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PRE-GREECE 
 

Signalman/Driver John Churton, Australian ASC 

 
Background  
 
John Churton was an Australian soldier, who volunteered in May 1940, when the fall of Europe 
was imminent.  On the Western Front the Germans were overrunning Belgium and on 27 May 
the evacuation of the British expeditionary force from Dunkirk began.  He was enlisted in Sydney 
on 15 July 1940, when he was 19.   
 
He trained in Sydney until September 1940 and was attached to the Army Service Corps (the 
branch of the army involved in supplies - supplies of food, clothing, ammunition, trucks etc).   
The unit he was assigned to was a Signals Unit.  During his army training he attained his army 
heavy vehicle licence and trained as a signaller. 
 
This extract commences from John Churton’s departure from Australia in September 1940, and 
covers his early service until his arrival in Greece.  It details his time in Greece, and concludes at 
the time of his ultimate evacuation from Greece.   
 
Note:  the spelling of many of the names of the towns and geographical areas in a number of 
instances are not correct, or have changed over time.  They remain as he spelt them from his 
recollections many years later. 
 

Extract 
 
We sailed out with the Dominion Monarch and the Awatea.  Off Melbourne we rendezvoused 
with two more ships, the Mauretania and the Aquetania, and a naval escort.  We sailed south of 
Tasmania.  Although we didn't see any ice floes, they weren't far away.  The course we took was 
devised to avoid exposure to enemy raiders.  We then swung up north and had a week at sea 
before we arrived at Trincomalee in Ceylon.  We left the convoy in a great squall of rain and 
they sailed on to Colombo.  We swung away in a completely different direction and sailed into 
Trincomalee Harbour, which is a big deep harbour, like Sydney Harbour.    
 
In Trincomalee we transhipped onto five smaller ships, and that was the end of our cruise on 
the Queen Mary.  I went onto a little ship called the Slamaat, a Dutch Indies trading ship.   
   
During the entire time on the ships we were still training.  We were still doing signal training, 
and intensive PT.  We had less time to ourselves on the ships than we did in camp.  The training 
and queueing for meals at the right time took a lot of time.  Queueing for salt water showers - 
there were no fresh water showers.  Water was always a problem in shipping and when you had 
masses of troops on board the problem was multiplied.  Fresh water came on for only a brief 
time each day, and that was used for drinking.  We had to do life boat drill at least once a day.  
Sometime during the day, whatever you were doing, the hooters & alarms would go and you 
would have to rush to boat stations.  Life belts were taken with us wherever we went, they 
were not supposed to be left anywhere.  If we went to the toilet, we took our lifebelts with us.  
That was a bad place to get caught if the ship was torpedoed, as the doors would jam.   
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RMS Queen Mary in her troopship role 
 

 
 

SS Slamat – soon to be sunk on 27th April 1941 evacuating troops from Navplion, Greece 
(see survivor George Dexter Archive Files) 

 
In the Slamaat we sailed to Colombo and rejoined the convoy.  We sailed then to Port Tewfiq in 
Egypt.  The voyage took about three weeks.  We disembarked, travelled by train to El Amiryah, 
which was a camp out in the desert, some miles from Alexandria.  Cold as could be, and dusty, 
windy.  And when the Khamsin set in, for the next three days we would get lost going from tent 
to tent, we couldn't see more than a few feet in front of us. 
 
We were then in the Middle East, and part of the Middle East forces (MEF).  That was a British 
Expeditionary Force, comprised of British and other Empire Forces such as Australian, New 
Zealand, Indian, and some South African.  Our Unit's advance party sailed about August.  They 
were already out there and they had gone with the first advance up the desert chasing the 
Italians, and I mean chasing, as they had difficulty in keeping up with them.  
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They had practically cleaned the desert out.  We were sent on the way up there also, however 
we were recalled and found that we had orders then to join some other expedition for which 
we had to prepare.  Of course we didn't know where it was.  Soon we found we were heading 
down to the ships in Alexandria to load up again.  
  
I had to go down to the wharves several times before I could get on with my truck.  Alexandria 
was a strange place.  There was one particular section which we all knew as the 'mad mile' 
where there was everything on the road - fellows pushing handcarts, tall barrows loaded up 
with pots, pottery, donkey & mule-drawn trolleys, oxen-drawn carts.  There were no traffic 
rules - they just wove their way in and out.  For a convoy of army trucks to get through was a 
work of art!  I was travelling on my own along this road on a particular day, and a fellow with a 
lumbering handcart got too close and I brushed him with the truck and his pots went 
everywhere.  I stopped and was going to get out and see if he was alright, but they started 
pulling out knives and things, so I decided he was alright and got back in my truck, locked the 
door and kept going!  I could see that my sympathy wasn't wanted! 
 
With the loading of the trucks on to the ships, the drivers would take the trucks down each day, 
get in a queue and when the loading was complete for that ship or that day, if we didn't get on, 
we went back to camp and went back the next day.  If we did get on that ship, we had to drain 
the petrol out of the tank before loading.  Once the truck was on, the driver went on board with 
it, we didn't know where we were going - no idea at all.   As it happened, my Unit didn't come 
on the ship that I got on with my truck, it went separately.  The particular ship I got on simply 
had drivers with their transport vehicles.  It was the Peter Maersk. 
 

 
 

SS Peter Maersk 

 
When we came within sight of the country for which we were headed for, you could smell it.  
While Egypt had a smell of decay - of rotting vegetation, donkey droppings; this other country 
had an astringent smell like thyme.  The vegetation grew profusely, and you could smell it 
offshore.  When I landed I found it to be Greece.   
 
 

 


