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GREEK CAMPAIGN 
 

Sapper Alan Glass, Royal Engineers, 3rd (Cheshire) Field Squadron (TA) 

 

Continuing  Alan’s account from “Stalag 18A”: 

We made our way up to the north of the country near Salonika and prepared two major bridges for 
demolition – both road and rail bridges had 18 spans. Gun cotton and gelignite were used – the former to 
cut steelwork and the latter to destroy the piers supporting the spans. Thoughtfully the Germans, who built 
these long bridges, had incorporated chambers within the piers, saved us a lot of work and all we had to 
do was pack them with large boxes of ‘jelly’ for effective demolition. The bridge roadways were cut by 
suspending a cradle underneath, placing boxes of gelignite on the cradle and then hauling the whole 
contraption up tight against the under-surface of the roadway. Explosives always take the line of greatest 
resistance. Gun cotton was ideal for cutting railway lines.  

We then went across country towards the Albanian border to lay landmines. At this location we noticed a 
line of aircraft heading west and wondered who or what was their target. We were soon to find out – it was 
us, as out of the sun came Stukas, the screaming dive-bombers, a dozen or more, one after the other. 
Our only defence was our old ‘.303’ rifles and three Bren guns shared between the whole squadron – not 
much good against Stukas.  

Retreating south, with the Germans not far behind us, our section of eight men was ordered back to 
destroy two small bridges just outside the town of Lamia on the southern side, but north of the pass of 
Thermopylae. The bridges were perhaps a mile apart, and while three of us (including me) remained at 
the first one, the other five men, including the corporal in charge, went downstream to deal with the 
second bridge, taking the transport with them. The plan was for them to blow their bridge, return with the 
transport, we would blow ours and then evacuate via Lamia and head south.  

On the second day there was an odd feeling that things weren’t quite right. One of my companions went 
downstream to find out what was happening, and he came back, breathless, to report that there was no 
sign of the other party – they had blown their bridge and departed, leaving the transport on the wrong side 
of the river. At this time we could hear and see the German half-track vehicles entering Lamia, thus 
effectively cutting off our retreat in that direction even if we had transport. We decided it was time to make 
ourselves scarce, we blew our bridge and started walking as the sun set – no map, no compass, just 
instinct – and we had to put distance between us and the Germans, so we headed in the direction of the 
coast. We waded through rivers and streams and staggered across vineyards – very difficult terrain – and 
just before first light we came under machine-gun fire. When we shouted that we were British we got 
another burst of fire, so we decided that discretion was the safest move and sheltered behind a stone wall 
until daylight before revealing ourselves. It was a New Zealand contingent that had fired at us, on the 
assumption that we were the enemy masquerading as British. They gave us a good meal – bally beef 
stew with added raisins – and sent us on our way south, on foot!  

We came across a small stone aqueduct, about two feet deep and two feet wide, running from the foothills 
towards the sea. It was gushing with hot water, just the right temperature, so we stripped-off and 
luxuriated in a welcome bath, only to be interrupted by a low-flying plane which opened fire on us – what 
cheek! We had seen it coming and smartly ducked down behind the aqueduct.  

Eventually we got a lift into Athens, to try to re-join our unit, but nobody had heard of the 3rd Cheshire 
Field Squadron, and we were ordered to join a company of Electrical and Mechanical Engineers, which 
had just landed at Piraeus, and they immediately set off south towards Corinth. Unfortunately they were 
without combat experience, and when the convoy of large, sophisticated mobile workshops halted for a 
break, the CO permitted them to line up in close order – no dispersal, no camouflage – they were sitting 
ducks, and sure enough over came the Luftwaffe, this time with heavy bombers and strings of bombs. So 
my friend and I opted to strike out on our own. By chance we came across an abandoned truck loaded 
with rations – tinned fruit, tinned milk, rum, biscuits – naturally we made the most of this bounty! But 
Carnation milk, thinned down with water from a stream, was regretted later. The milk disguised the fact 
that the water was brackish and later we suffered terribly from thirst, worse than hunger.  
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At a town called Navplion, situated at the end of an inlet from the sea, a passenger vessel coming to 
evacuate troops was grounded on a sandbank. Whether by accident or design, we don’t know (there was 
a great deal of fifth-column activity in Greece, and the pilot may have been a member). In the confined 
space of the narrow waterway at this point the ship looked like the Queen Mary, but of course it was a 
much smaller edition, and was in fact the Liverpool/Belfast steamer ‘Ulster Prince’ or ‘Ulster Monarch’, 
which I had seen many times in the Mersey. Naturally it was a sitting target for the Luftwaffe.  

By the time we reached Kalamata the Germans weren’t far behind, and we sought refuge in a cave on the 
seaside, but to no avail. The Germans winkled us out with the obvious words “Gentlemen, for you the war 
is over”. The navy had come to rescue as many of our troops as possible, but the Germans had by now 
taken control of the town and the jetty, and the navy ships were obliged to stand off and send lifeboats 
which took off some wounded personnel, but they had to depart well before dawn to avoid bombers. The 
upshot was that about 30,000 of our troops were taken prisoner.  (Archivist’s Note:  more like 14,000 
according to Wikipedia ref Operation Marita). 

After a few days all POW’s were transferred to a site outside Corinth, and then force-marched to a 
railhead, loaded into cattle trucks (eight horses or 50 men!) – no toilet facilities and hardly room to sit 
down – four days and nights without being allowed out to stretch our legs. At one point in northern Greece 
we had to de-train and march via a detour to re-join another train, on account of a demolished bridge that 
we ourselves had blown up – and the guards were none too gentle with laggards! And so via Belgrade 
and Zagreb to Austria. 

 

 
 


