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Ladies and Gentlemen

Good afternoon to everyone – kali mera!
May I first respectfully acknowledge the original custodians of the land where we meet today, the Wadjuk /Noongar people.
It is a pleasure and an honour to be with you this afternoon to commemorate Greek National Day, which falls on 25 March, Tuesday next, and also to mark the anniversary of 111 years of Consular Relations between Greece and Western Australia. 

On 25 March 1821 the Greek Orthodox Bishop Germanos proclaimed a national uprising against the Ottoman Empire, under whose harsh yoke the Greek people had laboured for some 400 years, under repressive laws and heavy taxes – a period known as Tourkokratia (“Turkish Rule”).  This proclamation formally marked the beginning of the Greek War of Independence, a war that lasted almost a decade and resulted in the formation of contemporary Greece, the first national state to successfully secede from a multinational empire, although there had been, for some decades before the 1821 declaration, intermittent but increasing uprisings and acts of rebellion.
The rallying cry of the Greek rebels was the stirring: “Freedom or Death” (Elefther’ia  ee  Th’anatos), (pronounced eh-lef-theh-ree-a ee tha-na-toss). It typifies the determination and fighting spirit of a people with a long and proud history and tradition, and echoes the sentiment expressed in 1775 by the American revolutionary, Patrick Henry, in the American War of Independence, “Give me liberty, or give me death”.  Indeed, that war was one of the catalysts for the growing tide of nationalism in Greece, leading to the victory of a Greek fleet in 1778, which captured the Turkish occupied island of Castellorizo, in the Aegean, (an island well known to many people here today) and the establishment of a revolutionary organisation, called “The Company of Friends” (Filiki Eteria”) in 1814, with the open support of wealthy Greek exiles in America and Britain, and covert help from Russia.
That fighting spirit, and the extraordinary achievements of Ancient Greece, moved artists, such as Lord Byron and Eugene Delacroix, intellectuals, like Rene Chateaubriand and Thomas Gordon, and everyday people, deeply.  Lord Byron, the Romantic poet widely admired, died in Greece, during the Greek fight for independence; but before he died, he wrote movingly about its importance, including the famous and evocative lines:


The mountains look on Marathon


And Marathon looks to the sea


And musing there an hour alone


I dreamt that Greece might still be free

This was the movement known as Philhellenism, a spirit of friendship, kinship and gratitude towards Greece, the acknowledged cradle and foundation of western civilization, and its people: Greek sculptors, Greek architects (the magnificent Parthenon is but one example) authors, philosophers and thinkers such as Homer, Aeschylus, Euripides, Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Pythagoras, Hippocrates – the list of those who shaped our culture and scientific method is endless.  Little wonder that the great Roman orator and statesman Cicero remarked, in the 1st Century B.C.: “In all things, the Greeks are our masters”. Philhellenism, together with horror at the savagery inflicted by the Turks in attempting to quell the revolt, evoked enormous sympathy from many nations towards the Greeks’ struggle for independence.
It took 10 years of fighting, and the intervention of the Great Powers (Britain, France and Russia) before the independent sovereign state of Greece was established, by a treaty in 1830.   But the struggle was not over. The 19th and 20th centuries brought about more wars, which gave rise to significant Greek emigration.  The many thousands of Greeks, or people of Greek descent in Australia bear witness to those tumultuous times.   (It is said that there are now more people of Greek descent living in Melbourne, than in Athens.)
WA citizens of Greek descent have made an enormous contribution to the WA community.
One hundred and eleven years ago, in 1903, there was already a substantial Greek element in Western Australia.  This justified the creation of an honorary Vice Consulate.  The relationship between this State and Greece has since gone from strength to strength, thanks to the Greek Diaspora, the values of freedom, the rule of law, and respect for justice which we have in common.  Our countries have always fought on the same side.  Many Australian soldiers and airmen owe their lives to the help and refuge given to them by Greek citizens, often at great risk to themselves, in World War II.
You may have noticed that this beautiful Kings Park is thronged today, with people rushing to the annual wildflower sale.  It reminds me that the Greek national flower is the laurel branch.  How appropriate!  For it is a symbol of victory, which after many battles and great sacrifice, the people of Greece won.
We pause today to remember the valiant and victorious struggle for freedom by the people of Greece, and all those who have lain down their lives for that precious flower, freedom.
Lest we forget!  
