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Esarey: Hello, this is Carol Esarey. This is an interview this morning with Sonia Lang. 

The date is October 25, 2010. This interview is part of the Abraham Lincoln 

Presidential Library Immigrant Stories project. Weôre going to get started. 

Right now we are in Soniaôs home in Springfield, Illinois, for this first 

interview. Okay Sonia, I think we will start at the beginning. If you will give 

me your full name, where you live and where you were born, weôll start with 

that. 

 

Lang: My name is Aspasia Sonia. [My] married name is Lang, and my former name 

or maiden name is Anyfantaki. I was born on the island of Crete. Iôm 

registered at Heraklion, Crete because Father was too lazy to put all the details 

in the application. I was actually born in a village called Astrakoi, during 

World War II. 

 

Esarey: As we go through this, Iôll point to the word list, and you can write down the 

names to make sure I understand that weôve got that. Your date of birth? 

 

Lang: It is May 15, 1942, and I always claim Iôm still thirty-nine. 
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Esarey: And you can continue 

to do so. 

 

Lang: I hope so. It gives me 

more energy. (Both 

laugh) 

 

Esarey: All right. Would you 

talk a little bit to us 

about your mom and 

dad? You gave us a 

copy of a family tree, 

and we have pictures 

surrounding us here. If 

you [the reader] could 

see all the pictures that 

are in this kitchen, you 

would see Soniaôs 

family, and she has a 

wonderful notebook of 

pictures. Weôre going 

to start by going back 

to your mom and dad if 

we could. Where was 

your mother born? Tell 

me a little bit about 

your mother. 

 

Lang: My mother was born in the village of Dafnes. Itôs about twenty minutesô drive 

from Heraklion, and at the time, it belonged to the area of Malevizi. That was 

the district. Now, everything falls under just Heraklion. Itôs just easier. She 

had many brothers and sisters, and I have a family tree that I have already 

started. I just need it printed.  

 

Esarey: She had many brothers and sisters? 

 

Lang: Her father was a teacher. His name, by the way, was George Lambrakis. 

 

Esarey: This is your father? 

 

Lang: Grandfather, whom I never met. 

 

Esarey: Grandfather, okay. 

 

The birth certificate that was issued to Sonia before her 

marriage in 1961. This is her first birth certificate with her 

birth name.  The birth certificate gives details of her birth 

in Greek and English. 
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Lang: He was married to Athena Poloudaki. She came from the village of Pobia, 

which is south of Heraklion at the very beautiful and very productive plain of 

Messara. 

 

Esarey: It would be here? 

 

Lang: It will be down here, in this big area 

here. 

 

Esarey: What weôre doing is looking at the 

map and locating where family 

members lived. 

 

Lang: Apparently my motherôs family was 

quite educated in their own ways. 

They even allowed the girls to go to 

school, at least grade school, since 

this was available at the village. Her 

father was a very strict teacher, by 

the way. I have a copy in the files 

here of his teaching certificate that 

shows that he received the teaching 

certificate at the age of thirty-six.  

 

Esarey: Tell me his name again. 

 

Lang: George Lambrakis. 

 

Esarey: Sonia has some pictures of all that relates to that. When did this happen? What 

time period are we looking at? 

 

Lang: My grandfather was born in 1864. So, if you take the thirty-six into account, 

he got his certificate in the year 1900. He survived all kinds of insurrections in 

the area, against the Turks, who were ruling the island at the time. Well, they 

had been there for a few centuries, so he experienced war. Iôm not sure he 

ever participated in any of that. 

 

Esarey: Thatôs an interesting statement about war. Your family lived with the threat of 

war or with soldiers. Talk about that just a little bit. 

 

Lang: Yes, oh yes. For a few thousand years, weôve been the crossroads of Europe, 

Africa and Asia, still are. Itôs a beautiful island, mountainous. Thank goodness 

for those mountains, because all the rebels used to hide up in the caves in the 

mountains. They knew every little path that only goats could climb. They 

fought for their freedom, generation after generation after generation. They 

never stopped. 

Giorgos Lambrakisôs teaching certificate. 

The red stamps are tax stamps in the 

independent state of Crete.  
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Esarey: Were any members of your family, fighters? 

 

Lang:  Well, Iôm sure, from both sides of the family, that some of the men were 

fighters. The young men always had to fight for their freedom or defend their 

families or just ignore a few things, just to survive. 

 

Esarey: Were there any particular family stories that you have heard about of those 

early days?  

 

Lang: Well, my motherôs side of the family is not too well-known to me because my 

grandparents were dead. The house had gone to my motherôs oldest brother, 

Michael, who took good care of it, apparently. We didnôt visit the village very 

often. But my fatherôs family, on the other hand, was closer by.  

 

As a matter of fact, the bus stop was only three blocks south of our 

home, past the old gate that was into the fort that surrounded those ancient 

walls. Those walls were old because they were built originally by the Arabs 

and improved by the Venetians. In that particular city of Heraklion are the 

large castles called Megalo Kastro (the big castle/fort). 

 

  Well, you know, we were able to visit the village more often. As a 

matter of fact, when I was a little kid, the peasants still called Heraklion 

Kastro, which meant castle. So, I became not Sonia from such a village, but 

Sonia Kastrini. That is, I came from the castle. 

 

Esarey: Oh. 

 

Lang: We would take the old, old bus. Remember the type? Oh, you donôt 

remember. It wasnôt in this country. But they used to crank them up, just to 

warm up the engine. They break down every five minutes, yes. 

 

Esarey: Iôm old enough to remember. 

 

Lang: It takes twenty minutes by car today to reach that village, with improved roads 

and short cuts and sort of like a highway. In those days, it could take you the 

whole day to get there by bus. Of course, it stopped every five miles to drop 

off somebody or pick somebody up, and they had all their belongings on the 

roof of the bus. They would have a rope weaved through every package and 

some kind of a tarp thrown over it and tied down that had to be redone. It was 

very confusing, but it got you there. 

 

Esarey: What time period are we talking about? 

 

Lang: Weôre talking about the ó40s. 
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Esarey: Nineteen-forties, okay. Your mother and your father were where in the 

nineteen-forties? 

 

Lang: At the beginning, right after the war started, when the bombing started, they 

went to the village of Astrakoi. They left everything behind. 

 

Esarey: Letôs just move right on to that time period, then. You were born in 1942, and 

your brother was born in 1940. So, the children were very small when your 

parents were in this village. 

 

Lang: Well, they were in Heraklion when the war started. I wasnôt born yet. 

 

Esarey: Okay. 

  

Lang: Well, once the bombs started, apparently they found a way to get to the 

village, away from the city and the bombing. My brother was just a baby. My 

grandfather had a tiny little place, which was more like one room by itself. It 

probably had a little fireplace for cooking and heating. So, they moved in 

there. Shortly after, father went up to the border of Albania to fight against the 

Italians.  

 

Esarey: Your father did? 

 

Lang: Yes, you see, war was declared on Greece in 1940, and it was October 28, 

when Mussolini asked the Greek prime minister, Metaxas, who happened to 

be dictator at that time, to let the Italian troops march through Greece. His 

answer was just one word, ñOkhi,ò which means no.  

 

Esarey: Thatôs what he said? 

 

Lang: That was it.  

 

Esarey: What happened? 

 

Lang: So, people volunteered right away to defend Epirus. Epirus is in the northwest 

part of Greece, and itôs adjacent to Albania. So, they went up into those 

mountains. Winter was coming in. It was October and November by the time 

they got there. They had to fight with the bare minimum of arms, equipment 

and communication between the troops. There was hardly any food. The 

peasants would give them something along the way. My father remembered 

his feet were always frozen and that they carried anything that they could on 

their backs for their survival. But, their main meal would be a handful of 

raisins, for a day. And yet, they kept those Italians at bay, which frustrated 

Hitler.  
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So, he declared war on Greece. He said, ñIôll show you how to do it.ò 

Not only that, but, at the same time, he decided to conquer Crete because, as 

Greece was falling to the armed forces of the Nazis, everybody, including the 

government and certain foreigners and foreign troops, were trying to stop 

them  at Crete. Even the British went to the island of Crete. So, we had the 

king and the prime minister and everybody else on Crete trying to find a way 

to get to Africa for security. Fortunately, when the Germans finally attacked, 

it was by air. 

 

Esarey: Paratroopers. 

 

Lang: The paratroopers. Hitler was training them for a long time. He was sure that 

he would have the island surrender within twenty-four hours. But, of course, it 

took him several weeks. The people resisted, including my grandfather, who 

was probably was hiding in the fields, with a pitchfork or whatever. 

Everybody, including women and children, would throw rocks or anything 

against the paratroopers to make it tough on them.  

 

Esarey: When they landed? 

 

Lang: When they were landing. Believe it or not, Hitler lost several thousand special 

troops. While they were busy fighting on the island, these troops could not 

move to other places, such as the Middle East. 

 

Esarey: They didnôt anticipate the resistance. 

 

Lang: No, no. Although he started with the bombardment, his paratroopers could not 

finish the job right away. 

 

Esarey: Did your mother participate?  

 

Lang: She never said. I donôt think so. She was 

probably being a good mother, staying home with 

the baby. Father was away, so she was not going 

to make any waves right away. Although she was 

writing some couplets, in the Cretan dialect, 

about the war and, I guess, the invading forces. 

Eventually, of course, the island was conquered.  

 

I remember my grandfather, from the 

village there. He had some scars on his arms, but 

those were from when he was a young man. He 

was born, according to his ID, in 1875, so he 

would have been twenty-five the year that Crete 

was liberated. Well, as a young man, he probably 

had to fight the Turks somewhere along the way.  

Emmanuel Anyfantakisô 

Kingdom of Greece ID, issued 

in Kastilli, Crete in 1946, after 

the Germans left Crete. It states 

that he was born in Mochos, 

Crete, in 1875.  
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Esarey: éhad scars? 

Lang: Um-hmm, he had those scars. 

 

Esarey: It sounds like the men of the family had to fight in every generation. 

 

Lang: Every generation, including my generation too and my husbandôs generation. 

 

Esarey: Yes, thatôs another story, which we will talk about at some point. 

 

Lang: When mother lived at the village, she remembered the sound of the boots 

marching through the cobblestones. 

 

Esarey: Describe that. 

 

Lang: To her, it was just like they were coming after her. Of course, they would just 

hit the door with the butts of their weapons and say, ñEnglish, English.ò In 

other words, they were looking for English people, who were trying to hide. 

They would just break in right away, and she would be grabbing her baby. 

  

Esarey: And she was in the small village at that time. 

 

Lang: A very small village. She was a little bit the odd-ball, because the women at 

the time dressed like they did in the Muslim times, with the scarves, dark 

clothing, cover their heads. Sometimes they would pull up the scarf close to 

their nose. She came with her silk stockings and high heels and hats to wear to 

church, with fancy clothes. Men I met there, in 2000, actually remember her, 

because she was so different. 

 

Esarey: She wasnôt going to do that was she? She wasnôt going to dress in those 

clothes. 

 

Lang: No way. 

 

Esarey: She remembers the German soldiers. 

 

Lang: She remembers them. My brother, when he was little, all he remembers was 

shiny helmets. 

 

Esarey: He has big memories, since he was very small. 

 

Lang: I talked with some cousins, and they said that the Germans would take over 

the whole house or part of the house to stay in, because there were no barracks 

or anything for them to stay, during the occupation. 
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Esarey: What happened after the occupation? Or perhaps I should ask, what happened 

when the Allies came through? 

 

Lang: Well, during the occupation, my father was sent to a hard-labor camp, which 

wasnôt really a camp like weôre thinking of. They sent him to repair the airport 

and extend the airport on Crete, in Heraklion, so they could land more planes. 

  

When the Allies finally helped us find our freedom, everybody was 

trying to find their homes, if they were still standing. Thank goodness ours 

had survived the bombing, and they were able to recover most of their 

furniture. 

 

Esarey: Thatôs amazing. 

 

Lang: But life was extremely tough. 

  

Esarey: Food? 

 

Lang: Food. I remember a lot of bean soup, not only for us, but Mother would send 

me with a whole pot of the bean soup, to take to a family who had six to seven 

children, so they wouldnôt go hungry. And lots and lots of bread, which we 

had to stand in line for. I remember standing with the little coupons for soap 

or for sugar and crying every time I would hear an airplane fly over, probably 

from the fear of bombs.  

 

Although I had not experienced it, everybody talked about it. 

Apparently we had an infestation of fleas and lice. Smoke planes, like you had 

a crop duster in the States, would be flying over the houses, in the cities and 

the villages, to spray against those bugs. All of us children would hide under 

the furniture, because we didnôt know what was coming. 

 

Esarey: You lived in fear. 

 

Lang: We lived in some kind of fear. Even now, when I get to the fireworks, on the 

Fourth of July, if Iôm close enough to actually smell the gunpowder, 

something in me just freezes. 

  

Esarey: What happens? 

 

Lang: Panic. Well, as a child, there were all kinds of shootings. There was a firing 

squad on a daily basis in some villages and probably in ours, if anybody dared 

do anything out of line, especially if they were caught. 

 

Esarey: Were these things that you heard about or you experienced? 
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Lang: I wouldnôt know what I experienced or what I heard, because those stories 

were repeated over and over again. 

 

Esarey: They became part of you, as a child. 

 

Lang: Oh, yes. Thatôs another reason, in my art, I 

depict war or anything to do with violence 

becauseð 

 

Esarey: Thereôs some sorrow in your art. 

 

Lang: Thereôs sorrow, but to me itôs that we 

should avoid war and violence. 

Esarey: Your brother, does he talk about memories? 

Heôs a couple of years older. 

 

Lang: Well, he was older, and he was 

remembering, as a child, that my father was 

trying to make ends meet. He had a place, a 

store. Above that was our apartment. There 

was, fortunately, still a little garden left, an 

open court. We had my beautiful pomegranate tree and flowers and grew a 

few little vegetables in pots.  

 

But my brother remembers that he helped Dad with tanning of lamb 

skins and little kid skins from the goats, so that leather could be used for 

shoes. His job, as a little boy, was to go outside the city limits, to the area 

where the little creek was and all the bamboo. They used to stretch the skin on 

a big bamboo poles and let it lean against something to treat, after it was 

dipped in all those chemicals. His job was to keep the flies away.  

 

Esarey: Did he have a job? Was he able to work? 

 

Lang: Well, my father was very enterprising. Fuel was difficult. He found a can, 

which was probably used to carry either gasoline or olive oil or something, 

and cut a hole in the lower part, just almost like a little doorway. He found 

another smaller can that would fit towards the center, and he would go around 

collecting sawdust from all the carpenters in the area, stuff the big can with 

sawdust and push it down real tight. Then, he would remove the center. That 

way, you have an open chimney. He would light it, and it would burn slowly. 

On top of that, he would put a pot. So the pot would not put out the fire, he 

used some kind of a metal triangle or something, a little grill of some sort. 

 

Esarey: He invented a way to keep you warm. 

 

Lang: Oh yes, but that was for cooking. 

Aspasia (Sonia) Anyfantakis, 4 

years old, & her brother 

Giorgos (George) Anyfantakis, 

6 years old, 1946  
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Esarey: And cooking. 

 

Lang: That was the cooking stove. For heat, we had a brazier, which stood on three 

legs, was round and shallow. If you had the money for coal, thatôs what you 

used to warm your hands with, in the winter. In most cases, you just didnôt. I 

went to school wearing gloves and a coat in the classroom. 

 

Esarey: Where did you go to school? 

 

Lang: I went to what is called the Fourth Elementary school in Heraklion. It was 

behind St. Titus church, which was my parish. St. Titus Church still stands, 

after a few centuries of being built and re-built and razed to the ground. This 

is also the church where George and I were married in. 

 

Esarey: Do you have a picture of that? 

 

Lang: I have a picture in there. The church still stands. It has expanded and now has 

a second floor. They are on a web page, believe it or not. They have their own 

web page, which is in Greek. 

Esarey: Well, you can help me. 

 

Lang: Well, apparently the web page is under construction, like a lot of things on the 

Internet. 

 

 Esarey: Weôll work with the picture that you have, because itôs an important church in 

your life. 

 

Lang: Not only that, but I do have a picture of the school that I took about six years 

ago. Iôll look to find it right away. Itôs in one of the albums. 

 

Esarey: How many years did you 

go to that school? 

 

Lang: Six years. 

 

Esarey: Six years. Then what 

happened for your 

education? 

 

Lang: This is a picture of the 

school. My classmates are 

graduates in the picture. 

 

 Then I went to what is called the Business School, which is really a 

regular junior/senior high. This was my school ID. It was inside this building 

Soniaôs school building. This picture was taken in Heraklion, 

Crete, Greece in 1954. 


