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Brisbane's inner suburban West End

continues to be a suburb in transition.

Notable as a refuge for workers, migrants,
students and the underprivileged for
generations, West End is now identified as a
'trendy' address and is being gentrified.
Suburban histories are quickly disappearing

because of this redevelopment but the history
most under threat is that of migrant Greeks.

Arrival

Greek migration to Australia largely began after
the disastrous Graeco-Turkish War in 1897
when mainland Greece had to absorb over a

million Greek refugees. Many Greeks, in turn,

migrated and most chose to settle in the United

. States. However, in 1924 the United States
government put a brake on immigration and
Greek migrants turned instead to Australia.
Although the Second World War temporarily

• halted migration, in 1947 the Labor
government introduced mass non-British
immigration which began the process of
transforming Australia to the multicultural
society it is today.' Many Greek migrants
settled in the South Brisbane suburb ofWest
End and the most visible evidence is to be
found in institutions such as the Orthodox
Church ofSt George, the Greek Club and
Convention Centre, the Hellenic Society, St
Nicholas Nursing Home, Colossus Hall, Cyprus

House, and the popular, annual Paniyri
Festival. A more pervasive evidence of the

influence of Greek culture in West End is to be
seen in many gardens distinctive because of

the range of selected plantings.

The scented garden

The surest indicator of contemporary Greek
occupation in a house is the clump of bush
basil (Ocimum gratissimum) near the front
entrance, frequently on the footpath. These
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plants add a spicy note as you brush by but

their presence is largely symbolic as, according

to my informant, the more usual sweet basil
(Ocimum basilicum) is used in cooking.
However, in Greek Orthodox communities the
priest breaks a sprig off to dip in water to bless

the house arid its inhabitants and visitors also
break off a sprig to place near the door to let

the householder know they had a caller.

The small front garden of these 'Queenslander'
houses (renovated in inimitable style) is the
most visible signifier ofaGreek garden and it
is dominated by perfumed plants. Here acitrus
tree (frequently a lemon) adds the benefit of fruit

to its sweetly scented white blossoms. Roses

proliferate as do carnations, stock, jasmines
and even night blooming cestrum but you will

never discover lavender, except in very recent
plantings. More tropical interlopers include the
gardenia and brunfelsia but not a frangipani.
Why? Because they drop their leaves and their
sap stains the concrete. The fronts of Greek
houses are defined by swathes of the ever
practical concrete, sometimes embellished
with bricks, tiles, mosaics, or shells.

In this suburb in transition one of the surest
indicators of its former occupation by a Greek
family is a bush of jasmine - frequently trained
over archways. Its sparse foliaged form
survives in neglected front gardens and the
equally sparse pink buds continue to develop

into white, heavily-scented flowers. It is the
perfumiere's jasmine Uasminum grandiflorum).

Carnations, so out-of-favour with contemporary
garden styles, even cottage gardens, proliferate

in pots. They are with their clove-like perfume
another distinctive feature. Indeed pots
proliferate in most Greek gardens reflecting
the lack of gardens in the villages of the home
country. Other flowers include geraniums
('poor man's roses') including the ivy and
scented leaf varieties. However, the brilliant
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red bracts of the winter blooming poinsettia
and other tropical plants such as cordylines

find favour in Greek gardens.

The productive garden

The vegetable garden is usually at the back of
the house and if you walk around West End
you get to view them largely from side streets.
Small lawns for the children do appear but
they are dominated by the surrounding
vegetable garden. We forget how much
migrant tastes have changed Australia. Greek
migrants were forced to grow their favourite
vegetables such as capsicums, continental

cucumbers, cos lettuce, broad beans, egg
plants, garlic, okra, zucchini and herbs like
basil and rosemary as they were simply
unavailable at the standard greengrocer.

The tropical mango, so generous in its spread
in other Brisbane back-yards, is banned as its

shade is too extensive for a productive garden.
Pawpaws are grown in Greek gardens as they
don't grow very tall and have a short life span
and passionfruit vines can be constrained even
though they grow rampantly. Loquats,
particularly the tart varieties are favoured and
occasionally you will find a clump of prickly
pears. The most distinctive tree in back
gardens is the low, squat shape of the fig, in
season protected with netting. (The heavy
scent of figs I noticed in my walk a few months

ago wasn't the ripening fruit but the trees
being grubbed out.) Surprisingly, mature olive

trees are rare in West End although they have
been appearing in contemporary plantings
Brisbane's climate is not particularly conducive
to their growth.

Above left:
Bella's back garden.

Above Right:
A Greek back garden

Below:
AGreek garden in West End in
spring, seen from the street.

Many of the seeds (such as amaranth which is
used as a leafy vegetable and for which the
seeds were not available commercially) are

passed from one gardenerto another. Rocket
is a popular salad vegetable now, but
according to my Greek contact the selection
from the supermarket is bland. Its proper
pungency is achieved when it is grown in poor,
dry soils. One of the most visible of the Greek
productive gardens is that of the Georgiou

Family at 215 Boundary Road, adjacent to the
West End shopping centre. Because there is
literally no back yard, the front garden is a
happy melange of flowers and vegetables.
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Above:
Detail of the front garden.

Below:
Overall view of front garden.

The gardeners

Two Greek gardeners were documented in the
recent exhibition at the Museum of Brisbane
'Migrant Gardeners in Brisbane' (19 AUg.-27
Nov. 2005). This was researched by Professor
Helen Armstrong, formerly of the Queensland
University ofTechnology who is well noted for
her research on migrant gardens. In one
garden grape vines form a sheltering arbour in
Brisbane's hot and humid summers and

although they aren't well suited for our climate,
gardener Nikos Manolis actually makes wine

from his grapes. The principal use of the vine is
of course the young leaves for dolmades.

The second Greek gardener was Mrs Anastasia
Kasoti who was born in Rhodes and is very
unusual as her interest has been in the
productive garden which is usually the
province of the male. Mrs Kasoti grows garlic,

basil, rosemary, eggplants, capsicums, figs and
vines for dolmades, but more recently she has
included roses in her front garden.

Like these two gardeners, Greek gardeners of
the post-World War II migration are getting
quite elderly. As their families have grown up

the need for a productive garden diminishes,
especially as a broader range of fresh produce

becomes available through shops and I've

noticed several gardens falling fallow over the
years. The children ofthese first generation
Greeks have now established themselves in

newer, outer suburbs (especially Carindale)
and adjusted themselves to contemporary

Queensland lifestyles. The scented garden will
survive, but what is the fate of these
productive gardens now that vegetables such
as okra and broad-beans are becoming
increasingly available through the
supermarkets?

Glenn Cooke is Research Curator, Queensland

Heritage, at the Queensland Art Gallery. He is a

past president ofthe Queensland Branch of
AGHS and served on the National Management
Committee for six years latterly as vice-chair.

1. Denis A.Conomos, The Greeks in Queensland -a
history from 1859-1945.
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