidance and inspiration” (Vondra 1979, p. 18). 

 

The story of Soteres Kafcaloudes is one of an early twentieth century Greek diaspora 

journey which crosses the world twice from Greece to Australia. Like the Ithacan hero, this is 

a story which brings together two worlds in a time of international conflict, while being a 

search for a safe haven and ultimately a personal redemption. But it is a story that is clouded 

with misinformation, including conflicting facts, sometimes from the same source. Finding 

the truth of the story was hindered by the fact that official Australian documents contained 

basic errors, including the wrong spellings of names. As the research continued, it became 

apparent that official Australian immigrant record-keeping, particularly for those of non-

British migrants, was especially inaccurate when it was concerned with non-English speaking 

migrants. In the case of the Soteres Kafcaloudes story some of this may have been due to 

wrong information being passed to officials by Soteres himself, but if this was the case, then 

the authorities were obviously not concerned to verify this information. We shall see that this 

was three generations and light years away from the rigid international immigration 

processing of the 21st century. 

 

Soteres Kafcaloudes was my father’s father, making this a family history research 

journey. Soteres was born in Greece, with the year of his birth open to conjecture: his grave 

says that it was 1880; his citizenship papers say 1881. Part of the reason for the disparity in 
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facts may have been to do with record keeping in Greece but it may also have been that 

Kafcaloudes himself had limited literacy and may not have been sure of his year of birth. In 

one citizenship application Soteres signed his name with an “X” indicating he was not a 

literate man. I do have several letters written by his wife Papathia which suggests she had a 

deal more literacy and handled the family’s paperwork.1 

Likewise, there is no certainty about exactly where Soteres Kafcaloudes was born. On 

his applications for Australian residency in the 1920s he nominated the Greek island of 

Kastellorizo as his birthplace, but oral family history has always claimed he was born in Asia 

Minor, in the town of Kalamaki2 which is on the Turkish coast near Kastellorizo. We can 

only speculate why Soteres would tell Australian authorities Kastellorizo was his birthplace. 

One possibility may stem from the fact that Kastellorizo was a Greek island (even if 

administered by the Turks3), but Kalamaki was essentially Turkish. Thus he may have feared 

Australian authorities would decline his application if they knew he had been born in Turkey, 

a country that had only recently been the British empire’s enemy in WWI. 

 

Kalamaki and the island of Kastellorizo had a shared, fraught history in the last days 

of the Ottoman empire, and this was central to Soteres’ decision to come to Australia. 

 

Kalamaki, Kastellorizo and uncertainty 

 

In the early years of the twentieth century Kalamaki was heavily populated by 

Greeks, many of whom engaged in timber felling. This lumber trade helped develop 

 
1 Soteres’ signature was on some documents but given his probable illiteracy it is likely that the signatures 
were made by proxy by his wife or one of his children. 
2 Now known as Kalcan. 
3 Despite Greece gaining independence from the Ottoman empire in 1821, the Protocol of London excluded 
the Dodecanese Islands (of which Kastellorizo was one) from the Hellenic State, meaning the island remained 
under the control of the Turks. 
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Kalamaki into a strong trading port, particularly with the neighbouring centres in Asia Minor.  

It was a trade that was appreciated by the Turkish authorities. Chryssanthopoulou (2015, p. 

72) states that up until the early part of the twentieth century the Turks and the Greeks had 

lived in relative harmony on Kalamaki and on the neighbouring island of Kastellorizo. 

Kastellorizo had been Ottoman for all but six years from 1512 till 1913 despite being heavily 

Greek in its population (Kitromilides 2006, p. 159). Pappas suggests the people on the 

Kastellorizo had a big role in keeping the harmony with the Ottomans: 

 

[K]astellorizo during this period seems not to have played an 

outspoken role in opposing the measures imposed by the Turks. In 

fact, there seems to have been attempt at all times by the 

[K]astellorizians to maintain as cordial relationship as possible with 

the Turks in order that the island’s financial and trading interests 

would not be jeopardised (Pappas 1994, p. 88). 

 

Just after the turn of the twentieth century, when Soteres was a young man on 

Kalamaki, this harmony was starting to weaken. The Turks’ appreciation of the fruitful Greek 

activities in Kalamaki began to change with a dawning Turkish xenophobia that eventually 

led to the rise of the Young Turks in 1908. The Young Turks were originally a secret society 

of army officers that began meeting in the late 19th century with an aim of reform, promising: 

 

.. a new fraternal Ottoman identity, united against European 

intervention in the affairs of the empire. They spoke of a free press, 

and of virtually unlimited individual liberties. Very few of these things 

came to pass (Kasaba 2008, p. 66). 
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When the Young Turks came to power there was an almost immediate weakening of 

The Turks’ tolerance of the Greeks on the Asia Minor coast, which turned into something 

darker: a period of victimisation for Greeks on the Turkish mainland. The Greek Genocide 

Centre reports that the new Turkish regime began a push to remove Greeks from Turkish 

land, and in 1912, only four years after the Young Turks took power in a coup there were 

reports that Greeks on Asia Minor were being persecuted, including on Gallipoli and Lalos 

(Gallant 2015, p. 310). Any chance for political stability was destroyed by the Balkan War in 

1912-13, which exacerbated ill-feeling among Turks for aliens living in their cities as far east 

as Istanbul (Gallant, p. 317). Zürcher (2017, p. 107) says at this stage the relationship 

between Turkey and Greece expanded to nearby islands with Greek populations: 

 

..extremely tense, especially due to disagreement over the future of the 

big islands Chios (Sakiz), Lesbos (Midilli) and Lemnos (Limni) that 

Greece had conquered but that were immediately adjacent to the 

Anatolian coast [which led to] a campaign of intimidation and 

sporadic violence in May-June 1914. 

 

Kalamaki was not to escape the focus of the Young Turks. Its livelihood, timber, was 

soon to be targeted, leading to problems for Kastellorizo itself: 

 

Ottoman authorities revoked access to Anatolian forests for the people 

of the Dodecanese of which [K]astellorizo was part. The forests had 

been the main source of timber for boat building and the charcoal 

industry (Appleyard 2002, p. 15). 
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This privation coincided with external economic issues to create a perfect storm for 

Kastellorizo:  

 

Serious hardships had befallen the people of [K]astellorizo during the 

early twentieth century. Turkish taxes and trade restrictions had been 

compounded by intense competition from steamship companies in 

Western Europe. (Appleyard (2002, p. 42). 

 

Turkish social policy on the island, hitherto relatively benign, was also to change:  

 

The privileges which the Christians enjoyed under the old regime, 

such as exemption from military service, were removed. This angered 

the Christians. (Cobb, 1912, p. 105). 

 

Appleyard (2002, p. 42) says this changed the view of the islanders about their old 

masters: 

 

For [K]astellorizo the 1908 revolution meant an attack on religious 

liberty, heavy taxes and greater Turkish control over island trade. 

 

There would also be violence. It was reported that the Turks had been responsible for 

murders on the island, as well as violations of women (Kalgoorlie Miner 1953 p. 5). 

 



FINDING SOTERES 

 

8 

8 

Kastellorizo was always something of a frontier island, with its Turkish 

administration, placing it on the edge between east and west, a vulnerable place to be as the 

world headed towards WWI. By this time Kastellorizians had already made a short-lived 

stand. In March 1913 the islanders staged a coup and took control of the island, imprisoning 

many of the Turkish administrators. The rebels had hoped to force a unification with Greece, 

a unification that was not supported by the Greek government. This left Kastellorizo 

friendless and even more economically suspectible. Pappas (1994, p. 108) says the 

commercial nadir came the month after the island coup when the island’s merchant fleet was 

stranded in the island’s quay, leading to a food shortage. A year later, as WWI was starting, 

the Ottomans took back in control. Kastellorizo’s suffering would continue, the war 

disrupting what was left of the island’s already damaged trade economy. The violence against 

the islanders would also continue. Baum (2008, p. 122) goes as far as to say the Greeks 

suffered not one but two martyrdoms, one before WWI and one beginning in 1915, where: 

 

Greek men and women were beaten and tortured like their Armenian 

fellow sufferers. The Greeks were exposed to the same arbitrary 

requisitioning, which in their case, like with the Armenians, turned 

into gigantic plundering. Both Greek and Armenian girls were robbed 

and deported to Turkish harems, and Greek boys were kidnapped and 

put into Muslim households. 

 

In 1915, in the midst of this great war the Turks once again lost control of 

Kastellorizo, which was taken over by the French. The extraordinary shuffling of 

administrations would continue: after six years the Italians took control from the French. 

They would hold Kastellorizo for 20 years. After this came the British briefly followed by 
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two more years of Italian rule and four more years of British rule before the island was finally 

given to Greek dominion in 1947. The control by these many sponsors may have granted 

some protection from the Turks, also but it also shows that for many years after the failed 

insurrection the people of Kastellorizo had no control over their lives.  

 

Kostis suggests that for Greeks conflict must have seemed never-ending: 

 

For Greece, the war did not begin in 1914 and end in 1918. The Great 

War was simply a continuation of the Balkan Wars and an 

introduction to the Asia Minor campaign (Kostis 2018 p. 247). 

 

It must have been anything but appealing for a proud people wanting stability. These 

factors led to half of Kastellorizo’s population leaving the island over the next decade 

(Pappas 1994, p. 134). Soteres Kafcaloudes and his family were to be among them. 

 

How the instability changed Soteres’ life 

 

Economic, political and social instability were almost certainly the reasons why 

Soteres moved from Kalamaki to Kastellorizo in 1908. He had been working as a pastry cook 

and confectioner on Kalamaki when the Young Turks came to power. Within twelve months 

he, like many others wanting to escape the tightening Turkish interference, had moved to 

Kastellorizo. The decision to make this move from one place of Turkish control to another 

lies in a broad islanders’ belief that the Young Turks’ ascension would increase opportunities 

on Kastellorizo: 
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There was apparent cause for celebration. The sweeping political 

change was taken to signify a new era of prosperity, with an 

expectation that trading concessions whittled away in the late 

nineteenth century would soon be restored (Pappas 2010, p. 37). 

 

As we have seen, there was to be no such economic liberation, but the young Soteres 

had found relatively secure employment. As a skilled confectioner he found work in a bakery 

run by the Lazos family on the eastern side of Kastellorizo’s quay. A year after his arrival his 

attachment to the island and to his employer became firmer when he became betrothed to the 

baker’s daughter. The engagement brought with it a further promise of financial stability, as 

he received a substantial dowry from his prospective father-in-law, a dowry which included: 

 

- A house to be found on quay between the houses of Paraskevas N Kailis 

and Konstantinos I Markou.  

- The usual clothing, mattresses etc.4 

 

It was agreed that the wedding would take place quickly, with the dowry document 

signed on Thursday the 2nd of April 1909, with the wedding taking place on the following 

Sunday on the 5th of April. The couple’s new house was close to the bakery. Both Soteres and 

Papathia worked at the business. They also worked at expanding the Kafcaloudes family: 

within six years three children were born in Kastellorizo: George, Despina and Katina. 

 

Despite having stable employment in the bakery, in 1915 Soteres made the decision 

that his family would be better off away from Kastellorizo. This leads to one of the questions 

 
4 This dowry document was provided to the author, along with a translation, by historian Nicholas Pappas. 
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to which we have no definitive answer: why did he decide to leave when he had the financial 

security of an established business? In his own memoir, Soteres’ son Stephen only says in 

passing that Kastellorizo was “war-torn” (Kafcaloudes 1994, p. 2). Given the tumultuous 

times, it is probably fair to conclude Soteres had, like many other Kastellorizians, wanted a 

stability for his family, and thus was one of the many who had simply had enough of the 

ructions. 

 

I have uncovered nothing in the family writing, documents or oral histories that 

explain why he chose Australia as a destination. The choice of Australia instead of America 

as the destination may have been less choice than necessity. Tamis (2002, p. 28) says the 

Ottomans, concerned by the exodus of Greeks after the Young Turk uprising, convinced U.S. 

authorities to reduce the numbers of Greeks allowed to emigrate. 

 

Perhaps also it was the advice of the families of earlier migrants. Australia would 

have been known to Kastellorizians by this time. Although the first Greeks are believed to 

have arrived in Australia a century earlier in 1817 (Tamis 2002, p. 89), Kastellorians had 

been coming to the antipodes since the 1890s (Appleyard 2002, p. 11).  

 

Family folklore says Soteres arrived in Fremantle in 1915 alone and then took a horse 

and camel trek from Fremantle to Darwin where he began work as a fettler on the rail line 

between Darwin and Tennant Creek. I will return to that camel trek claim later in the paper. 

Soteres saved enough money from his work as a fettler to put a deposit on a piece of land 

what was called at the time Wireless Hill in Darwin, which was on McMinn St (now Gardens 
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Road in The Gardens precinct).5 He then returned to Kastellorizo sometime in 1917 with the 

intention of bringing his family out to Darwin. 

 

The mystery of the sponsored ship 

 

Stephen Kafcaloudes’ memoir states that the ship that brought the family out was a 

vessel co-sponsored by Britain and Australia (1994, p.3). Figure 1, a photo by French 

photographer Charles Héderer may well be capturing the moment. It shows Kastellorizians 

preparing to board a boat at the main quay in 1917. Héderer ‘s caption explains that the 

evacuees in the photo were placed so they would not be visible to the enemy, the Turks, who 

were shelling the island from Asia Minor (Pappas 2010, p. 82): 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Evacuation [Photograph] by C. Héderer, 1917, Service historique de la Défense, Vincennes. 

 
5 Interestingly there is no record of a Wireless Hill in Darwin. This suggests the name may have been colloquial, 
possibly referring to the Wireless Station that was located in the area. 

https://www.servicehistorique.sga.defense.gouv.fr/en/node/32600


FINDING SOTERES 

 

13 

13 

 

If in fact the evacuation was a joint enterprise between the British and the Australians, 

or the Australians alone, it would be remarkable considering this was the time of the white 

Australia policy, but Harvey (1987, p. 86) suggests that the Australian authorities believed 

the Greeks were the lesser of two evils: workers were required for the railway and for 

Vestey’s meatworks in Darwin, and they believed that Greeks were to be preferred to what 

they called coolies from Asia (and perhaps the Pacific) who were not as light skinned and had 

no European connection. 

 

Stephen was an eighteen-month old child when his family took part in the 

evacuation.6 He later wrote of the experience: 

 

We were evacuated to various countries under darkness as shipping 

would be exposed to the enemy in daylight. Our ship made it out of the 

harbour, and we hugged the coastline until we reached the 

Mediterranean. After three weeks of frustration, worry, discomfort, 

hunger and misery in a ship that should have conveyed only eighty 

people (the total number of passengers were 120), my father and his 

family got safely though. (Kafcaloudes 1994, p. 3). 

 

Because Stephen was still a baby, this part of his memoir must have come from oral 

history from the older members of his family, stories that were passed on at least sixty years 

before Stephen put his story to paper as a man in his late 70’s. It might help explain 

 
6 Stephen was born in Kastellorizo on 8th of January 1916, while Soteres was working in the Northern Territory. 
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inconsistencies in various drafts for the memoir. I will discuss these inconsistences later in 

the paper. 

 

Stephen’ memoir also claims the family arrived in Fremantle on the 17th of July 1917 

(1994, p. 3.), but shipping records of the arrivals into Fremantle on that day record that the 

only ship to have made port on that day was S.S, Kurnalpi, a 495-ton vessel operated by the 

Melbourne Co, and coming from Bunbury. There were no international vessels listed as 

arriving at Fremantle at this time (The West Australian, p. 6). Australian records indicate 

Kastellorizian citizens arrived in a series of ships in 1917, but the first of these to arrive in 

Fremantle was El Kantara which docked on 29 September. Kastellorizians were the only 

Greeks on the ship. More ships arrived on 4 November, and 3 December (Appleyard (2002, 

p. 101).  

 

Together these records suggest Stephen either had the date or the arrival port wrong. 

Soteres own application for citizenship [Figure 2] states he arrived directly into Darwin on SS 

Montoro on 8 November 1917. There is the possibility he arrived on that ship from another 

Australian port such as Fremantle, but that would assume Soteres had not disembarked at that 

port and was processed at Darwin. Stephen’s memoir (1994, p. 3) says Soteres went on to 

Darwin alone but for a man with a family coming to a new country, it would be unlikely he 

would allow them to disembark without his help, especially considering he at least had some 

local knowledge from his earlier trip. It might be that Soteres made a mistake on his statuary 

declaration, confusing his official arrival into the country with his point of final 

disembarkation. 
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Figure 2: Statutory Declaration 1922. Courtesy Kafcaloudes family collection 
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This widens the mystery. Appleyard (2002, p. 103) says some arrivals were made 

directly into Darwin but these did not happen until September 1918, by which point the 

Kafcaloudes family was well established in Darwin. Soteres may have, like Stephen, had the 

date wrong. This inconsistency is one of several in Stephen’s memoirs. 

 

Stephen not only maintains the family arrived in Fremantle but goes on to describe 

the family staying in Fremantle: 

 

The premises we and twenty other families occupied consisted of a 

disused and dilapidated factory which we called home. Although this 

place lacked amenities, the Greek neighbours were very friendly and 

helpful as they offered us home comforts of a sort, and enabled us to 

settle and ease the anxiety by talking with us in our mutual language. 

My father returned to Darwin alone, to continue working with the 

railways. He made the trip together with three newly found friends. 

They boarded a pearling lugger en-route. In all it took three weeks to 

get to Darwin by sea, which was much quicker than his earlier horse 

and camel journey. (Kafcaloudes, 1994, p. 3) 

 

It must be remembered that Stephen’s account was heresay. But it is a heresay of 

great detail. Also, by this time Soteres had already bought a property in Darwin, so if the 

family had gone straight to Darwin, it is unlikely there was a need for the family to stay the 

disused factory on arrival. 
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Life in Darwin 

 

Whatever the route to Darwin, the family moved into tents on their Wireless Hill 

property and tried to make themselves as self-sufficient as possible: 

 

During our stay in this place we cultivated the quarter acre of land, 

growing fruit and vegetables. Also, in the animal and poultry sales we 

bought several head of goats and a few chickens which provided us 

with meat, milk and eggs. My dad built an outdoors oven in which he 

cooked bread and roasted mutton. This oven was made of rocks for 

the lower walls, based with sand, as was the interior table. The 

covering arch was of an iron frame with ant bed and water for mortar. 

The mantle suspended the ant bed and was supported by steel bars. 

We had no money, but we prospered and managed by living off the 

land. (Kafcaloudes, 1994, p. 4). 

 

While the family was working their little patch of land in this way, Soteres was still 

employed with the railways. Within two years the railway project was finished. This came 

around the same time as the other project that had been the lifeblood of the new immigrants, 

Vestey’s meatworks, also collapsed. These closures caused a flux for the Greek immigrants 

who had come to Australia. Many of them could find no other work in Darwin and decided to 

move: 

 

When employment opportunities in Darwin declined in 1919 many 

Greeks made their way to Perth. Some stopped at Wyndham where a 
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new Meatworks was under construction. Others join the small 

settlements at Port Hedland or establish themselves as fruiterers, 

fisherman or market Gardner’s in Geraldton. Others travel to 

northern Queensland or to Port Pirie to join Greeks working at the 

lead mines and on the transcontinental railway line. (Yiannakis, 2019, 

p. 10).  

 

Unlike many of his compatriots, Soteres did not move from Darwin. According to 

Stephen, his father managed to find other work and was able to expand his land holdings: 

 

After his job on the railways ended, he started work as a supervisor 

for road construction gangs for the local council. By being in such a 

prominent position, he became a recognised citizen. As our family 

increased Dad had other notions since the local council rejected an 

application for a further extension of the present premises. He 

purchased a farm of five and a half acres, which included a two-

bedroom house with verandahs. He enclosed and converted them into 

rooms. So after eight years he sold the Darwin house and moved to 

this property, which was called the “Two Mile Farm”. It was at the 

two mile limit outside town. (1994, p. 5). 

 

 Having his own farm was no guarantee of an easy life. Yiannakis says Darwin life at 

that time immediately after the war was particularly hard: 

Darwin in 1918 remained a frontier town. Amenities were limited, 

accommodation spartan (often tin sheeting and canvas) and 
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conditions hard. Wartime shortages had compounded the difficulties 

(2019, p. 6)  

Nevertheless, over the next 12 years the Kafcaloudes family would expand to ten 

children, four boys and six girls. 

 

The Kafcaloudes building 

 

All the children, and wife Papathia, were expected to contribute to the family work. 

Stephen, this time relying on his own memory, says all family hands were involved in the 

construction of the two-storey Kafcaloudes building on Lot 312 on the north-eastern side of 

Cavanagh Street. It was a large building, divided into four sections on the ground floor. One 

was let to a Japanese haberdashery merchant, Mr Nakashiba, the other a café/restaurant and 

milk bar which was managed and serviced by the family. It was described in the Northern 

Standard newspaper (23 July 1940, p. 12) as follows: 

 

The main building is of stone and comprises two shops covering an 

area of 60 feet by 45 feet, with upper stories. There is a 10 ft. 

verandah and a large kitchen at the rear of each shop. 

 

Stephen says the building was to be more than just a commercial enterprise: 

 

Dad’s wish was to erect a building to show [what] a confectioner 

turned stonemason could achieve by grit and endurance, and to prove 

to the world that hard labour, self-sacrifice, tears of blood and 
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determination can uphold a man’s worthiness. It was completed in 

1932 after a terrible seven years’ hard work. (1994, p. 17). 

 

If, as Stephen suggests, Soteres wished the building to be a monument to himself, it 

fitted that wish as a solid building with walls so thick they withstood the repeated Japanese 

bombings during WWII. After the bombings, reparation was sought from the Federal 

government for some damage to the building. Photographic evidence to the support the claim 

showed a largely undamaged building standing alone with other buildings around it destroyed 

[see Figures 3 and 4].  

 

 

Figure 3: The front of the Kafcaloudes building after the bombings, [Photograph] 1944 Australian War 

Memorial, 030312/02 
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Although the façade of the building appears to have sustained little damage, apart 

perhaps from its awning, a photo of the rear shot of the building [Figure 4], appears to show 

the rear walls had been blown out: 

 

 

Figure 4: Kafcaloudes building post-bombing, rear ,[Photograph] 1944 Australian War Memorial, 030312/03 

 

The fate of the Kafcaloudes building is a mystery. For many years there was some 

confusion in the family about whether the Kafcaloudes building became part of the well-

known Don Hotel. A mural photo on the wall of the front bar of present day Cavenagh Hotel 

(which sits on Darwin Lots 312 to 317) shows the Don Hotel, suggesting the present hotel 

sits on the site of the building in the photo. Figure 5 is the original photo from which the 

mural was taken: 
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Figure 5: Photo of Gordon’s Don Hotel, Darwin 1937 [photograph] The Navel Historical Society of Australia. 

 

If, as the Kafcaloudes family’s oral history suggests, the Kafcaloudes building was 

the Don Hotel, then the present-day Cavenagh Hotel sits on the site of the Kafcaloudes 

building. However a comparison with Figures 3 and 4 shows that the mural photo building 

was an entirely different shape to the Kafcaloudes building. However there was the 

possibility that the building could have been extensively remodelled. 

 

This possibility is ruled out by the existence of a further photo [Figure 6] which 

shows the Don Hotel immediately after one of the Japanese bombing raids. Buildings around 

it have been destroyed but the Don Hotel has survived: 
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Figure 6. Photo of the original Don Hotel after a Japanese raid [photograph] Courtesy Darwin library. 

 

Since Figures 3 and 4 also show the Kafcaloudes building intact after the raids, we 

have photographic proof that both buildings co-existed at the same time and were clearly 

different in shape. How could this be, if they were the same building, as suggested by the 

photograph on the wall at the Cavenagh Hotel? 

 

An examination of the photo in Figure 6 provides a clue. In the left background is a 

Darwin icon, The Knowledge Tree. That tree, still extant, is in the gardens at the wharf end of 

Cavenagh St. This proves that the Don Hotel in Figure 6 was on the southern side of 

Cavenagh St, across the road to the Kafcaloudes building.  

 

A document I uncovered in the Darwin City archives, the town plan from 1942 

confirms this [Figure 7]: 
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Figure 7: 1942 Darwin town plan [detail] Darwin City Council. 

 

This plan shows Lot 312 with a handwritten annotation (see in left circle) which says 

it is the site of the Kafcaloudes building. Lot 398, which is on the corner of Bennett and 

Cavenagh streets also has a handwritten note (right circle) saying it is the site of the Don 

Hotel. 

 

From this we can see that the mural photo in the present-day Cavenagh Hotel shows 

the building across the road, not the Kafcaloudes building. 

 

The confusion seems that come from the fact that at some point after war the 

Kafcaloudes building became the site of a temporary second Don Hotel. In the 1960s Lots 

312 to 317 (which includes the site of the Kafcaloudes building) were redeveloped into a 

new, expanded Don Hotel, which later became the Don Casino and finally the present day 

Cavenagh Hotel. It is local folklore that part of the original Kafcaloudes building remains 

intact, several locals telling the author in 2022 that they have seen part of one of the original 

walls which they claim is still on that site. In May 2022 the author and the manager of the 
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Cavenagh Hotel tried to find the original wall but did not succeed. But the problem may have 

been that we were looking in the wrong part of the building, confused by the later 

construction of Litchfield St which did not exist on the 1942 plan in Photo 6. This more 

recently built Litchfield St would be very close to the site of the Kafcaloudes building. We 

may have been looking too far to the north along Cavenagh St. 

 

By the time of the Darwin bombings the building had just passed out of Kafcaloudes 

family hands. Soteres’ son Stephen and his sisters had run it for seven years until the building 

was sold in October 1940 to local identity Albert Hong. Just before the handover, the family 

auctioned off the contents of the building. The Northern Standard newspaper’s description of 

the items for sale gives an indication not only of the goods the family had accumulated over 

the previous 22 years (including a piano and a luxurious electric washing machine), but also 

the scale of the downsizing: 

 

A useful lot of furniture and effects, including a quantity of iron beds, 

stretchers, mattresses, tables, kitchen dresser, electric washing 

machine, coppers, scales, tools, deep well pump, with pump jack, 

never been used, electric irons, tubs, jars, glassware, pots, pans, 

groceries, one piano, cutlery, and a host of useful sundries. (Northern 

Standard, 4 October 1940, p. 2).  

 

This scaling-down may well have been the first preparations for the family to leave 

Darwin, because within a few years almost all the Kafcaloudes family will have moved to 

interstate, although, as we will see, much of this Greek migrant family’s connection to 

Darwin remained. 
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The last years in Darwin and tragedy 

 

Stephen’s memoir talks of hardships, but doesn’t mention several tragedies. In 1932, 

Papathia was cradling her granddaughter Zafira in a truck in Darwin when they were thrown 

from the vehicle when the truck hit a tree. Papathia landed on, and accidentally killed, the 

baby (The Daily News, 27 December 1932, p. 8).  

 

Shortly before Soteres retired to Brisbane, the Kafcaloudes family was struck by 

another tragedy which may have hastened the relocation. In June 1941, the second-oldest 

daughter Katie, the mother of a young daughter, was hit and killed by a truck as she crossed 

Cavenagh St near a public school. The driver of the truck was charged with negligent driving 

(Northern Standard, 3 June 1941, p. 6). Six months later, after Soteres and Papathia made 

their move to Brisbane, another daughter, Alene, known as Ellen, died from rheumatic fever 

at the age of 15 (The Brisbane Telegraph 1942, p. 6).  

 

Over the next few years some of the Kafcaloudes children moved further afield. 

Helen relocated to Perth, Victoria moved to Adelaide, and Stephen and Nicholas to Sydney. 

The remaining daughters went with their parents to Brisbane where they would later marry. 

Despite George continuing the family business in the Northern Territory, his mother Papathia 

had her name as the owner of the remaining family buildings in Darwin. In 1948 she would 

buy more property in her own name and would, with the help of her sons, handle the legal 

and financial work herself from Brisbane.  
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Soteres passed away in Brisbane in 1955 There is little oral or written history to tell of 

Soteres’ life in these later years. All family correspondence was written by his wife, and she 

makes little, if any mention of Soteres in these letters.  

 

Papathia died 15 years later. 

 

 

Figure 8: The Kafcaloudes family in Darwin c 1934. Courtesy Kafcaloudes family collection 

 

Greek ties and anglicisation 

 

Three of the male Kafcaloudes children anglicised both their Christian and family 

names, if not officially, at least in everyday use. The second, third and fourth oldest sons 

Stefanos (Stephen), Mihali (Michael) and Nikolaos (Nicholas, also officially noted as Neklar) 

referred to themselves as Steve, Mike and Nick, and all used the shortened name Kaff till 
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their deaths. To this day the grandchildren of Stephen and Nicholas have retained this 

anglicisation (with the exception of the author). 

 

Soteres’ daughters also lived with anglicisation of their Christian names: Helen’s 

Greek name was Despina; Katie was Katina; Chrissie was originally Chrysanthe. In allowing 

these changes by his children, Soteres appears to have accepted the language of his new 

country, even if his own English language and literacy skills were barely more than 

rudimentary.  

 

Soteres also embraced his new country as a permanent home, apparently never 

countenancing a return to Greece. Tamis (2002, p. 30) suggests this was a difference between 

Greeks who moved to America and those who chose Australia: Tamis says Greek emigrants 

to America often returned to Greece to live after attaining financial security, while Australian 

Greeks tended to remain in their new country. It seems Soteres acted in the typical Australian 

Greek way, for there is no record of him ever visiting Greece again and, as far as I know, 

none of Soteres’ children ever returned to Kastellorizo. However at least two grandchildren, 

the author and his brother Michael Kaff, visited the island at the latter end of the millennium, 

re-establishing some connection, although there was no trace of the Lazos bakery or the 

dowry home on the island’s main quay.  

 

The difficulties of researching Soteres’ story 

 

Researching this story had some extraordinary difficulties. In a document of 

immigration registration [Figure 9], Soteres Kafcaloudes’ name is spelt wrong twice, once as 

Sotirion and once as Sotires (the second is as a signature): 
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Figure 9: Soteres Kafcaloudes application for registration. Kafcaloudes family collection. 
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Other documents incorrectly spelt his wife’s name. An example is in Figure 10, which 

spelled her name ‘Parparther’ instead of ‘Papathia’. This document was a notification of 

Papathia Kafcaloudes gaining title over a block of land, which makes this mistake an 

important misfeasance: 

 

 

Figure 10: Northern Territory Administration letter to Stephen Kafcaloudes, 21 January 1948 [unnumbered]. 
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These official documentary errors aside, there were problems that came out of the fact 

that the majority of the Kafcaloudes story was passed down through oral history. As already 

explained, Stephen’s memoir was written in the last years before he died aged 78 in 1994. 

Stephen wrote the story 15 times, with each version starting over from the beginning. To a 

researcher this was a great bonus because each version had information not in the others, but 

it also brought difficulties because Stephen’s recollections had some wild variations and 

contradictions. One example of this was when he describes how many people were on the 

boat that rescued the family in 1917. In one version he says it was 200 people in another 

version it was 100 a third placed the number at 120 and a fourth said 150 [see Figure 11 for a 

collation of these contradicting accounts].  

 

 

Figure 11: A collation from Stephen Kafcaloudes’ memoirs. Kafcaloudes family collection. 
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This must cause doubt upon all these figures. Further, the discrepancy should give 

pause about any other facts presented in those memoirs since not only are they wrong, they 

display a lack of research efficacy. Any attempt to clarify the numbers by checking the 

shipping passenger list was a little help because some passengers would have disembarked in 

Singapore and others at Port Said in Egypt.  

 

Another claim made by Stephen was about the sponsorship of the rescue vessel that 

left Kastellorizo harbour in 1917 with his family aboard. In his notes he claimed the vessel 

was a freighter that operated under cover of night and took the inhabitants of Kastellorizo 

through dangerous waters to the Suez Canal. My research so far has shown very little to back 

up his claim about Australian sponsorship although this will be a subject for my further 

research particularly in light of the surprising nature of the enterprise to bring foreigners to 

Australia in that period of the white Australia policy. 

 

A third Issue about Stephen’s memoirs is to do with the camel trek from Fremantle to 

Darwin. In my research I have found no evidence of any such camel track. It would have 

been the most onerous journey taking many many weeks through varied conditions. A boat 

journey from Fremantle to Darwin would have been much quicker, probably cheaper and 

therefore much more likely. And time was an important factor in the Soteres Kafcaloudes’ 

story. He arrived in Australia, worked on the Northern Territory railroad, saved enough to put 

a deposit on a piece of property in Darwin, and still had sufficient funds to return back to 

Greece and bring out his family. It is highly unlikely Soteres would have had the time to 

waste weeks in a camel trek. My best guess, and pending further research it remains simply a 

guess, is that Stephen had it confused: his father had told him about a camel trek from 

Darwin to the rail line operation between Pine Creek and Tennant Creek. This is backed up 
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by a line in Stephen’s memoirs where he says the camel track was through humid and 

tropical conditions (1994, p. 2). These are conditions that Soteres was only likely to have 

faced in the top end of Australia. Once again, the facts of the story require further 

investigation. 

 

The Kafcaloudes legacy 

 

When the family left Darwin in 1941 only two sons remained. The second oldest son 

Stephen married Nellie Stambolis7 in Darwin 1941 and enlisted into the army. Also staying 

was the eldest son George who had already expanded the family business by seeking a lease 

for mining exploration at Winnie near Darwin (Northern Standard, 23 August 1940, p. 12). 

As a builder George went on to receive tenders to build government structures including five 

cottages for the Works Department at Myilly Point (Northern Standard, 17 February 1939, p. 

5). He also built private buildings such as what was described as a ‘fancy goods shop’ for a 

local Chinese retailer Chin Gong (Northern Standard, 23 July 1940, p. 12). This building 

activity continued up until his retirement in the 1970s. 

 

In the end it was not the Kafcaloudes Building that enshrined the Kafcaloudes legacy; 

it was the work of George and his expanded building and mining businesses. A year after he 

died in 1983 the Darwin City Council decided to name a street in the suburb of Palmerston 

after him, explaining their choice in the following terms: 

 

Named after George Kafcaloudes who was born in Greece in 1911 

and migrated to Darwin with his family in 1917. He was apprenticed 

 
7 A relative of the Paspalis pearl family. 
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to Harold Snell, the builder and qualified for his first permit to 

operate as a builder in 1930. He became very successful in this 

business building the Fannie Bay Hotel and many other residential 

buildings in the Darwin area (Northern Territory Government 1994). 

 

When Soteres was a young man struggling to find a safe haven for his family and 

facing a dangerous trip to reach that safety, he achieved more than just a new home; he 

founded a family that was to thrive in that new home. As is often the case for migrants, their 

legacy is a living one; of grandchildren who are now scattered across all states and territories. 

Their lives are far removed from that of their grandfather: two are academics, one an 

entertainer, another an architect. Among the great grandchildren are a senior banking 

executive, and award-winning artist and a cinematographer. 

 

Soteres’ expectation was wrong. One hundred and eight years after his first arrival in 

Australia it is not the bricks and mortar Kafcaloudes building that maintains his legacy. It is 

his flesh and blood descendants, a wide legacy that the young migrant in 1915 could probably 

never have imagined. 
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