
BATTLES OF THERMOPYLAE: HELLENES 480 BC TO AUSTRALIANS 1941 & 1942 

During the months of August or September 480 BC a small force of Hellenes under the command of the 
Spartans fought to the death with their Thespian allies against an invader intent on enslaving their 
people. In August to November of 1942 some 2420 years later a similar battle was being fought tooth 
and nail by Australians against the Japanese intent on invading Australia.  

This year Australians will stop what they are doing and pay their respects to the young men who some 
70 years ago fought a determined and experienced jungle adversary, the Japanese soldier. On that 
occasion it was the Victorian Regiment the 39th Battalion’s Finest hour. Commanded by their 
Commanding Officer, Ralph Honner who incidentally was also involved in the Battle of Greece and 
Crete in 1941 while serving with the 2/11 Battalion Royal West Australian Regiment. (Ralph Honner 
passed away in 1994 at the age of 89) Ralph Honner could well be Australia's Leonidas.  

However the previous year Australians had also fought in Northern Greece at the same place that the 
ancient Spartans and thespians had fought against similar odds. Like the Spartans who  were 
immortalised in the words of that ancient poet, Simonides who wrote about the Spartans at 
Thermopylae:  “O Stranger, send the news home to the Lacedaemonians that here We lie at rest: 
the commands they gave us have been obeyed.”; so did the Australians remain and fight their 
numerically superior German adversary after being told in a laconic  manner by  General Vasey, 
Commander of the 19th Brigade who said: “Here we bloody well are and here we bloody well stay”. 

The bonds that link the Hellenes and Australians is not an accident of history and nor can anyone deny 
Australians admiration for the small Hellenic nation standing up to the Axis Powers during WW2. While 
the Hellenes (or the Greeks as the Romans called them) have a similar respect and admiration for the 
fighting qualities of Australians, having seen them in battle first hand in their homeland. Those links 
forged many years ago are here to stay and will be further strengthened by the new generation of 
Australians of Hellenic origins.  

Therefore Australia being a small nation took up the challenge in WW2 and fought the good fight 
against numerical odds at Thermopylae, Greece and on its home ground in New Guinea. On both 
occasions in never flinched from battle and stood its ground like their ancient Spartan brother at 
Thermopylae.  This year being the 70 year of the Battle at the Kokoda Track, it is envisaged that all 
three battles will be commemorated and respects paid to those who gave their lives in battles that 
ensured freedom from enslavement. Already there are Australian Hellenic organisations preparing for 
such an event. Peter Adamis - Watsonia  
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