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GREEK CAMPAIGN 
 

Signalman Jack Wentworth Ansell, Royal Signals 
 

Summary 
 

March 1941 - Greece 
 
9th  at 1200 - left Alexandria in cruiser HMS York with HMS Gloucester and HMS Bonaventure. 
10th  at 1000 - docked in Pireaus. 
 

     
 
 HMS York at sea in splendour . . .                           . . . bombed & aground but still firing - 
                         Suda Bay, Crete, May 1941 
14th  Larissa, encampment on the hillside 
 
April 1941 
 
18th  Left Larissa for Athens  “A lone British Military Policeman directed our convoy.  I hope that he got 
 away safely.” 
21st  Left Athens to act as beach comms along coast to west.  Found Megara deserted (arrived too 
 late?) 
c 23rd  arrived in Kalamata, quayside telecoms 
28th  captured at gun-point on Beach Road whilst trying to lay telephone cable by initial advanced 
 penetration of Germans into the town,  Taken to Customs House; join about twenty 4th Hussars. 
 
May 1941 
 
Early March and train to first holding camp in Corinth (Camp No 4285 = Dulag 185) 
c 14th  Completed Greek Red Cross postcard “I am a prisoner of war in German hands and am well.” 
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First Red Cross card from Dulag 185, Corinth. mid-May 1941 
(although posted prior to the War Office notification shown below, this card would undoubtedly 
have arrived later.  The intervening period of uncertainty and hope against hope must have been 

hell for Jack’s family - as in all similar cases, including my own mother) 
 

 
c 31st  Parents received “Missing” status notification from the War Office.  
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Posted as “missing” on the 28th April 1941 
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Then everybody knew 
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Jack’s “Greek Campaign” story in full from his “Khaki & Cowdung” 
 

CHAPTER FOUR (Cont’d) 

Egypt and Z land 

 
After breakfast on the following morning, all troops lined up around the deck of the ship, facing outwards 

to sea. I believe that is called "dressing ship". We were sailing into Port Piraeus; I think that the three 

cruisers were still in line astern. A Royal Marines band suddenly started playing "Here we are, here we 

are again" and other rousing tunes. Greek people were all along the dockside and cheering. What a 

welcome for the "Conquering Heroes", but we had not conquered anything yet! 

 

We docked at l0am on 10th March 1941, the birthday of my girl friend Joyce. I was wondering why we 

had come to Greece, although that country had been at war with Italy for some months, it was not at war 

with Germany. It was rumoured that staff from the German embassy in Athens were watching us arriving. 

A crazy situation.  I have read since that when we were sailing to Greece, the Germans were moving a 

powerful armoured force across the Mediterranean Sea towards the west on its way to North Africa to 

help their allies the Italians who were engaging our army in the Western desert. We almost passed in the 

night! 

 

So there we were on the dockside at Port Piraeus, the port for Athens and we knew not why? I could only 

guess that we were there in anticipation of the Germans invading Greece. We were greeted by cheering 

crowds who showered flowers on us as we travelled by lorry out of the area to our camp in a large park in 

Athens. After our arrival, the locals soon came into our unguarded camp asking if they could do our 

washing for payment of course. My smalls had not been washed for about three weeks, so it was with 

some relief that a Greek motherly lady did my washing and brought it back the next morning. I was now 

clean, for the next part of the journey to Larissa, which is about one hundred and fifty miles from the 

Yugoslavia border. 

 

We travelled all night by train it was cold and it snowed. On arrival we went to a field where we had to 

erect large pure white tents which, but for the snow would have been easily seen from the air. When the 

snow started to melt the next morning, a "brainy" officer soon excelled himself and ordered us to mix up 

mud and water and paint the tents with brooms to camouflage them. It was still cold and after that chore 

we were issued with a tot of rum to warm us up. I had not tasted it before; it was quite pleasant and 

warming. It was 14th March 1941. 

 

We idled the day away and early evening Ken Potter suggested that we might go into Larissa and "sus it 

out". There was no public transport, but Ken could drive and we "borrowed" a 30 cwt. truck for the 

journey. We were disappointed when we arrived, the streets were empty and there was no reason to stay, 

so we went back to our truck, which we had parked on some wasteland. We almost came face to face with 

our section officer who had also arrived on his own in a small truck, he obviously did not wish to see us, 

nor we him. We returned to camp after a very short and uneventful unauthorised trip. The next morning 

we were moved further up a hillside, which was over-looking Larissa and we made our base there. Our 

section, No. 87, had arrived. The section comprised about 50 men including, wireless operators, line and 

keyboard operators linesmen, instrument mechanics, despatch riders, drivers and cooks. We were Forward 

Base Signals and at last I would be doing a proper job. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

Why did we go to Greece? 

 
We had been at war with Germany since September 1939 and I had always supposed that was good 

enough reason for us to go to Greece, but I never knew the background to our intervention until I read 

Greece and Crete, 1941 referred in the Introduction. 

 

In April 1939, the British Government guaranteed the independence of Greece in an attempt to deter the 

Germans from war after they had seized Czechoslovakia in 1939. The Greeks had defied an onslaught on 

their country by the Italians in October l940, but did not ask for our assistance because they did not wish 
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to provoke Germany. But at the invitation of the Greek Government, Great Britain occupied Crete with a 

small force to prevent an invasion by the Italians. However, in February l941, the Greek Government 

sought the help of Great Britain because the Germans had occupied Romania and Bulgaria and invasion of 

Greece seemed possible. 

 

We had stood alone against Germany and Italy and the strategy had been to play a waiting game 

generally. British forces were disposed to parry and retard the enemy, although they could not prevent a 

debacle elsewhere. Although the description of the strategy was recorded in the book I have referred to, I 

feel sure that it must have referred to matters after our defeat in Norway, France Belgium and Holland in 

1940 and was relevant to the impending crisis in Greece. 

 

Germany had in its sights the oil wells of Romania, the Middle East and also the Suez Canal. The Italians 

had been successful elsewhere in North Africa, but generally sought easy triumphs and bloodless 

victories. They had thought Greece was an easy prey, but were defeated by a technically inferior Greek 

army, which even used bullock carts for transport. 

 

During this period, Germany was trying to create the impression that it was friendly to Greece, but all the 

time planning an invasion. The German Ambassador remained in Athens and the German invasion was 

planned for the Spring of 1941. In this "cat and mouse" game 400 British soldiers and airmen had arrived 

in Greece in November 1940. They comprised signals, supplies and intelligence units and Germany was 

of course well aware of this. 

 

In January 1941, our Chief of Staff concluded that the case against our intervention in Greece with land 

forces appeared to be complete and unanswerable. It could be a disaster; also an invitation for a more 

disastrous second "Dunkirk". We badly needed to send reinforcements to the Western Desert, where the 

Germans were also engaged against us. It is obvious that the Chief of Staff had his grave doubts about our 

intervention in Greece and his assessment of a second "Dunkirk" proved to be correct with a large loss of 

men and equipment. The politicians of course won the day. 

 

General Wavell was summoned to Athens from Cairo on 2nd March 1941. He met the British Foreign 

Secretary in the Grande Bretagne Hotel, the headquarters of the Greek General Staff. Discussions took 

place on the aid to Greece and among other things it was decided that British Forces would be despatched 

as rapidly as shipping would permit to Piraeus and Volos. The number of troops originally offered was 

100,000, but fortunately only 58,051 actually went. I must have been the odd one! 

 

I knew nothing of these discussions and decisions. I and my colleagues went as lambs to the slaughter, 

quite literally in many cases, among them was my pal Ken Potter to name only one from my section who 

never returned home. I hope that this background information is informative. I found it so all these years 

after the event, thanks to the Government publication by Christopher Buckley in 1952. 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

My war begins 

 
I woke up at our new hillside camp on a lovely Spring morning, I think it was 16th March, 194 I. The 

weather was a complete contrast from the snow, which we experienced a few days earlier. The fields 

below had been cultivated in strips, unlike our agricultural practices where, whole fields were cultivated. 

A beautiful day. We were still at peace, even though our entry into Greece had been with the intention of 

helping defend the country from a German invasion. 

 

I think that I must have gone off on my first shift in our new signal office in Larissa on that Sunday 

morning, because Charlie Avery, in an article he wrote later, said that those remaining in camp went on a 

church parade, which had been organised by Major Pemberton. He was a First World War soldier, a 

territorial and a schoolmaster. I did not like him he was a pompous and pedantic man. The remainder of 

87 Section marched to the nearest village where an improvised altar was set up on a bale of hay or straw. 

An army chaplain conducted the service. I incidentally never saw a chaplain all the time I was in Greece. 

The men sang the hymns lustily looking out on the backcloth of Mount Olympus in the far distance and 
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were watched by curious villagers. The chaplain reminded the men that it was the Third Sunday in Lent 

and they would probably remember the service for the rest of their lives. I am sorry that I missed it. 

 

Our Signal Office was in the basement of the new Post Office in Larissa. The building was a concrete 

structure and probably the safest building in the town which had experienced a minor earthquake a week 

or so earlier. I was on the shift that opened the communications, which included circuits for teleprinters, 

telephones and morse; despatch riders would collect messages for delivery to units nearer the frontline. In 

addition there was a field and fortress telephone switchboard, which was portable and one unique feature 

was that one person could speak to ten other people in turn .My first duty was to contact G.H.Q. in Athens 

using the switchboard and to my surprise a Greek lady answered and told me the telephone number in 

Greek. I was flabbergasted because we should have been working on secure circuits. I could not speak the 

language and I memorised it parrot fashion and do to this day, "Athena -penta, penta, trea trea penta.". I 

hope that the spelling is correct. In English it was "Athens 55335. 

 

All messages were sent and received in five-letter cipher and an intelligence officer who had an office on 

the ground floor did the deciphering and enciphering. He worked in the strictest secrecy and even had his 

loaded pistol by his hand on his desk. On the one occasion that I went to his office, I found myself looking 

down the barrel of that pistol as I entered his room. We usually sent and received messages from him in a 

small basket, which was pulled up through a hole in the ceiling of the basement on a piece of string. It was 

a simple and effective way and left him in his office all alone with his pistol and cipher books. 

 

Life was pretty routine for some weeks and during the night of the 5th April our Commanding Officer 

arrived in our signal office, sat down at our table and started chatting with us. I had only seen him once 

before and then wondered who he was. I had just boarded HMS York at Alexandria when I noticed an 

officer on the dockside in the standard soldiers’ battle dress and ordinary black boots. He looked like an 

ordinary private soldier apart from his insignia of rank on his epaulettes and his cap. All of the other 

officers were dressed in officer's uniforms and wearing brown boots and could be recognised easily 

among the men. Here was an officer of a different ilk from his fellows and yet as I found out later, he was 

our Commanding Officer. I wondered why he had decided to visit us; he obviously had a good reason 

which was not apparent to me until about 6 am the next morning. It was 6th April 1941 when a message 

came through in plain language, which was unusual, saying that the Germans had invaded Greece at 

5.45am that morning. We were now at war. He was expecting that message and then telephoned my 

section sergeant who was working the signal office at Volos and said "Alec, the balloon has gone up, don't 

miss the boat." Alec told me that later. It was very obvious at that early stage that our stay in Greece was 

curtailed. From then on the circuits became much busier and I was diverted from teleprinter to Morse 

because there were problems with the teleprinter line. I had not been trained in Morse but I was always 

interested and now I had the chance to work on a live circuit with experienced New Zealand operators 

near the front-line and I survived. 

 

Our Commanding Officer, Colonel Morrison, was a regular soldier and later in the war was promoted to 

Major General. He died in 1989 at the age of 88 years. I read his obituary in the Daily Telegraph and felt 

privileged to have chatted with him. A "real" officer and gentleman. He was evacuated from Greece and 

continued to command 3 L of C Signals in Syria and Iraq. Later he was in Iraq and Persia Command with 

the 9th Army and a mysterious assignment known as " special duties". That was probably connected with 

the top secret "Y" intercepts which were the basis of the German Ultra code, which was broken when a 

German Ultra coding machine was captured. Finally he was Chief Signals Officer, Middle East Land 

Forces. His decorations included the OBE awarded for his command of our unit in Greece, CB, Iraqi 

Order of Rafidain and American Legion of Merit. He was affectionately known as Munjy Morrison. I am 

glad that I passed his way as an ordinary signalman. 

 

Later in the month around about 14th to 16th April 1941, Larissa was being bombed and machine gunned 

quite regularly, but we were quite safe in our basement signal office and on one occasion frightened Greek 

men, women and children came down the stairs into our office to take cover during an air-raid, after all I 

believe it was their shelter before we arrived. They of course had to be sent back up the stairs at rifle 

point. I was involved and it was a very unpleasant task. I believe that was the occasion when the airfield 

was attacked and our aircraft were destroyed. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

The withdrawal and evacuation of our troops 
 

I am finding it difficult to be reasonably exact with my dates, but about 17th or 18th April, I was off duty at 

the camp and about the same time Sgt. Charlie Avery, who was on duty, received orders to close the 

signal office and move all equipment to the camp by lorry. I was taken to a sandbagged dugout in the 

middle of a field to be the runner for a Greek colonel. I did not like this at all because I was on my own 

and separated from my unit and the future seemed uncertain. If 87 Section was moving out, would I be 

left behind? My anxiety lasted only a few hours fortunately and I was called back to the road to join my 

section which was aboard a convoy of lorries waiting to move southwards. 

 

It was almost dark and flames from fires in the town were silhouetted against the darkening sky. A lone 

British Military policeman directed our convoy. I hope that he got away safely. The vehicles had no lights 

and it was not long before the one in front of us, a wireless vehicle, left the road and toppled over.  That 

was a bad initial loss for us. I was in a 15cwt open back small truck and as far as I can remember the 

weather was overcast. Enemy aircraft did not bother us and we travelled non-stop to Athens. The journey 

was along poor roads, which became worse as we went over the mountains. I suppose we travelled about 

150 miles in all. Another part of my Section was attacked and suffered casualties. The Germans entered 

Larissa at 7am on the 19th April, probably the morning after we left. 

 

I think that we stayed at three locations when we arrived in Athens, once sleeping on the floor, just above 

the main staircase in the Hotel Grande Bretagne, which was the Headquarters of the Greek General Staff 

and probably also our G.H.Q. It was, as far as I remember, opposite the Royal Palace. I did not check in or 

pay the bill! We also stayed in a large park and finally in a school or barracks. It was here that I missed a 

parade addressed by Colonel Morrison. I was filthy and having a bath was more important than the 

parade. I heard afterwards that the Colonel had told his men that he had been awarded the OBE on their 

behalf for the good work done by 3 L of C Signals in Greece. 

 

Early one evening, probably on the 21st April, we were split up into small groups of six men; ours 

included an officer and 5 men. We were all addressed by Major Mills who told us that we were going on a 

mission of great importance, which will not be without much danger and upon us would depend the lives 

of thousands of troops. What was this all about? We were to be beach signals for the evacuation of our 

troops - another Dunkirk perhaps. Our lorries were loaded with signals equipment and ammunition, but I 

cannot remember any food. I did not know the officer, but he was like all the other junior officers who 

seemed to remain aloof from their men. We moved off at dusk. Our officer did not communicate with the 

four of us in the back of the truck and we eventually arrived at a beach. I think it was probably Megara, 

because there were a lot of tiny islands to the East. I had mixed thoughts about my future and wondered 

whether I could reach one of those islands if things went wrong. A stupid thought really because I now 

wonder what I would have done after reaching an island. It was soon very dark and we went in single file, 

holding the belt on the overcoat of the man in front through a wooded area to another beach. Then we 

came all the way back again and were not told why. I do not recollect that any signals equipment was set 

up to communicate with other sections. We were the only troops at this beach, just the six of us and I now 

wonder if we came to the wrong beach and the mystery remains in my mind after all these years. 

 

We went to our lorry, the only vehicle there apart from an ambulance; it was a military ambulance bearing 

large red crosses. The engine of our lorry would not start, goodness knows why, because we had only 

arrived in it from Athens about two hours previously. Our attention then turned to the ambulance and "hey 

presto" the engine started first time. We loaded all of our gear into the back of the vehicle and quite 

contrary to International law, used it for our onward journey. If we had run into the enemy, we would 

have been shot. 

 

Why was there an empty ambulance there when the beach was deserted apart from the six of us? I have 

done some research for this story and I recollect reading that sick and wounded troops had been evacuated 

from Megara before we arrived. Had we arrived too late to provide them with signals support? 
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We travelled along the coast and at one point stopped and perhaps stayed the night. A wireless aerial was 

erected but the operator could only receive messages in German, perhaps the enemy had entered our 

G.H.Q. in Athens or were the Germans nearer than we thought? Further along the coast, when crossing a 

large plateau, all on our own, we stopped at a village and our ambulance attracted a lot of attention with 

the locals peering in the back of the vehicle. We must have scrounged some eggs because I can remember 

that we had a fry up, the last meal for a very long time. We eventually crossed the Corinth Canal, where 

my pal Ken Potter was killed and thence to Kalamata. 

 

It is said that many stories have a happy ending and our ambulance story certainly did. I find it remarkable 

to this day and wonder whether providence played a hand. A few miles from Kalamata we were waved 

down by a British medical officer who was standing by the side of the road with a pile of wicker baskets 

bearing the Red Cross beside him. He needed an ambulance and we gladly obliged him. I cannot even 

guess how he came to be there with all of his medical supplies. We loaded all the baskets in the back of 

the vehicle and he got in the front. On arrival at Kalamata he was the owner of an ambulance and it was 

probably put to good use a few days later. 

 

We had arrived at the eastern end of the beach on high ground near olive groves. I often think of those 

groves when I see bottles of Kalamata olives on supermarket shelves, but they were not ripe when we 

were there. Alan Austin and I, friends from our days at Rhos on Sea, settled down under an olive tree, 

which was our base for the next few days. We had not received any orders from our officer who seemed 

to have disappeared. The harbour was about a half mile along the coast westwards. 

 

I had arrived at our embarkation beach, the most distant from Athens. Alan and I felt that we were 

"unattached" and had no idea of what was really happening apart from the fact that we were waiting for a 

ship and our officer had still not spoken to us. There are two unanswered questions about our journey 

from Athens. Why did we go to the first beach at Megara and why did we destroy our signal equipment 

later before we arrived at Kalamata? I had the feeling that I was without mission or signal equipment and 

had no idea about what was happening. 

 

A chance meeting with two of my old section sergeants in 1991 through correspondence with the 

Brotherhood of the Veterans of the Greek Campaign enlightened me about the situation at Kalamata soon 

after we arrived. Neither Alec nor Charlie were with us on the journey from Athens. Unbeknown to me at 

the time was the fact that I then belonged to 81 Base Signals - that was indeed news, I felt so critical of 

that officer's attitude, but perhaps "there was a need to know" situation and humble Alan and 1 were not 

required to know that we now belonged to a different unit or about the organisation that existed. 

 

At that meeting I learned that 81 Base Signals was located on a hill overlooking the harbour and about 

half a mile from our olive grove. Shortly after arrival, they were briefed about the plan for the evacuation 

and I still wonder why I was not privy to that information because it concerned me? Wireless operators 

were in contact every hour with four other beaches, Port Rafti, Navplion, Rafia and Tolon. There was to 

be radio silence at all times except for hourly contacts. Athens G.H.Q. had closed down. At a secret 

location there was a wireless van, which was in contact with London and Middle East Command in Cairo 

and the secrecy of the position of that wireless station was vital. Despatch riders were going to and from 

those beaches. The Naval Officer in charge of the beach at Kalamata was in contact with ships and 81 

Base Signals. 

 

Of course in that kind of situation there were rumours of German sympathisers among the civilian 

population who were sabotaging our telephone lines, which had been laid along the beach road. Sergeant 

Alec Langley (my section sergeant) from whom I was separated in Athens told me that he had an 

evacuation section comprising wireless operators, linesmen and an instrument mechanic. His 

responsibilities were to provide communication to the beachhead and back to the Commanding Officer 

Troops, who controlled the number of troops to be sent to the beach when the evacuation began. He also 

had to assist the Royal Navy Officer at the beachhead. Before the first evacuation on 26/27th April the 

Germans landed an airborne force at Corinth and some 800 parachutists were dropped and there were 

severe casualties among the New Zealand troops. I believe that it was here that my pal Ken Potter was 

killed. 
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After the successful evacuation from Kalamata on the night of 26/27th April and the failure on the 

following night, Charlie's men were told that after the next evacuation they should close down their 

signals station, destroy everything except their wireless set and proceed to the beach with it, where the 

Beach Officer would give them priority in their evacuation. At our meeting and lunch in Brighton in 1991 

Alec told me that he had received the same orders. 

 

It was very interesting hearing about all of this so long after the event and I must say well done lads and I 

am sorry that I was not more involved with 81 Base Signals during the times you explained. However 

towards the end I was very much involved in my small way. 

 

Between 24th and 28th April some 15,000 British and Commonwealth troops were assembled in and 

around Kalamata and concealed in woods and olive groves and I am certain that if the Germans had 

known about that large number of men being assembled for evacuation, they would have bombed and 

machine gunned us more severely than they did. The RAF came in for much slanging because of its 

absence - complete absence. We had no air cover at all and were at the mercy of the German Luftwaffe. 

 

 
 

Allied Troops entering Kalamata, 26 April 1941 

 

Alan and I came in useful after all during the late evening of 26th April. I cannot remember where Alan 

was but I was posted along with my D.3 field telephone, at the Quay alongside a British destroyer, which 

was shining a searchlight all around the area at a distance of about a quarter of a mile. The telephone link 

was supposed to be used to call troops to the beach for evacuation, but I never made or received a single 

call. I learned later that the line had been sabotaged. Nevertheless, the troops were coming along the beach 

road in good order and boarding the destroyer. As I sat alongside that destroyer, I must admit that I had 

thoughts of joining them, but I stayed at my post. About 8,000 men were evacuated that night to Crete and 

at about 4am I left the quayside with others and went back to the olive grove for the rest of the night. With 

that large number of men coming down to the beach, I feel sure that there must have been other telephone 

posts like the one I was manning. I have recently read that on that night HMS Defender took 250 men and 

the Crown Jewels of Yugoslavia away to safety. I wonder if they went up that gangway near me? 

Altogether that night three merchant ships and three destroyers were used in the evacuation from 

Kalamata; a total of 17,000 troops were taken off at all five beaches. I was impressed at the orderly way 

our troops queued to board that destroyer which was docked near me. It was remarkable and illustrated the 

military discipline of our troops in those circumstances. 
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On the evening of the 27th April I was again posted to the quay as previously. The troops assembled, but 

the ships never came and about midnight the Signals men were led up a hill near the harbour and we slept 

in a stone-walled sheep pen for the night. I wonder now whether we stayed the night in the vicinity of 81 

Base Signals. 

 

The day dawned for the 28th April, a date etched in my memory. During the morning, Alec had 

discovered that one of the telephone lines to the harbour had been sabotaged and about midday an officer, 

yes, one suddenly "came out of the woodwork", and a few of us went in a lorry along the seafront to the 

harbour, presumably to lay a new line. We did not reach our destination before some Stuka dive-bombers 

spotted our lorry and dived to attack. Those aircraft were fitted with sirens, which screeched when they 

dived, a very frightening noise. We jumped from our lorry and as I lay face down in the road I prayed like 

mad "I am too young to die". Anti-personnel bombs were dropped around us and missed! These small 

bombs exploded on impact and scattered thin shrapnel along the ground to cause maximum injury to 

troops. There was a lot of noise and that awful acrid smell of the cordite. The attack went on for some 

time, but the pilots were rotten shots because our lorry was not hit and neither were any of us. During a 

lull, we ran to take better cover in the basement of a nearby building until the attack was over. When we 

came out of "hiding" we found scores of small bomb holes in the road nearby and a few unexploded 

bombs. We then immediately returned to the olive groves. 

 

I am finding it difficult to try and explain my feelings while we waited to be rescued from the beach. 

Never one of despair, but of optimism that, we would get away. I suppose it was really just taking one day 

at a time and not thinking of the morrow. And so the waiting continued with German aircraft bombing 

further along the beach from us for the rest of the early afternoon. Late afternoon, we assembled along 

with Cypriots, Yugoslavs and other nationalities on a slope near the olive groves, just sitting and waiting. 

Then came the order "Be prepared for street fighting this evening". Our section Sergeant, Alec Langley, 

then asked Alan and I to accompany him to lay a new telephone line along the beach road. As we set off I 

heard machine gun fire towards the town, but there were no enemy aircraft about. I realised later that 

Germans were entering the town and surprising our troops. We arrived at the beach and Alan was told to 

stay there and connect his D.3 (field telephone) to the end of the large reel of cable, which I had over my 

left arm. 

 

Alec and I proceeded along the road and he was about seven or eight yards in front of me examining the 

existing line by running it through his left hand because he suspected that it had been sabotaged again. I 

was laying a new line in the gutter behind him. Our destination was the quay where I would connect up 

my D.3 and await the arrival of the Navy as I had done on previous nights. I was concentrating on 

watching my line fall into the gutter as it unwound from my reel of cable and what happened next puzzled 

me and it was not until I met Alec in 1991 that I learned about what really happened. This must sound 

very strange but it is true. 

 

Something ahead of me made me look up and to my surprise I saw Alec walking across the road towards 

about four or five of our chaps who were facing a German sergeant who was pointing an automatic 

weapon at them. I suppose I must have hesitated and just as I moved a pace or two in that direction, and I 

do not know why, I was aware of a "giant" German soldier to my left, he fired a burst from his automatic 

weapon alongside me and I came to my senses and realized that I was a prisoner of war. I had a large reel 

of cable over my left arm, my rifle over my right shoulder and my D.3 in my right hand and a bandolier of 

fifty rounds of ammunition hanging round my neck. I dropped the lot otherwise I was dead. This must 

have happened very quickly, but it all seemed to be in "slow motion". After the initial shock I really 

wondered where those two Germans had come from because as far as I was aware the beach road was 

deserted. 

 

I now know after all these years. The enemy entered the town unhindered and arrived at the Quay. Not 

knowing the strength of our forces, they sent two soldiers on a motorcycle and sidecar to find out. The 

German motorised infantry used motorcycles to probe ahead of an advance. Alec and I were caught 

unawares and he wrote a vivid description in his diary: - 
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"Now reader, just picture A.J.W. walking along the beach, pipe in mouth, rifle over one shoulder, D.3 

over the other shoulder and an empty carton of 20 cigarettes to stop my hand from blistering as I ran a 

cable through my hand. All was going well, no sabotage of the line. In the distance I could see a 

motorcycle approaching. I could see that the rider and pillion passenger were in uniform, but at that 

distance could not make out what uniform, so assumed that they were just a couple of Yugoslavs who had 

been lucky enough to get so far and thought no more about it, going on investigating the line. Eventually, 

the motor cycle drove up beside me. No not Yugoslavs, but a couple of Jerry's. The chap on the pillion 

seat pointed an automatic weapon into my guts, saying " For you the war is over sergeant." My reply 

"Thank you very much". There was absolutely no reaction to my remarks, so I assumed that those 

comments were just a stock phrase. Now this Jerry could have plugged me as easy as wink. I was a sitting 

duck, but he did not, hence my remark "Thank you very much." And for which I've always been truly 

thankful." 

 

So there we were, bemused, but strangely, I had no fear, but completely numbed. We were marched along 

the seafront towards the quay and after about two hundred yards or so, we approached a German field gun 

which was pointing in our direction. A young blonde German gunner, about my age, came across smiling 

and said to me in good English "Our day today, maybe yours tomorrow." Later I will refer to the battle, 

which took place after our capture. That gun crew were attacked by New Zealand and Australian troops 

and either killed or wounded. I wonder whether that young German soldier, although my enemy at the 

time "had a tomorrow"? 

 

We were assembled by the Customs House at the quay along with other troops from the 4th Hussars who 

were over-run by the Germans on the other side of the town. There were about twenty of us altogether. 

We were ordered to sit on the road and shortly before, an excited German Officer started firing his pistol 

in the air, presumably to frighten us, but hard luck. I imagine that he only succeeded in reassuring himself. 

We probably looked very hostile.  By now I was quite relaxed, having got over the initial shock of capture 

by German troops who were not expected until the next morning. So much for our intelligence, standing 

in front of us was another German Officer and a young British officer from the 4th Hussars who wore a 

yellow silk scarf around his neck and was standing astride with his hands in the pockets of his jodhpurs. 

He acted as interpreter and said "all long knives and razors to be  thrown into the road. If any of you try to 

escape you will be shot". We now knew who was the "boss". I kept my jack knife, threw out my cut-throat 

razor, a lethal weapon, but I first badly blunted the cutting edge. I had shaved with that razor since I began 

shaving. My Father bought it for me and it met its end on the road at Kalamata. 

 

While all of this was going on coloured tracer bullets were flying over us from our side, but we did not 

know that a serious attack had began by our troops and we were quickly hassled away. I reached a road 

junction and felt a hand on my shoulder and it was pulling me back. In the dark I had almost walked under 

a German armoured vehicle. That was a good deed by a decent German soldier. My Guardian Angel must 

have been watching over me, as indeed He did from a picture, which used to hang on the wall over my 

bed when I was about four years old. My Granny gave it to me. Was he still watching and guarding? The 

next German soldier I came across slapped me across my bottom with the flat side of his bayonet because 

I was dawdling and I had no wish to be co-operative. 

 

We spent the night lying face down on the flat top of a hillock. We were told that if we moved we would 

be shot. I slept well. I woke up to a lovely sunny morning, the 29th April, and on looking down to the 

nearby road, I saw an endless column of British troops marching in threes in good military order to a 

nearby field. This column of some 7,000 men had been surrendered to the Germans in the early hours of 

the morning. I spotted Alan, who I had last seen on the beach when we were laying the telephone line and 

I went down to join him, and so began our four years as prisoners of war. 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

The battle for Kalamata 

 
The battle for Kalamata took place almost immediately after Alec and I encountered the two Germans 

who surprised us, and most of the information in this chapter about the subsequent battle has been 
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obtained from a draft chapter that was intended for a New Zealand publication in 1959, also Greece and 

Crete 1941 by C. Buckley. 

 

About 4pm on the 28th April the 4th Hussars reported that there was no sign of enemy. The Hussars were 

the outer screen of defence for Kalamata. But some two hours later a company of the 5th German Panzer 

Division, which took prisoners including a New Zealand medical officer, overwhelmed them. He, with a 

German Medical Officer, went off to the Kalamata hospital where there were 200 wounded British 

soldiers. 

 

The Germans entered the town and then turned south to the harbour. They captured more British soldiers 

on the way and were surprised at the number of soldiers in the town. They sent a patrol along the sea front 

and captured Captain Clarke Hall, Royal Navy and his signalman. I recollect hearing about them when 

Alec and I were captured. The naval men were responsible for communications with the ships when they 

arrived and also co-ordinating the evacuation of some 7,000 troops on the night of 26/27th April 1941. 

 

At dusk, our troops were moving down the tracks and lanes to the evacuation areas, from which they 

would be called to the beaches. Incidentally two NZ Officers mistook two Germans for Yugoslav soldiers 

as Alec did when he was captured. Both armies had somewhat similar coloured uniforms, the Yugoslavs a 

greyish colour and the Germans greyish/green. The Germans were concerned about a British counter 

attack and were beginning to realise they were outnumbered and questioned some prisoners about the 

arrival of the Royal Navy and how many men were at the eastern end of the beach road. The British, not 

knowing the strength of the Germans, had found out that the town was in German hands and that they 

were at the harbour. Our troops, at first, thought that para-troops had landed, so swift was the German 

entry into the town and part way along the sea front. Our officers could not believe that the Germans 

could have driven down the main road into Kalamata and this is not to the credit of our rearguard. 

 

Quite soon after hearing of the German advance, some British patrols were sent out to clear the Germans 

from the streets parallel to the beach road and heavy fighting began near the harbour. Suddenly a truck 

loaded with Australian and NZ troops went up the beach road from the eastern end towards two German 

field guns. It had rattled along from the olive groves at some speed and pulled up within fifty yards of the 

guns. Our troops opened fire on the gun crews and along the sea front and some of the gun crews sought 

refuge in nearby buildings. They left behind the biggest collection of killed and wounded seen by any who 

took part in that action. Fighting continued along the sea front, building by building; the Germans 

withdrawing and leaving behind a First Aid post set up by the captured NZ medical officer. Sergeant 

Hinton from New Zealand had done heroic work and was wounded. He became a prisoner of war and was 

later awarded the Victoria Cross, the highest award for bravery. 

 

Later a 4th Hussar officer who had been captured earlier escaped and brought valuable information about 

the strength of the German forces. Reserves of British troops were now coming from the olive groves and 

fighting continued. It was around about midnight when the Germans were called on to surrender. In a 

German publication "From Serbia to Greece" translated by the NZ War Office, it was also said that a 

British Officer had called on the Germans to surrender. A German lieutenant replied "Fire stopping, 

finished." He had been sent over to the British with instructions to "parley" (talk) but not surrender and 

gain time. He said, "We have not a shot left." He was forced to call over his company commander because 

the Australians were fed up with these delaying tactics and threatened to shoot both officers unless within 

five minutes all Germans encircling the harbour laid down their arms. At that stage an English colonel 

took command. The German publication referred to the Australians ''as wild fellows bellowing with 

indignation." Shortly afterwards the Germans surrendered 120 all ranks. 

 

The casualties that night were heavy, 41 Germans were killed and 60 wounded. The British casualties 

were 3 officers and 30 other ranks killed and 50 wounded. The wounded were cared for in what was 

known as the British hospital run by the NZ Medical officer who was previously captured. It was recorded 

that he was doing magnificent work with negligible equipment. The chances of the evacuation beginning 

seemed possible. Barriers were erected across a road leading to the harbour, but all was not well. The 

Royal Navy ships consisting of 2 cruisers and 6 destroyers had been approaching the harbour earlier and 

made contact by signal at 8.45pm. Our reply was that the Germans were in the town and the harbour. One 
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destroyer headed for the beach and an officer went ashore, and at 9.30pm he reported that the beach was 

suitable for evacuation, but owing to a wireless problem his message was not received by HMAS Perth 

until 10.11 pm. The troops were on the beach and all was quiet, but the Captain of HMAS Perth acting on 

a signal from the Commander in Chief and also seeing fires and hearing explosions in the town, at 9.29pm 

abandoned the operation and moved south with all ships except the destroyer HMS Hero which headed for 

the shore. It had only two whalers and rescue was limited. Three more destroyers later arrived at lam and 

the sick and wounded, as well as some fit men, 332 in all, were rescued. Most of those who did the 

fighting were left behind. As the last destroyer left about 3am, it signalled by light several times "MANY 

REGRETS" to the 7,000 left behind on the beach. This was a very sad and confusing situation, but I am 

certain that the Royal Navy served us well in a very difficult attempted evacuation. 

 

I have read elsewhere that the Royal Navy left because it was reported that the Italian Navy was at sea. 

Charlie Avery and his men from 81 Base Signals were among those who managed to get away. I also 

remember reading about the order of evacuation. Priority was to be given to Nursing Sisters, wounded, 

signals and ordnance personnel. The reference to signals must surely have excluded 81 Base Signals who 

were attached to 3 Line of Communication Signals, because their function was to provide communication 

and be the last to leave. Charlie Avery "got a wet shirt" wading into the sea to board a whaler and he later 

arrived back in Egypt and survived the war. 

 

All was now lost and in the early hours of 29th April 1941, a British Officer accompanied by a captured 

German Officer, went over to the Germans who had not previously surrendered and agreed the 

unconditional surrender of all British troops, because their position was impossible. A German air attack 

at dawn was called off and swastika flags were laid out on the beach as a signal to the German bombers. 

The time between the surrender at about 4am and dawn must have been close, hence the flags on the 

beach. 

 

 

 

The official German Report said; - 

 

"28th April 1941 

Violent engagement, 7,000 British troops surrendered. 5th Panzer Division approached Kalamata at 

6.30pm, collecting little groups of stranded Tommies on the way into the town. Things were quiet, so 

carried on along the sea front. No movement. 7pm rifle fire increased in volume, British sweeping along 

the quay with their fire. One German armoured vehicle put out of action. Fired towards the olive groves, 

but British appeared out of each side street and lane. Germans made a last stand but were shut in from all 

sides. Ammunition exhausted. Forced to surrender.” 

 

“29th April 1941 

British surrendered at 4am. Luftwaffe warned not to bomb. British became prisoners of war. Many men 

attempted to escape in small boats and got away. Some who went along the coast picked up by the Royal 

Navy on the following two nights. Majority who kept to land, captured." 

 

The New Zealand records reported that on 29/30th April, three destroyers came from Crete and picked up 

16 officers and 17 other ranks east of Kalamata. On 30th April the rescue was more successful, 23 officers 

and 178 other ranks were picked up from the mainland. 700 British and Palestinian troops were rescued 

from Milos Island. 

 

CHAPTER NINE 

The verdict on the Greek Campaign 
 

The evacuation of the British army from Greece was far different from Dunkirk in June 1940 where the 

distance to England was 20 to 30 miles. Crete was the nearest safe haven and it was some 250 miles from 

Kalamata. At Dunkirk our troops had air cover, at Kalamata there was none.  There were no "small boats" 

to aid rescue as there were at Dunkirk. The Luftwaffe ruled the skies in Greece. The withdrawal was 

orderly and troops arrived at the beaches with their equipment and they were not exhausted. 



 15 

 

The revised official figures of the strength of the army in Greece, casualties sustained and numbers 

evacuated are recorded by C. Buckley in his book "Greece and Crete 1941 ": - 

 

 Strength at the beginning of the campaign 58051 

 Evacuated      42311 

 Losses       15740 

 

The number of men lost in battle is reckoned to be about 3,000. The losses that we sustained at or near the 

beaches and on the high seas were largely the result of the German command of the air. The number of 

our troops captured and surrendered is not recorded and it was estimated that some 2,000 of our men may 

have dispersed into the hills and some made their way back to Egypt. The Germans by their own 

calculations lost 5,000 officers and men. 

 

There was of course an enormous loss of all kinds of equipment including artillery, and some 8,000 

vehicles, which were either abandoned or destroyed. I remember that I did my best to destroy wireless sets 

with large stones. Generally the troops who managed to get away were short of machine guns, mortars, 

rifles and ammunition. Some signal equipment and close support weapons which some troops retained 

was smuggled on board the ships, although the Navy had insisted that nothing bulky or heavy would be 

taken, men were more important. 

 

I have previously mentioned the doubts expressed by our Army Chief of Staff about sending troops to 

Greece and General Wilson who commanded our forces there is attributed as having said; "We were 

committed to tasks which our numbers would not permit. Every position was thinly held and we had no 

reinforcements." 

 

The campaign, which suffered 25% casualties, was a very risky venture, which went wrong to some 

extent because of the collapse of the Greek Government soon after the invasion by the Germans. On the 

other hand if the Campaign really delayed the German assault on Russia by five weeks or so, as reported 

elsewhere and prevented them from reaching Moscow before the severe winter set in, then perhaps as an 

afterthought, it was all worth while and may have led to the eventual defeat of the Germans. 

 

CHAPTER TEN 

Prisoner of war 
 

I was reported "missing" by the army authorities and a letter from the War Office on 30th May 1941 

notified my parents. About a fortnight after my capture I received a blank Greek Red Cross post-card, 

which 1 completed and handed in, to be sent home. It had a printed text "I am a prisoner of war in German 

hands and am well". That postcard arrived home shortly after the letter. 

 

I am trying to think back some 60 years, some events are still clear, but it is difficult to put into words my 

feelings and time does obscure unpleasant memories. I had certainly lost my freedom along with some 

7,000 other men and in those circumstances one accepts the situation, although still regretting all that 

happened on the beach road at Kalamata. I cannot think that events could have turned out any other way. 

Alec and I were so surprised by those two German soldiers who really spared our lives. I must be thankful 

for that mercy. 

 

The reality of my situation comes to mind now as I remember that army sergeant who addressed our 

squad at Prestatyn in 1940. "Listen you lot, you're entitled to nothing, got that?" So things are the same in 

any army. Hunger and thirst were my immediate problems, but that had to be accepted and I am reminded 

of an old saying "Things get worse before they get better." The getting better took longer than I ever 

imagined and so began my 4 years and 10 days as a prisoner of war. Much was to happen both good and 

bad, but the latter does seem to "evaporate" from my memory. 

 

Before I relate my later experiences, I must express some general thoughts. A soldier's duty is to escape if 

captured. That sounds sensible enough, but in my experience one had to weigh up the possibility of 
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success and the hardships likely to be encountered in failure which was most 1ikely, although the 

portrayal of the officers' prison camp at Colditz in film and television makes escape sound to be an 

exciting and exhilarating experience. I hope that I will not disappoint but there are no such tales from me. 

 

What were the chances of a successful escape? Until we invaded France on D Day in 1944, the Germans 

occupied the whole of Europe apart from Spain, Portugal and Switzerland and a man had to be extremely 

lucky to succeed. Eventually many men were posted to work camps "Arbeit Kommandos" where they 

worked on the land, factories etc. Some were confined in large camps - "Stalags". Life in a work camp 

was to some extent acceptable; but it was very boring in "Stalags" and it was from these places that some 

men used their time to explore the possibility of escape to avoid boredom and to exercise their minds. 

Colditz, the castle in Germany is an example. 

 

The first four or five months of captivity were pretty awful, but when I was posted to a work camp -

arbeits commando - life became much more bearable. Afterwards, I was generally treated within the terms 

of the Geneva Convention about the treatment of prisoners of war. Until D Day in 1944 it was impossible 

to visualise the end of the war. The question in my mind was “How long will I be here and will I ever go 

home?" However in some strange way, even in the darkest times I always experienced a kind of optimism, 

even when the Germans were victorious on all fronts, that we would in the end win and victory would be 

ours. Could this have been partly due to the kind of environment that we had grown up in? In my early 

days at school we learned of the Great British Empire of which we were the leaders. Empire Day on 24 th  

May was a day when we took union flags to school. We were British and we were proud of it. We 

occupied one fifth of the world. We sang national songs at school assembly and so on. I am sure, that all 

played a part in our naive attitude in those early days as prisoners of war. 

 

Having mentioned some general thoughts about life as a prisoner of war, I now return to that field in 

Kalamata where some 7,000 of us are confined. I had accepted the fact that we had been left behind on the 

beach or thereabouts and life must now continue in the circumstances in which I found myself. We had no 

food but the Germans occasionally brought in water tankers. We had to queue for water and we really 

needed it because the sun was quite hot in late April. 

 

We could have only been there for a few days, but on the second day, I witnessed an unusual event, the 

burial of some of the German dead. The coffins were draped in swastika flags and the ceremony in the 

comer of our field was quite moving - even though they had been my enemies. I wonder now, as I type 

this story, whether that young blonde German gunner who greeted me or the two German soldiers who 

captured Alec and me, were among them? War is such a terrible thing, yet human stories survive the 

chaos. 

 

A column of some 7,000 men marching three abreast in good military order, just to show the Germans 

that they were not beaten were leaving that field, but to where? We marched for some time along country 

pathways, across fields and it was not long before some chaps started singing. They were bawdy soldiers' 

songs and we all joined in, not because we were happy, but in sheer defiance, to show the Germans that 

we may be their prisoners but we were not beaten. Some of the guards got very angry and stopped the 

singing from the front of the column, but as the guards moved along towards the back singing started up 

again at the front. "Cheer up my lads... etc". The guards gave in and we had won. Then I noticed a 

German film camera and gave a two-finger salute to it with a grimace. 

 

My kit was light; I was still dressed in battle order, which consisted of steel helmet, and a small pack on 

my back containing one change of underclothing, mess tin, water bottle and personal possessions. 

 

We eventually arrived at a railway siding and continued our journey by train, not in carriages, but closed 

cattle wagons. I remember that we were each given a very small tin of processed meat. The jack knife that 

I had retained came in handy to open the tin and I consumed the contents very quickly. Each wagon was 

filled to capacity and we had to sit in very cramped positions. That was my first experience of prisoner of 

war "Pullman travel", worse was to come on much longer journeys. 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 
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Corinth & Salonika 
 

We arrived at Corinth after a relatively short train journey and then marched to a large barrack compound, 

perhaps a half-mile or so away from the station. It was late evening and we were directed inside the 

buildings and told to lie down and not move or we would be shot. That was pretty frightening, particularly 

as I had not had the opportunity to go to the toilet which incidentally, I found out the next morning was a 

slit trench about 50 yards long! Of course in the night, I could not contain myself any longer and wet my 

trousers - a very warm feeling. 

 

The next morning the discipline was relaxed and we were allowed to find our own spaces in the barracks. 

Alan and I found a space with some other chaps from our section, which was away from the barracks and 

in a garage. The mattress was not very springy, it was the concrete floor! I think it was now about the first 

week in May and the weather during the day was very warm, if not hot, but at night quite cold. We had no 

bedding, just our overcoats and Alan I buttoned together our two coats to make a "top blanket". At night 

we would take off our boots and tie them together with the laces and use them with our backpacks as 

pillows. The idea was that if anyone in the night tried to steal our boots then we would be woken, just a 

precaution. 

 

We were now lousy as well as being hungry and thirsty, that was something I had not experienced before 

and had to endure for some time to come. It was not surprising because none of us had washed for some 

weeks and must have smelled "sweet". But when we were all in that state, it was not really noticeable. 

Somehow, I had managed to shave since arriving in Corinth with a borrowed razor and I grew a bushy 

moustache, like many others, just for fun. After morning roll call which took a long time, because the 

Germans either could not count or our chaps moved about a bit to cause confusion, it would be "de- 

lousing" time. I used to sit cross-legged with my shirt on my lap and kill lice with the two thumbnail 

method. They were small creatures with a red spot on their backs - probably my blood. I crushed scores 

every morning, but more were ready to be slaughtered the next morning. Oddly I cannot remember any 

irritation or perhaps I have forgotten. 

 

We were now beginning to get small issues of food and black ersatz (substitute) coffee in the new mess 

tins issued to us. The coffee was served from two mobile field kitchens located in the middle of the large 

sandy parade ground. We queued at the same place at mid-day for a ladle of potato soup, carefully 

watching and hoping for more potato than watery gravy. It was there that I met a chap who had been at 

school with me at Western Road, Boys' Central School at Mitcham in the early 1930's. I met him again, 

four years later on our homeward trek across Austria, but I do not remember his name. A small world 

indeed! 

 

Sometimes there was a meat and potato stew at mid-day, probably horsemeat. We then began to receive 

other food supplements e.g. lentils, honey and cooking oil for "do it yourself” cooking. In addition we 

received quite regularly a large biscuit about six inches in diameter and an inch thick. I cannot remember 

what we did with the lentils and I imagine we boiled them in water to make some kind of soup. Of course 

to cook we needed a fire and Alan who had been a scout was well versed in the making of fires. He went 

on the scrounge for wood, then dug a small hole, got a light from another fire nearby and we were all set 

to cook. We did not want to just gnaw the biscuits and somebody had an idea, I think it must have been 

Alec, a regular soldier who had served in India. He suggested that if we crushed the biscuits we could 

cook chapattis, but how? If I removed the skullcap from my steel helmet by removing the screw in the 

crown and then replacing it, we would have a mixing bowl. I crushed the biscuits with a large stone and 

mixed the "flour" with water to make the mix. Somebody scrounged a piece of tin, it was amazing what 

odds and ends could be found, and we had a griddle pan. Then our chapattis were cooked and spread with 

the small amount of honey which we had received. My memory fails me when 1 try to remember what 

they tasted like, but I am sure we were truly satisfied and that operation would have been repeated many 

times. 

 

The Germans were pretty lenient and allowed us under supervision to visit some Greek stalls, which had 

been set up outside the main gate. Alan, Alec and I had some Greek drachmas and we purchased figs and 

other fruit. The figs were on strings of about twenty and seemed to have been dusted with a white powder. 
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I recollect eating a whole string full and felt quite well afterwards, but others got the "runs". Our money 

was soon used up and so were we from a physical point of view. I felt quite dizzy when I bent over to the 

ground and some soldiers from the Friends Ambulance unit told us that we were living on a diet below 

starvation level. Of course we knew that but they had worked out the calories. Incidentally, the men in the 

Friends Ambulance Unit were Quakers who had served in Greece. One of them told me that they "did not 

take sides", their mission was to save lives with either the British or German armies, but I could not 

imagine the Germans accepting them. They were probably repatriated to Britain. 

 

I am now relying on a sight of Alec's diary, of which I now have a copy. He gave me this when we met 

about eight years ago in Brighton. He said that about eleven of our men from 87 section were in Corinth. 

That was about a fifth of the total number. I think that Alec must have written his diary in Corinth because 

one part about his capture wrongly missed me out. He must have suffered a mental lapse and some kind of 

"shock" as indeed I must have. I had always blamed him in my mind for our misfortune because he had 

not identified the two Germans who were approaching us on a motorcycle and sidecar. In Brighton we 

relived the events, which led up to our capture at gunpoint. The story of what actually happened is 

recorded in an earlier chapter and is based on Alec's story of the events, which deprived us of our liberty 

for four years. The mystery had been unravelled. 

 

I recollect that I made a calendar on a piece of post card at Corinth and I have now found it on the front 

part of an "Active Service" envelope. The calendar began in April 1941 and ended in December. Some of 

the dates are highlighted with a circle. The 28th April is obvious, the day I was captured in the prelude to 

the Battle for Kalamata. The 1st May could have been when we moved to Corinth. Alec later told me that I 

had made a draughtboard and how we used bits and pieces for the draughts. Goodness knows what I made 

it with, but it is said that necessity if the "mother of invention." Apparently Alec beat me four games to 

one. Towards the end of May more ruthless individuals replaced the guards. Alec recalled that on 1st June 

one of our men was shot making six in all. So the drill was never to make eye contact with any of them 

and keep out of their way. 

 

Much of our time was spent parading, chatting, de-lousing, and eating what little food there was, dozing 

and so on. Sometimes in the evenings, Alan I would wander around the perimeter of the camp, keeping 

away from the wire. One evening one of our chaps deliberately started walking towards the wire and as he 

did so the gun on the armoured vehicle on the outside started to point at him. Goodness knows why he did 

it, the gun was not fired, and thank goodness otherwise many of us would have been blown to 

smithereens. He was led away by a guard. It was a silly thing to do for fun and I wonder whether he had a 

mental lapse? 

 

Quite often when we were in our sleeping places the guards would make snap inspections of our personal 

belongings and on one occasion I had my jack knife taken and Alec his screwdriver. Both of those items 

should of course been thrown into the road at the request of our captors at Kalamata but we kept them, 

only to lose them now in Corinth. 

 

In a spare moment and there were many of them, I thought that it was time that I read the New Testament 

which I had carried in my breast pocket since 1939. It was presented to me in 1938 when I became a 

member of the Methodist Church. Alas, I read some of it but never completed my reading. Alec told me 

later that during his captivity he read the whole Bible and when he was at Corinth he had reached Judges. 

That really puts me to shame. 

 

Some time in mid May, an armada of German Junkers aircraft flew over Corinth on their way for the 

German airborne invasion of Crete. A few days later our daily food ration was withdrawn as a reprisal, 

because the Germans claimed that some Maori troops in Crete had cut off the ears of their German 

prisoners of war. If that had been true I am sure that the German reprisals on us would have been more 

severe. I do not know whether it was during that day, but once, Alan and I attempted to relieve our hunger 

by imagining that we were having a lovely roast beef dinner, that thought makes my mouth water now! I 

wonder if it helped, but at least those few minutes were spent more wisely than thinking about how 

hungry we were. 
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My last and most memorable thoughts are of an event when a church service was held as the evening 

drew to its close. It was led, by an army padre and I can now visualise that scene, the barren sandy soil on 

this bleak site and the barrack blocks bordered by the barbed wire perimeter fence and the guards. This 

was all within the neighbourhood of the town of Corinth where St. Paul set up his first Christian Church 

and later wrote about the conduct and misbehaviour of its citizens. 

 

We sang the hymn "abide with me", the words of which are part of our heritage: - 

 

Abide with me fast falls the eventide, 

The darkness deepens Lord with me abide, 

When other helpers fail and comforts flee, 

Help of the helpless, Oh Abide with me.. 

Swift to its close ebbs out life's little day, 

Earth's joys grow dim; its glories pass away; 

Change and decay in all around I see, 

Oh thou who changest not, abide with me. 

I fear no foe, with thee at hand to bless, 

Ills have no weight, and tears, no bitterness, 

Where is death's sting? Where, grave, thy victory? 

I triumph still, if thou abide with me. 

Hold thou thy cross before my closing eyes; 

Shine through the gloom, and point me to the skies; 

Heaven's morning breaks, and earth's vain shadows flee; 

In life, in death, Oh Lord abide with me. 

 

Emotional? Yes, but so realistic in those circumstances. Whenever I sing that hymn now, I remember 

Corinth and a tear runs down my cheek. An old man reminiscing! Yes, to some extent, but I saw no future 

then. When would this war end? When would I go home, if at all? I was not downhearted but ever defiant, 

as we all were. We were British and proud of it. The one good thing about Corinth, if that was possible, 

the weather was fine and very warm. The time came to leave and at 4.30am on 1st June we marched out, 

but to where? Just like the British army, a soldier never knew his destination. I cannot remember all of the 

details and I am relying on Alec Langley's diary. 

 

We marched about 12 kilometres to the other side of the Corinth Canal and it was rather warm so early in 

the morning. We passed many Greek civilians wearing army clothing. One of them gave Alec a handful of 

grapes and another a clean vest. They all did what they could for us: bless them. We left in the usual cattle 

wagons at 0950 hours and arrived at Athens at 1250 hours. At Athens we met some sailors from HMS 

Gloucester, which was sunk at Crete and incidentally, one of the cruisers, which took us to Greece. Later 

in the day we heard that Crete had fallen at 3pm. We left Athens at 0430 hours a day later, again by 

courtesy of "Pullman" travel and we arrived at our next stop, which was Gravia at 0230 the next day. The 

next part of our journey was on foot and we commenced our trek at 0300 hours. It turned out to be a 40 

kilometre trek over the mountains because our engineers had either blown up a bridge or a tunnel in our 

retreat. Alec said that we arrived at Lamia at 1300 hours with only one stop at 1100 hours, adding that it 

was the hardest "hike" of his life and that some Austrian guards were absolutely whacked. He then had a 

shave. 

 

I remember that trek very well, a long straggling line of very exhausted men but incidentally I did not find 

it too exhausting. Alan certainly did and he wanted to drink all of the water in his bottle until I persuaded 

him otherwise. It was so hot that I threw away my steel helmet, gas mask and gas cape leaving me with 

what "I stood up in" plus my side pack and water bottle. As we descended the last slope we came to a 

stream and Alan and I stopped and sat down on the bank, took off our boots and socks and soaked our 

weary feet in the cool water. An Austrian guard started shouting at us and ordered us to get up and carry 

on. We ignored him for as long as we dared, probably telling him "to get stuffed" in good army language. 

We then went to the railway yard where our train was waiting for us. But on the way I spotted a 

waterspout where locomotives filled up with water. I found out how to turn on the water, we then stripped 

and had the most wonderful shower, the first really good wash for about six weeks. It is a pity that the 
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scene was not photographed! We were apparently at Lamia. I remember that a few of us made our way to 

the front of the train and one chap had the bright idea of making some tea. What a joke? But he produced 

some tea from his side-pack and the engine driver some water from a tap on the side of the engine and we 

had our tea. A wonderful addition to our shower, and I felt like a new man, but for how long? 

 

We had arrived safely at Lamia, but I wonder what happened to that sailor from HMS Gloucester who 

Alec saw at Athens and I saw on the trek? When we passed him he was dressed in just his trousers and 

shirt, no footwear, just his bare feet. I saw an Aussie soldier pass him by and he had a spare pair of boots 

and did not offer them to the sailor. My goodness, how selfish, the Germans offered to take him further on 

a lorry, but he refused and told them in no uncertain language "what they could do with their transport". 

He was a very brave man who had obviously suffered some terrible experience when his ship was sunk 

and he just would not accept that offer from his enemy. He walked on in bare feet, but I never saw him 

again. 

 

We had travelled in cattle wagons for many days since leaving Kalamata and I do not recommend it, but 

far worse was to come. I have read stories of men having tummy upsets and out of absolute necessity 

having to cut holes in the floor of the wagons with their knives to relieve themselves. We had only 

received one small tin of meat after leaving Kalamata and we were very hungry. Some men would 

conserve food and eat a little at a time, my attitude with food, when it was available, was to eat it and 

enjoy it and suffer the pangs of hunger later. 

 

We finally left Lamia, according to Alec's diary, at 1450 hours. Each wagon was filled with fifty-two men 

and we were virtually "packed like sardines in a tin". Sometime later we boarded another train at 0550 

hours, firstly with forty men in a wagon but five more were pushed in; that was an improvement on the 

last journey! 

 

We eventually arrived at Salonika in northern Greece on 9th June, 1941. We marched through the streets 

in good military order. We were not downhearted and still defiant. Civilians who offered us food lined the 

streets, but our guards were very strict and actively stopped them. I have only a few memories of that 

place but soon after our arrival at a Greek army barracks, we paraded and we were addressed by a German 

feldwebel (sergeant). He was an older man and he said " I vos a prisoner of var in ze first vorld var and ze 

English treated me well. You vill have an egg for breakfast in ze morning." I have tried to type that 

message phonetically because the Germans cannot pronounce the letter "w" and "th". We went into the 

barracks and slept on the floor. The next morning, Alan who was fair, had been badly bitten by bugs in the 

night. I had few bights, perhaps because I have a greasy skin and have dark hair. For breakfast we did 

have a boiled egg (hardboiled) but no eggcup or toast soldiers! That was wonderful. The roll call parade 

followed with the Germans having the usual difficulty in counting and arriving at the correct number of 

prisoners. I doubt if they ever got it correct. When they got in a muddle, partly because our chaps slyly 

moved about, we suffered a lot of shouting for a while, to our amusement of course. 

 

Alec and I went our separate ways here and he eventually ended up in Germany while Alan and I stayed 

together and ended up in Austria. We left Salonika about 14th June in the usual cattle wagons with about 

fifty men in each and we were issued with a small tin of processed meat. We had no idea where we were 

going or that we were destined to a five-day journey with the wagon doors closed for most of the time. 

Occasionally the train stopped, the doors were opened to enable us "to water" the side of the track.. On 

our previous journeys the wagon doors were open all the time. Guards were stationed on platforms at the 

rear of some wagons and they had a view of all the carriages in front. That journey was dreadful and I 

cannot find words to describe it. 

 

I think it must have been on the fourth day that the train came to a halt, the door of our wagon was opened 

and to my astonishment we had stopped at a platform in a large railway station - it was Belgrade. The 

station was well lit and there was a long line of ladies standing near the edge of the platform and they 

were giving out large round loaves of bread into each wagon. Again words cannot express my feelings as 

I type this. It was absolutely wonderful, wonderful. The brief glimpse of that scene remains so indelibly 

clear in my memory. The wagon doors were closed and off we went again. 

 


