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GREEK CAMPAIGN 
 

Lance Corporal Frank Gill, Royal Engineers 
 

Further excerpts from “A Letter to my Daughter” 
 
“We were again under canvas in a deep woody area and just below the Acropolis. . . . We visited Athens, 
where to our dismay, German soldiers were on duty outside their Embassy as they were not at that time 
at war with Greece.  It was most disturbing, to say the least . . . 
 
As we expected we were soon on the move north . . . until reaching Mount Olympus, a large plain where 
the Olympic Games first took place  (a popular misconception - the Games took place at the city of 
Olympia, several hundred miles away in the north-west of the Peloponnese, not at the mountain which 
was the home of the Gods).  This was to be our base and we would be transported further north to carry 
out our duties.  As the advance of the Italians, with the German troops’ help, was pretty rapid since they 
declared war on  Greece, and as they bombed the only bridge over the northern river (Aliakmon?) our unit 
had to hurriedly erect a bridge for the fast retreating British, Australian, New Zealand and Greeks who 
could not hold the might of an army with full control of the air.  The river was completely red with the blood 
of fallen troops and upon completion the bridge was in full use and I’ll bet it did not last long.  We withdrew 
fast from the immediate area . . . 
 
. . . Our trip (back) down Greece was a night-mare.  Continually under fire.  No rest.  No sleep.  Absolutely 
exhausted! . . . 
 
Eventually after retracing our way down those narrow passes with many dead and wounded laying 
around, with bombed vehicles and their loads having to be moved to clear a way through, we reached 
Athens once again looking much the worse for wear.  Battle worn and soaked to the skin.  After a slight 
hold up we continued by truck to the harbour of Piraeus where we had arrived some weeks previous.  The 
people of Greece, all looking sad and frightful of what the future would hold, stood on the pavements 
throughout the city, fearing the worst, yet managing a wave and a look of Thank-You-For-Trying.” 
 

Hellas 
 

“We had not been at Piraeus Harbour long before the sirens sounded and we scattered in all directions 
looking for a safe hideaway.  Fortunately no raid took place.  It was an observer plane, planning, no doubt, 
what was to come.  We were issued with food for the first time for so long we wondered if, perhaps we'd 
starve to death instead of . . .  As we waited on the quayside watching the movement of many of the 
stretchers and walking wounded being brought to the area where one boat was tied up, we learned that 
the boat was in fact, King George of Greece's Yacht, called "The Hellas".  
 

 
 

Steam Yacht “Hellas” as she appeared in 1941 
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All those wounded, stretcher and walking, were taken aboard as were civilians, including, women, young 
and old, also children.  By now many more troops had arrived and, to our surprise, we were given the 
order to board ship.  Fully expecting that this ship was indeed a Red-Cross-Ship, but NO, and after all, 
orders are orders, so on we marched.  With so many getting on, there was little room to spare, so we went 
on the top deck having been issued with additional ammunition and instructed that if a raid took place, 
then concentrated rifle fire was very effective, as had been proved at Dunkirk. 
 
The gang planks were pulled in and all was set for sail, but unfortunately, due to so many being on board, 
the boat was unable to float, it was aground!  We were instructed to move over to the starboard side, in 
the hope that this would allow the boat to right itself and so sail away.  But no.  So it was decided that we 
would have to wait until the tide came in at about 7-30pm so allowing the boat to re-float.  In the mean 
time they sent a diver down to investigate for any damage.  They were now issuing food on a lower deck 
and my mate, Johnny Marsh said he would go and collect some for him and I.  He left me his ammo and 
rifle and away he went.  I had earlier been to collect food as well so we'd be well stocked for a long trip to 
Egypt.  Most of the troops had gone from the top deck.  Only a few Greeks plus a handful of other troops 
including Lea Carter and myself remaining. It was then about 7pm, on Thursday the 24th April 1941. 
 
As we talked and as we reminisced about the previous few weeks, we heard the now familiar drone of 
Hun planes approaching and looking skywards, sure enough we saw about seven heading in our 
direction.  They started to dive and as they did we immediately made for the stairway, forgetting the 
instructions on concentrated rifle-fire, and wasn't it just as well, for as we reached the stairway, a couple 
of Greek's stopped to look.  I pushed them down, falling on to my back as I did.  The planes were machine 
gunning as they approached and bullet holes were appearing all along the deck, some just missing my 
head by inches.  By the law of averages, had we remained on that deck firing, we would most certainly 
have been no more. 
 
By the time I was on the lower deck I could see everyone laying down awaiting the next and more 
important matter.  That of bomb dropping!  I joined them and a couple of Aussies also shared that deck 
spot with me.  The first bomb to fall hit me for my watch stopped at eight minutes pass seven.  I could 
then feel all sorts of things falling down upon me.  I felt smothered.  Every blow brought pain but I dare not 
move.  I learned later that five bombs in all, struck the boat.  One falling down the funnel and blowing out 
the engine room. 
 
It was, I guess, about fifteen or so minutes after the commencement that people started to move.  I had 
visions of being trapped as so much debris was on top of me.  I had to not only push all that off, but also 
the two Aussies that I shared that part of the deck with.  They both appeared dead to me for they made no 
effort to move at all.  As I moved I saw the whole ship in flames.  The heat was terrific and I received 
burns, not only from the fire but also from the boiling water that was spraying down from the steam-pipes 
from the bombed boilers.  The smoke made it pretty dark and I could not at that stage see the state of my 
arm, thinking it was just possibly broke I carried it to my chest making my way off that HELL-AS. 
 
The sights that I saw while making for land still linger in my memory and will I'm sure forever.  I saw a 
poor women with both her legs trapped and flames all around her shouting out for help.  Little I could do, 
or anyone else for that matter, for she disappeared with the complete section of the deck.  Ammunition 
was shooting off all over the place, boxes having been loaded at the same time as we boarded, it was 
going off in all directions and making things more difficult.  The screams of women and children and men 
still alive was terrible.  The panic to get off was in full plight and as I went over threadbare decks I saw 
hundreds of soldiers and civilians laying dead below.  I saw a girl pinned to a cabin door with shrapnel 
through her stomach.  Bits of arms, legs, heads and bodies lay all over the place.  Blood was pouring from 
everywhere.  What terrible sights!  What horrific scenes!  These needed to be seen to be believed.  It's not 
easy to just read and visualise.  One has to be there at the time to realise how such tragedy becomes 
imprinted in one's mind, never to be forgotten. 
 
I eventually found the gang plank which had been replaced.  Many soldiers and civilians had dived and 
been blown overboard.  A lot drowned due to the oil on the water from the vessel.  Those that managed 
popped up covered in oil and, looking for assistance out of the tide.  Among them the diver who had gone 
down earlier.  By now I was in the daylight and looked at my arm.  What a shock!  I could see the 
shattered bone running down, with flesh hanging down and blood pouring from it.  The pain was dreadful! 
I didn't know whether to laugh, cry, shout or what.  My whole uniform was red with blood!  My boots also 
were red and my feet soaked.  Not all my blood I'm sure, but I must have looked a terrible sight.  To make 
matters worse there were Fifth Columnists firing from the warehouse roof tops at those alighting from the 
stricken ship.  There were some troops laying on the ground, most likely the results of those bastards! 
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I staggered across the dock coming to a high wall which I was unable to negotiate, but recall just laying 
back and rolling over, picking myself up somehow and heading for the cover of a warehouse.  There I saw 
one of our Staff-Sergeants who didn't help really as he immediately said "God! What a mess that arm is." 
 
He did put a shell dressing on and as I could not keep still, although feeling very weak, I didn't even thank 
him for the little he did for me which at least stopped me looking at it and feeling sorry for myself.  I moved 
on and then a chap took my watch off, which as I said had stopped at eight minutes past seven.  An 
Aussie put a further bandage around my wrist and took me to an Air-Raid shelter where someone gave 
me a shot of whiskey.  Blokes were laying all over the place, wounded something awful.  Mine was mild 
compared to some of them, but to me, bad enough. 
 
A Greek came and took me outside where I saw Johnny Marsh looking OK but never spoke to him. 
Another of our unit, Frank Wardrope, asked if I'd seen Mick Halkswbrth, but I hadn't.  Confusion and 
concern was in everyone's mind.  I heard there was a direct hit on the Cabins where the stretcher cases  
were, killing them all.  How many died on that ship I never knew.  It must have been an awful lot.  Many 
years later upon reading an extract from a book which contained a section on the evacuation of Greece it 
did say very few did survive the Hellas bombing.  I do know that our unit was disbanded due to the heavy 
losses in that campaign.  
 
The Greek took me to an Ambulance which was full of lads shouting out with pain and terrible wounds, 
uncovered and bleeding profusely.  The vehicle moved off, and outside the dock gates people stood 
crying, sharing the suffering of everyone.  What they could see had upset them and many were praying, 
dropping to their knees showing much sympathy for us all. 
 
Suddenly the Ambulance pulled up with a jerk!  The driver had seen the people start to run and he too 
took off leaving us all at the mercy of a further raid.  Fortunately, although planes were over head, no 
bombs dropped.  They were most likely heading further afield to cause more distress. 
 
Another driver took over the wheel and we finished up at a Greek Hospital close to the town of Athens. 
This hospital was packed out with many, many casualties and some who had dived overboard and were 
there to rid themselves of oil etc.  Among them was Eric Hitchcock.  He was pleased to see me alive, and 
me to see him also alive.  Sergeant Millwater too had dived over and his reaction was to hug me and wish 
me good luck with my injuries, with a message to keep smiling.  How hard that was under the 
circumstances and the scenes around!  I heard later that both of them had saved many others from the 
water.  Eric started to cut my jacket off while I waited in the endless queue to see the Doctors.  The pain 
was killing me and after quite a long time I eventually went in to see a Greek Doctor.  He could speak no 
English and of course me no Greek.  He said something that sounded like, cut!  I nearly went mad fearing 
amputation.  I did the actions.  He shook his head.  I breathed again.  As a matter of fact I recall, he did 
the action of boxing! 
 
Courage was what I needed and the ability to fight my way through this.  That gave me a little confidence, 
if no relief.  I was taken by a civilian down below to an underground ward.  There I had to wait as many in 
a worse condition were before me.  I saw Ben Hutton on a stretcher.  He had blood pouring from his  
mouth and throat.  Poor Ben died later and he could have stayed in Blighty as a Drill Instructor at Chester 
Barracks, but wanted to be with us, his old colleagues.  I can still see the look in his eyes as he focused 
on me passing his stretcher.  He told me on the way out to Egypt not to mention to his wife the fact that he 
could have remained in England.   How sad it all turned out for them both . . .  Just another chapter in the 
tragedies of war. 
 
I was taken into another room to get fresh dressings as the blood had seeped through and in there was a 
girl screaming terribly.  She had a piece out of her thigh the size of a dinner plate!  The nurse was doing 
her best for all.  They were worked to a stand still!  My arm was put on a cage that was strapped to my 
body but that did not ease the pain one little bit.  Gee!  I prayed for something to be done to relieve the 
pain as it appeared to be getting worse.  What with the arm and the bums on my face, life was a mess to 
say the least.  They cut the rest of my blood soaked clothes off and put me into a ward bed.  I couldn't rest 
or sleep despite being exhausted.  Many were dying all around me!  The shouts and moans were heart-
breaking.  Some of my unit colleagues were close to me.  One, in particular, who spotted me kept 
shouting out "Frank.  Please, please, help me.  Please get someone to do something for me.  Help! I can 
not breathe properly." 
 
Now the nurses and Doctors were so busy they couldn't attend to everybody who needed attention.  This 
lad, Phil Barker, did eventually get rushed to the operating theatre.  At about three or four the following 
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morning a number of us were moved out by Ambulance to a British temporary hospital at the Cecil Hotel 
in Athens.  The trip was pure murder!  Six of us on stretchers in the one vehicle, thrown around something 
awful!  I think the driver had about four smashes en route!  He appeared to want to get rid of us as soon 
as possible for he must have been doing sixty mph all the way.  Every bump brought shouts of pain from 
all inside.  Not good drivers I can assure you! 
 
A Major Fosbrook was in charge at that Hotel and if ever a man was entitled to a decoration for devotion 
to duty, it must have been him for he not only spent all day in the operating theatre but most of the night 
as well.  He was on call at any moment to attend to the many patients who flooded into his small hospital. 
His efforts and dedication relieved much suffering in those dark days.  He did a wonderful job and many 
must have to thank him for their condition and recovery, for I know that, correct, early treatment is so 
essential to an overall recovery.  I was operated on the first night of arrival, and upon coming to the 
following morning, I saw a number of our company in different beds around the ward.  Les Barnet died 
that day having had a few operations including a leg off, but he could not be saved. 
 

Prisoner of War 
 

As you can guess the 580th Army Troop Company was completely finished as a unit.  We had lost so 
many lads in The Greek Campaign that it was impossible to form up again.  Some of the less wounded 
left the hospital to try and get out of Greece, making their way south.  The few English Nurses left on the 
Saturday and Greek Nurses took over.  Then on Sunday 27th  April 1941, I, with many of my colleagues 
were taken Prisoner-of-War while laying in our hospital beds.  The Huns came into the wards, made us 
sign a form that we would not escape.  (We couldn't anyway, as few of us could walk never mind escape!) 
They left guards on the outside of the hospital and then news came through that Athens had fallen.  That, 
at the time, did not mean an awful lot to us as our minds were more on the medical problems that we had. 
The agony of every day.  The thoughts of when will we be fit?  When can we, once again, move about as 
before?  Regain our full strength and cast off the shadow of being below A-one.” 
 
Frank and his wounded colleagues were moved from one securely guarded sick and wounded facility to 
another in and around Athens over the next months whilst extensive operations and recuperative regimes 
were attempted.  The standard of his medical treatment varied considerably - it was not an easy ride (see 
“A Letter to my Daughter” for the full details).  Gradually his arm improved to a certain extent, but never to 
its full strength or original capability. 
 
“. . . All of us, in those days, were always at risk for none had been registered as official PoWs with the 
protection of "The Geneva Convention" or The Red Cross Headquarters, so anyone shot was just   
described as a "battle casualty!"  The Greeks were very good and sympathetic towards us.  They would 
take chances, throwing bread and cigarettes over the fence.  They would help to hide any escapees and 
many times found themselves being beaten with a rifle butt or shot out of hand!  Courage they had! 
Despite the fact they were a conquered nation. 
 
So it was on the 20th August 1941 that we were taken to a ship in the harbour and banged down the hold. 
We were given bread to last two days.  The ration was very small indeed!  Not enough to feed a bird, let 
alone a growing lad!  One poor chap fell down the hold due to weakness and was taken away in a right 
mess.   
 
The boat hugged the coast in case of interception and the trip took four days.  Two days longer than 
anticipated, with no extra food given!  It meant we were absolutely starving!  Bear in mind, none of us 
knew where we were being taken.  The hold was in complete darkness and fresh air limited to one plank 
only being removed. 
 
At long last the boat docked at the port of Salonika in Northern Greece.  Soldiers stood along the 
quayside with fixed bayonets and, believe me, there was trouble for hunger can force one to react in an 
aggressive manner.  Many were hurt, but all were paraded through the main streets almost unable to 
walk.  There were about 400 of us in all and about half an hour later we arrived at this army camp.  Not 
before a number had collapsed and were literally dragged along the route.  My blood was boiling and I 
can assure you that my character was slowly but surely altering from being an easy going, happy carefree 
youth.  I was now becoming a non-trusting, aggressive person, with hate building up inside me.  I hated 
being subdued.  I hated being treated below my status.  I hated being under threat.  I despised anyone 
with a rifle.  I wanted to smash each and everyone of them.  I decided I would learn enough German to 
show my feelings.  Frustration is a terrible thing and the only consolation I had was that I was not alone in 
my dilemma for many were beginning to show their anger and during my sentence (for that is what it was) 
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I always found Scotsmen the best of all.  For most of them would make trouble when ever or where ever 
possible!  That was how I wanted it as well.  I made many 'Jock" friends and  shared many events with 
them. 
 
This camp was another God forsaken, bug ridden dump!  We were given a lentil soup which wasn't too 
bad.  Anything is good when you are starving!  Also we received one third of a loaf which was GREEN 
throughout with mould!  It was impossible to cut the green out as you'd have no bread left, so one just ate 
it!  Fortunately, we only remained at this dump for one day.  What a surprise I got when I saw my pal, Ray, 
in this camp as well!  They had come up by Red-Cross ship.  Left after us, but arrived before us.  Their 
boat was duly marked, hence they could sail more freely and come the straight forward route. 
 
The following morning, after a sleepless night due to bugs and having to sleep on the floor without 
blankets, we were told to parade on the square at eleven am, first and foremost for a head count.  It was 
found that a few of the lads were missing.  They had spotted a Man-Hole-Cover in the yard and, during 
the night, they lifted it and were away!  Unfortunately for them, the lid had not returned properly and their 
start was not as great as they had wished.  Never found out how far they got. 
 
After the commotion we were given two loaves and one tin of meat between two.  Bread.  Not green this 
time!  Hours later we were marched out with not a glance back at a place we considered was only fit for 
burning. 
 
After a two hour march or should I say, struggle, through the town, we must have looked a right mob.  
Dressed in anything at all.  Some unable to walk properly due to leg or foot  wounds still not healed.  Most 
weak from lack of food and all feeling ashamed at being subjected to such humiliation!  Passing crowds of 
people en route.  It suited "The Hun" alright as it lowered the image and morale of the British in a country 
where we were an ally. 
 
Upon reaching the Railway Station, bound for no one knew where, we had to wait for a couple of hours 
before boarding a train at 7pm.  It was Monday, 25-8-1941.  I know all these dates and events because of 
the diaries that I managed to write, hold on to and bring home with me in 1945.  We were herded into 
cattle trucks.  34 men in each.  No room to move.  All doors locked with nothing to sleep on and nothing to 
put over us.  We sorted ourselves out, lay on the floor, and waited for things to happen.  This trip lasted 
eight days and eight nights!  Another nightmare episode in my four years of hell!” 


