
Theochtiste & the Pirates of the 
Aegean 



I am sure you have read many stories about pirates. Those bad people who kill and steal with parrots on their 
shoulders who drink rum and wear black eye patches. Pirates who sail in ships with skulls and bones. But these 
aren’t the only pirates to raid the seven seas.  The pirates in this book are from the Aegean, not the Caribbean.  
The Aegean is the sea that surrounds thousands of islands in the country of Greece.  Like the pirates of the Ca-
ribbean, the pirates of the Aegean liked gold, but they stole women and girls to sell in the slave markets to get it. 
This story is about just such a young girl who was captured by pirates and the miraculous way she got away.  

Far to the east of the Aegean, close to Turkey, on an island named Mytelene, back in the 9th century, a little girl was 
born.  Her name was Theochtiste. 



Before she had reached her 2nd birthday, both her parents died.  She grew up an orphan. She was handed from one 
relative to another and to another.  She learned to take care of herself quickly.  While no one was cruel to her, no 
one was particularly sweet to her either.



She grew up without the gentle hug of a mother, without the guidance of a father.  She turned instead to 
God.  She knew orphans were under the special protection of the Panagia, the All-Holy Mother of God. 
Morning and night she prayed:  Panagia save me. 



She grew up doing the typical village chores she was expected to complete. She milked the goats, she unknotted 
the fishnets, she picked olives, she crushed grapes to make wine, she fed chickens, she tended the garden, she 
mended clothes, she delivered bread with the donkey to the other villages. She went to school.  



But what she most loved to do was pray.  In the morning and in the evening, she would enter the little church of 
Saint Marina, take her place in under the icon of the Panagia, and along with the nuns, she would chant matins 
and vespers.  She would love to meditate about God Her mother had given her a special icon on the day she 
was baptized. It was a beautiful icon. It reminded her of her mother, with sweet and sad eyes.  She had prayed 
to it every morning and evening when she accomplished her prayer rule. Under it she felt the protection of the 
Mother of God. 



The igoumena saw her eagerness and her love of God.  Soon enough she was tonsured a nun at the age of 16.  



She would stare outside the window of her cell at the breaking waves and wonder how deep was the sea, how 
broad the sky.  Still, the mystery of God was greater.  



ne Easter Sunday, when she was a young woman of 18, she decided to visit her sister on the other side of the is-
land. The town folk were busy in their preparations for the holiest feast of Christianity, glorious Pascha: the baker 
was busy baking tsourekia, sweet bread braided like a basket with a red egg in the middle; the butcher was busy 
cutting the lamb meat; the housewives were busy cleaning and dusting out their pantries; the farmers were busy 
tending their fields collecting vegetables; the miller was busy churning the wheat into flour; the yiayias were busy 
embroidering tablecloths; the children were busy collecting flowers from the hillside for the epitaphios.  



Before she could get to her sister’s house, however, she heard the bell of Agia Sophia, the church built high 
over the highest hill. It was ringing so fast and hard, she lost count of the gongs.  

“Pirates! Pirates!” the priest shouted from the bell tower.  Pappa George was not only the village priest but also 
its lookout.  



Sometimes he made out a frigate—its heavy hull slow and steady ripped through the waves.  

Sometimes he saw a merchant ship; its hold full of grain and gold. 

On that day, however, Pappa George saw a galley— a long thin boat with two rows of oars one on each side. 
Oars furiously heaving up and down, driving its course straight and quick, into the natural port of their island.  
When he saw it curve from the horizon and come straight towards the island, he sounded the church bell even 
harder! —GONG! GONG! GONG! 



“Lord save us!” the baker’s wife screamed as she ran with her apron full of loaves of bread. “Panagia protect us!” 
yelled the fisherman’s wife as she ran holding her baby in one hand and her little boy in the other. “Quickly, 
quickly—to the sanctuary!” cried Barba Thomas, the old goat herder wobbling on his cane.



Theo joined the rest of the villagers as they made their way through the labyrinthine streets of the main town. 
They had to make their way to the fortress on the eastern side of the island, over the mountains and cliffs on a 
small footpath barely wide enough for one person.  The path would take three hours, but it was the only way 
to escape the slice of the scimitar on their necks. 

 In a flash, the town disappeared.  Theo had no idea which way to turn. All the streets looked the same.  She 
ran one way but wound up back where she had started.  The streets were confusing as a labyrinth. This was 
done on purpose to trick the pirates and get them lost.  In this way, the villagers would have more time to 
escape.  

She became very confused and very lost, very fast. 



Just as she turned a corner, whoosh! She bumped straight into the chest of a hairy pirate.  He grabbed her by 
the shoulders, lifting her off her feet.  

The pirate had on a large twisted turban, puffy pantaloons, an intricately embroidered vest on top of a white 
shirt and black boots. He had bushy eyebrows, a long moustache and a thick black beard. But worst of all, 
around his waist, he had a holster that held a scimitar that looked like a slice of the crescent moon.

“Mashallah,” he uttered when he saw the girl. And then he smiled. He smiled because the girl was young and 
beautiful with long brown hair, olive eyes and white skin—she would fetch a high price at the market. 



“Phssss Phssss,” the other buccaneers remarked making large circles with their hands when they saw the beauty. 
“You caught a nice one,” they winked at their mate. “Maybe you should keep her for yourself.” 



"Please, Panagia,” the girl pleaded silently.  She hugged the icon she kept like a cross under her vest closer 
to her heart.  “Be with me and protect me, oh Mother of God, you are my only hope.



Theochtisti’s heart fluttered like a hummingbird’s wing. What would they do to her? Where would they take 
her? She tightened her veil around her and tried not to think.  She only prayed deep in her heart. She trusted 
the Mother of God.



As she walked, she saw pirates setting fire to the bakery. 
Pirates stealing goats, 
pirates breaking china from within pantries, 
pirates destroying the windmill, 
pirates ripping clothes and tablecloths
pirates running the blade of their swords through the neck of the old goatherder Barba Thomas





Red blood ran down the white streets of the white-domed little village.  
This was to be the last day of her life, she thought.



The pirate led her by the tip of his sword to their ship docked at the port.  He opened the door to a cabin above 
deck. Inside it was dark and smelled of dank sea.  He shoved her inside, bolting the iron clad door behind her.  

When her eyes got used to the dark, she made out figures of other girls along the edge of the small cell.  Girls 
like her with fear in their eyes glowing through the darkness, girls clutching their knees together.  Some sobbed, 
others prayed, others sat in silent sorrow.  She had not been the only prisoner taken that day.



“Where are they taking us?” Theochtiste asked a girl that looked much the same age next to her. 
“I don’t know,” the girl replied.
“They are sailing from one island to another kidnapping islanders and sailing on.”

“How long have you been on this ship? 
“Since yesterday.
“Where are the others from?
“They come from different islands and different villages from the same island.  The pirates make raids wherever they 
can.  They always take the young girls, not the older ones. 

“Why?” Theochisti asked.
“I am afraid to tell you . . .”
Myrto lowered her eyes and coughed into her sleeve. 

“Tell me. You must. Will we be forced to marry one of them?”
“No,” Myrto continued in a hushed voice. “We will be sold.”

“Sold! Theochtisti gasped. “Do you mean we will become slaves?”

“I’m afraid it’s worse than that,” Myrto whispered.



Myrto announced their fate, “We will be sold to heathens to be part of their harem.”
“What’s a harem?” Theochtiste asked. 
“It is a group of girls forced to marry the same man. They cannot leave his palace. They will have his children whether they like it or 
not.  And when they get old, he gets rid of them and marries others.”   

“But I can’t be married to anyone,” Theochtiste shuddered. “I am already married. I am a bride of Christ.” 

“Christ Pantrocrator!” Theochisti thought. What could be worse than to be a slave? To be forced to work all day and all night?  To 
marry someone against your will? To be a prisoner in their house? To live in a country that is not your own? To never see your fami-
ly again? To be forced to deny your faith? Not to be allowed to pray? 
Panagia save me, she prayed from deep in her heart, holding onto the icon of the Lady under her cloak.



The ship lunged into the deep blue rocking and rolling from one side and then the other.  She could hear the 
swish of heavy oars splashing, making waves upon waves.

Theochtisti poked her head out of the porthole.  It was a relief to smell the sea.  The galley was long and narrow. 
She looked over the sides—there were at least 50 oars suspended in mid-air.  These would splash against the 
coming surf cutting through the pelagos like scimitars. 



The girls were not the only slaves on the ship. In the hull the Turks had gathered men who they forced to row the 
galley.  If they slacked or tired too much, they would feel the bite of the whip on their backs.

Panagia save me she clasped the icon under her cloak.  As bad as the situation was for her, she realized others she 
could not see had it worse.



“We are doomed,” Myrto announced. “We might as well accept our fate. We will be slaves.” 

“Not if we pray,” her companion told her. “If we pray, truly pray, from deep way down in our hearts, deeper than 
the bottom of the sea, if we ask God to help us, if we petition the Panagia, He will have to hear us.  

If we pray deeper than the deepest sea, then God will help us. If we petition the Panagia, He will hear us.”



And then it happened—a storm. In the black of night, they felt the sides of the ship heave high then fall like an 
iron plank low, splashing up the spit of the sea like a sick dog.  The ship rocked back and forth, back and forth in 
fury. And the waves! They raised like dark curtains and then broke on the open ship. 

 The pirates shouted their own prayers into the darkness.  They had to turn the boat to land or face breaking it 
into a thousand pieces.  



The pirates had to swerve off course.  They docked the ship off the coast of the island of Paros. In the morning, they 
took advantage of the stop to load the ship with provisions.  



"You see, it’s an answer to our prayers,” Theochtiste muttered to Myrto wide-eyed in amazement.  “I am going to 
escape.”

“But if the pirates find you, they will cut off your head!” she warned her.  
“I have to take that chance,” Theochtiste said.  “I would rather die than be married against my will.”  

And that’s what she did. While the pirates at the port were busy talking how much they could get for the slave 
girls, Theoctisti tiptoed across the beach on their fabric slippers, not making a sound.  She ran like a frightened 
deer. She ran straight into the thicket of forest that sheltered the beach.  Theochiste pressed the icon of the Lady 
Theotokos tighter to her heart. She prayed with every step, Panagia save me.  



Theoctiste’s thoughts raced. Her heart thumped louder than a canon in her ears.  Her fears, like thick wildwood 
at her feet, cut her mind into thin slivers:   “You are going to die!” “You have no idea where you are going!” “The 
pirates will cut your head off when they find you!” “Why could you not stay put like the others!”

And then she spoke the prayer, “Panagia save me! I trust that you will guide me. I have no fear for you are with 
me! "



She ran through thicket and bramble bush—through the moon at night and hot sun of day.   

At last the forest ended and a field appeared.  In the distance she could see another natural harbor hugging the 
wide blue sea.  A bit behind the center of the port she saw a dome of a church rising up to the sky.  This was to be 
her sanctuary.  At last, the Panagia had heard her prayers.

As she walked through the fishing village, she felt the same sort of dread when she had felt on the day she had 
been captured.  The village was deserted. 



Theochtiste entered the rough stone courtyard of the Church and ran straight to the central iconostasis.  Over 
the doorway was an icon of the Panagia with arms outstretched—the one with sad but sweet eyes that reminded 
her of her mother. 

The pirates’ cries could be heard behind her.  Her bloody footsteps had given her away.

Theochtiste took the icon she was clutching under her rasa and placed it on the wooden podium in front of the 
iconostasis.  She knelt in front of the huge picture of the Mother of God her arms outstretched to the heavens 
with the infant Christ on her lap. She prostrated with her forehead to the ground and prayed.



The pirates stormed into the church, baring their swords.

The inside of the church was dark and warm.  Their eyes, not yet used to the dark, could not make out much 
in the deserted church. The Church, named Ekatopiliani, of One Hundred Pillars, and in their frenzy not to 
miss the girl, they checked behind each and every pillar. However, they could not see what they did not expect 
to see, a girl kneeling in prayer, curled as if in her mother’s womb, under the epichtrechilion of the central 
icon of the Panagia, the Mother of God, as still as a stone.  So focused was she in prayer that she did not move 
even when they were right behind her.  



What the pirates did see was the gaze of the dark eyes of the woman in the icon. Her eyes followed them wher-
ever they walked.  They froze in the line of those eyes.  Perhaps out of fear or out of respect, the pirates retreat-
ed, retracing their steps out of the church and the courtyard, sheathing their scimitars into their cases as they 
went. 

It was a miracle! The Panagia had protected Theochtiste. When Theocthtiste got up from under the veil, she 
knew she had to disappear from the world, just like she had disappeared from the sight of the pirates.  



From that day on, she lived in the forest, so that no one would see her.  She was there and not there.  She 
prayed from the morning till the night; she fasted, she prostrated. Through the cold of winter and the 
scorching sun of summer, no one ever laid eyes on her.  She lived on wild grass and wild herbs.  She did this 
in silence, invisibly for 35 years.  With time, her beauty faded, her skin wrinkled, her complexion turned 
dark.  



And then came the time for her presence to be revealed.  It happened that a pair of hunters had landed on the 
island and had spent the day exploring the forest, the very same forest she had walked through stone and stick 
three and a half decades ago.  When they came out and saw the church, they went in to pay their respects.  



One of the hunters knelt in front of the central icon in front of the iconostasis.  The church was dark and 
damp. But he managed to light a candle and to venerate the icon of the Panagia.  As he prayed, he saw the 
shadows move.  He stood up startled.  

“Who is there? Speak!” he shouted into the darkness.



From the shadow, a woman’s arm, thin and skeletal emerged. A woman was hiding behind the burgundy cur-
tain of the iconostasis.   “Revered pilgrims,” she greeted them, “do not come any closer. I am naked. Please give 
me something to cover myself with.”  

The hunters looked at each other amazed.  What was a naked woman doing in an abandoned church? Was she 
even a woman?  The hunter threw her his cloak.  

“Can I tell you my story?” she asked them.  Her hair was as white as Parian marble, her skin as dark and rough 
as olive tree bark; she looked like a skeleton. Except for her eyes.  Her eyes were sad and dark but sweet.  



Theochtiste, now an old woman,  told them about her escape from the pirates, how she had walked through the 
woods, how the Panagia had shielded her, how she had kept her promise to live as a bride of Christ, how she had 
retreated from the world into the forest for so many years. 

“But I fear my end is near,” the saint confessed to the hunters. “I do not want to die without partaking of the 
life-giving Mysteries of Christ, Holy Communion.  Please have a priest bring me the sacrament.”

And so in a week's time, Theochtiste took Holy Communion after 35 years in isolation. 



When they returned the following week to visit her, the hunters stood amazed once again.  Theocthiste lay 
motionless in the middle of the church under the icon of the Lady with the dark sweet eyes, the prayer, “Panagia 
save me,” on her lips. 

The hunters gathered her body with reverence and buried her in a crypt.  Legend has it that centuries later, an-
other pair of hunters from the island of Ikaria, visited the church of One Hundred Pillars, and took the majority 
of her remains back with them to their island.  There they built another church in her honor.  



For her part, Theoctiste had kept her promise.  She did not marry a pirate or become a slave; she became a bride 
of Christ and a servant of the Panagia.  By the time the hunters met her in the wood, she had become a saint, 
thanks to years of ascetic labors, constant prayer, and purity of heart. 

To this day the story of her life is told by a miraculous icon in the church she served.  There is even an 
impression of her footstep as she ran through the church to escape the pirates of the Aegean.  Her feast day is 
celebrated on November 9th the day she passed into the arms of her sweet mother, the one earthly, the other 
heavenly, who had heard her prayers.  



FACTS ABOUT SAINT THEOCHTISTE

This book is told from the imagination of the writer, but the truth is that the Panagia did 
answer Theoctiste’s prayers.  In fact, this was not the first time someone’s prayers had been 
answered on the island of Paros.  Centuries back when Queen Helena of Constantinopole set 
out on her quest to the Holy Land in search of the True Cross, she too had made a promise.  In 
the middle of a storm when her ship was sure to capsize and her crew and treasury drown, she 
prayed to the Panagia promising her to build a church on the first safe harbor she found 
herself if her ship would survive the storm.  It was this same church that Theoctiste had 
entered into in her flight from the pirates.  The church Theochtiste found refuge in dates to 
the 4th century, 326 AD to be exact, and is given the name Ekatontapyliani or Ekatopyliani in 
the demotic Greek, which means “100 Pillars or Doors.” 

The story of Saint Theochtiste’s capture dates from the 9th century AD according to her 
biogra-phy as recounted by St Simeon the Translator. Her life story has parallels to the life of 
another ascetic saint, Saint Mary of Egypt. The saint was orphaned in Lesbos while young and 
became a nun in her teens. While visiting her sister in a different village during Easter Sunday, 
Arab pirates raided and took her as well as others hostage in their ship. They planned to take 
the young women to the slave markets of Tripoli.  The next day, however, their ship docked in 
Paros, an island of the Cyclades in the Aegean Sea, either due to a storm or to pick up 
provisions.  The women were taken off the boat.  While the slave traders were discussing how 
much the girls would fetch at the slave market, Theochtiste took the opportunity to escape by 
running into the forest that surrounded the natural port of Naoussa in Paros.  She lost the 
pirates in the woods. She walked through the forest on what was then an abandoned island 
and lived in seclusion for 35 years.  She survived by eating wild greens and plants.  She made 
her way 26 kilometers to the other side of the island and took refuge in the Byzantine church 
there.  

The Ekatopiliani church can still be visited today in the main town of Paroikia on Paros and is 
the oldest Byzantine temple in continuous operation in Greece from that time.  Visitors there 
can see the tiny one-room cell Saint Theoctiste lived and prayed as well as her footprint, a relic 
of her hand, and a miracle working icon that pictures events in her life.  

The feast of Saint Theochtisti is celebrated on November 9th.  In the 16th century, her remains 
were transferred by a pair of hunters to another island of Greece, Ikaria, where a church is 
con-secrated to her memory. Along with the town in Lesbos where she was born, the saint has 
three sites important to her veneration.  



FACTS ABOUT THE EUROPEAN SLAVE TRADE 

Pirates have worked their trade across all the seven seas ever since boats sailed upon the waters.  The pirates of 
the Aegean referred to in this story ruled the Mediterranean from the 9th century to the 11th century.  They 
had come from Andaluz, Spain and founded an independent Muslim state on the island of Crete, known as the 
Emirate of Crete.  Although there is no sure historical record, it most probably pirates from Crete who captured 
Saint Theochtiste.  The Emirate of Crete reeked havoc on the Byzantine Empire as its pirates attacked the its trad-
ing ships and the coastal towns in the Aegean.  Some islands suffered so many raids that they were abandoned.  
Paros and Ios were raided so much  that the inhabitants would settle their main town inwards from the port to 
make it appear as if the island was empty. To hide from the pirates, the islanders would design their houses to 
look identical. They also construct the streets to zigzag and loop around  in such a way to make someone unfa-
miliar lose their way on purpose.  They also built hidden fortresses to act as hideaways from the pirates, some-
thing that happens in the story.  

The pirates from Crete were also known as corsairs or saracens during the medieval Byzantine period.  They be-
came wealthy from piracy. It is said that the Emirate of Crete had elaborate gardens, beautiful mansion and most 
pirates lived luxuriously there.    Men, women and children would be captured and taken as slaves where they 
would be sold or else held for ransom.  Many would be taken to ports in North Africa to be sold to The Byzan-
tines did eventually take over Crete, but that did not stop piracy.  In fact, it only got stronger later on.  

 It was especially rampant during the time of the Ottoman Empire, from the 16th to the 18th century.    During 
that time, known as the "Golden Age of Piracy," a large scale slave trade existed that targeted white Christians.  
Over a million Europeans, from as far as the coast of England and Denmark, to Galicia, Spain, and the Adriatic 
coast of Italy were captured by Ottomans, Corsairs and pirates of various nationalities as slaves.  Some were held 
for ransom, some became galley slaves; young women were sold as concubines and young boys were castrated 
becoming eunuchs to be sold into the courts of wealthy pashas of the Ottoman State.  The Barbary Pirates as they 
were named had their headquarters in North Africa near Berber areas including Tripoli, Tunis, Algiers, and Mo-
rocco. Tripoli and Algiers held important slave markets. This was the time of Barbarossa or "Red Beard" probably 
the most notorious Barbary pirate of them all.  The Barbary pirates even established their own island-nation in 
Milos, Cyclades with its own ruler and its own currency.  

At that time, human beings were the most important commodity and once they became slaves were considered 
property of their owners.  While Islam forbade slavery for its adherence, the practice was nevertheless inflicted 
on non-Muslims.  Piracy in the Mediterranean was very lucrative, and therefore not just limited to Ottoman 
Turks. Indeed Catalans, French, Italians, including the Knights of St John in Malta, another pirate stronghold, 
and even Greeks pursued the trade. Piracy proved an easy way to increase one's fortune and social standing, but 
at another person's expense.    

Pirates still exist today, but not to the extent they did in the past.  However, what happened to Saint Theochtiste 
still unfortunately happens today.  In fact, there are more sex slaves in the 21st century than in the 9th.  Many 
young girls are sold into sex trafficking across the world not so much by pirates as by criminal gangs and even 
by their own parents.  Let us pray and take action to curb this vile practice!

 



FACTS ABOUT THE MODERN SLAVE TRADE IN GREECE 

1. In 2018, the organization A21 estimated that there were 89,000 victims of human trafficking in Greece and 
over half were victims in the sex trade.

2. More than half the women trafficked in Greece are estimated to be from Russia and Ukraine.

3. Victims are lured to Greece by promises of seasonal jobs in the hospitality trade. However, once they 
arrive, their passports and other documents are confiscated. They are then sold into the sex trade and threatened 
with violence and deportation if they refuse to cooperate.  

4. The average age of a sex worker in Greece sits at about 12–15 years of age.

5. Human trafficking in Greece has become the country’s top crime.

6. The majority of traffickers in Greece are Greek.

7. Greece’s response to human trafficking currently ranks at Tier 2. According to the U.S. Department of 
State, a country that falls in Tier 2 lacks the minimum standards for addressing human trafficking. 

8. In Greece, prosecution for human trafficking is low.  For example, in 2019, the Greek government only 
prosecuted 25 defendants. 

9. Human trafficking earns global profits of roughly $150 billion a year.

10. Estimates suggest that, internationally, only about .04% survivors of human trafficking cases are identified, 
meaning that the vast majority of cases of human trafficking go undetected.  

Sources:
https://www.a21.org/content/greece/gr4wco?permcode=gr4wco
https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/member-states/greece_en
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-trafficking-in-persons-report/greece/
https://www.dosomething.org/us/facts/11-facts-about-human-trafficking
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