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GREEK CAMPAIGN 
 

Driver ‘Jack’ Collins, 4 Res MT Coy, 2NZEF 
 

From Jack’s memoires: 
 

Memories … 
 

GREECE AND BEYOND 
 
“On my return to Maadi Camp, I along with a number of other drivers were given a short leave period. 
After the leave was over we drove our trucks to Alexandria where they were loaded onto a ship to be 
moved to Athens, Greece. 
 
This was a phase of the war that was to cost NZ dearly and was a shambles from start to finish. 
 
When we landed at Athens we were greeted by a large crowd on the streets. We were allocated a camp 
site in an olive grove outside the city. Here we were given a few days leave. We enjoyed the time which 
was a complete change from the sameness of the desert. 
 
Once the rest of the unit arrived we moved up to the railhead at a place called Larissa. We were now for 
the first time supporting our own NZ division under Tiny Freyberg. From Larissa we moved tons of petrol 
and supplies high up in the mountains. Many of the trips were made at night over roads which were that in 
name only. All trucks had guides on the running boards to warm the drivers of the dangerous parts. One 
bad call and the result would have been a fall of a thousand feet or more to the valley below. 
 
After a few weeks we began to have German bombers over. Once that started we had no peace from air 
raids. Word came through that we were to move up to the front to evacuate part of the 18th infantry 
battalion who were in the front line. 
 
Our destination was the Ptolemais pass which was one of the routes from Yugoslavia. We arrived at our 
assembly point late afternoon and were laagered between two medium hills. Just on dusk we were nearly 
blasted out of our boots as a battery of 25 pounders, which were behind us, opened fire with salvo after 
salvo. It was a frightening experience to be in front of the guns. We could see the shells exploding high up 
in the pass where the Germans were advancing into Greece. 
 
About 2 hours later we were ordered to make our way back to Larissa as the infantry battalion had taken 
to the hills in retreat because the Germans had cut through their front line. We eased our trucks out of the 
position we had taken up and made our way back. It was now getting quite dark and we only had our side 
lights to see by. 
 
Eventually I came to an area where we had to cross a narrow bridge. There we found a 25pounder and 
ammunition limber were jammed tight across the bridge and could not be moved. I could see front lights of 
the trucks which had gone on ahead of us and as far as we could remember the ground between them 
and us was fairly flat. We decided to take a chance and go cross country. Off we went but hadn’t gone far 
before water began to fly up over the windshields and we came to a sudden stop. The ground that we 
thought was flat turned out to be a swamp and we were stuck up to the truck running boards. The only 
course left to us was to take to our heels and try and make it across to where we could see the other 
trucks. We had not gone far before we were over our knees in the swamp. It took us about half an hour to 
make it to the road where we were lucky to stop the 2nd last truck coming out. Before we left our truck 
we had removed the leads and taken a hammer to the engine. The truck which we stopped had about ten 
other men on board so we were able to hop in and it was a relief after wading through the swamp. We 
were very wet and muddy. 
 
We travelled very slowly through the night and it was near dawn when we stopped and to our dismay we 
found that along with another truck we had taken a wrong turning. We were on a road high above a valley 
that was very narrow with no hope of turning around. We carried on slowly and after a few hours found 
ourselves at a virtual dead end. We couldn’t turn and go back. There was a group discussion and it was 
decided that we would destroy the trucks to stop them falling into German hands and take to shanks pony. 
We collected what gear we had and with a heave sent the trucks over the side. Although we were not to 
know it then we were to regret our loss of transport. 
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The road such as it was soon came to a dead end and we were faced with the decision as to turning back 
on the road or going bush as it were. There were about 25 of us all told; some RMT and some of the 
infantry who had managed to get to the trucks before we were forced to pull back. We each had our own 
choice to make, back or forward. 
 
After some discussion we split half and half. I opted to go forward. We farewelled the other group who 
were going back and set off on a narrow track which started at the end of the road.  It was rough going 
with the track rising and falling. The hillside was very rough and we were high above the valley. We had 
not eaten since we had pulled into the area to pick up the infantry, and had neither food nor drink with us. 
We were now a group of eleven and a decision was made to try and make our way to the bottom of the 
valley where we hoped to find at least some water. 
 
It was now getting close to dusk and we found some form of shelter to spend the night. This was not the 
green hills of home but more dry and barren, closer to Central Otago. We had heard the sound of planes 
a few times and made them out to be German Stukas. They had a siren fitted under the fuselage which 
shrieked when the plane was in dive bombing mode. During the night we heard many bombers and knew 
they were not ours but the other side. 
 
Once dawn arrived we were on the move again but we had to proceed with care as we didn’t wish to fall. 
We also had to keep an ear out for planes as we would be like flies on a wall if we were seen with no 
protection from machine gun fire. It was late afternoon before we reached the valley floor as we had 
several delays due to aircraft in the vicinity and the rough terrain. We were all hungry and thirsty and 
covered with scratches and bruises. We found a small spring and were able to slake our thirst but our 
stomachs just had to rumble as there was nothing we could find to eat. 
 
We followed the downward route of the valley and soon came within sight of the sea. It was quite some 
was off but gave us some hope perhaps of finding a village or some type of habitation. We didn’t reach 
the coast that night as low flying planes forced us into hiding in whatever shelter we could find. 
 
Another night was spent in the open and we were grateful that it did not rain although the nights were 
chilly. We were away again at dawn and around noon found ourselves on a rocky coast. We were tired, 
hungry and our feet were beginning to cause trouble with all the slipping and sliding down the hills. After a 
rest we set off around the coast and found it hard going. Sighted a few fishing boats but too far away to 
hail, besides they could have been sympathetic to the Germans. 
 
It took another day to reach a tiny village set in a small valley. At the end of our tether as we had not had 
food for some time and drinking water was scarce. The villagers were amazed to see us and with difficulty 
we made them understand who we were and were we had come from. They could not do enough for us 
and we were sat down and invited to remove our boots and socks which we did with some difficulty as we 
all had numerous blisters. They bathed our feet in water with wine added and we felt great relief within a 
short time. Bread and wine was given to us and we had to take time eating but it was good to have 
something in the stomach again. 
 
We spent three days in the village and during that time we tried to obtain a boat to take us to Turkey. 
Through the good offices of the villagers, one who owned a boat agreed to try and get us there. I did not 
know how far away Turkey was but we were willing to give it a go. 
 
We had to wait another two days until the moon was right. We were all excited as we boarded the boat 
which was not very big, but what did that matter as we were giving it a go. There were two things that 
could stop us, a German patrol boat or the weather. Once we had all clambered on board there was a 
certain amount of tension. Would we make it? This was the unanswered question. 
 
The sun had set and darkness was falling when we set off. We were filled with hope that we would make it 
as internment in Turkey was much preferred to being captured or killed by the Germans. About one and 
half hours out the wind began to rise and there was a quick exchange between the two Greek fishermen 
who maned the boat. Water started to splash inboard and I realised that we only had 6 to 8 inches of 
freeboard. The crew intimated to us that we would have to turn back as the further we went the rougher it 
would get and more danger of being swamped. It was with bitter disbelief that we realised that the attempt 
was to be aborted as we all had high hopes of making it. 
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About 1 am we made land again and were told by the crew to (chance it ashore). They had landed us on 
the coast of Volos which was on the mainland but in an area that had not been overrun by the Germans. It 
was (with) a great deal of sadness that we said goodbye to the two brave Greeks who had been prepared 
to risk their lives to help us. 
 
We settled down to wait the dawn to assess our position. The Greeks had left us some food and it was 
rationed among us as we didn’t know when we would be able to obtain some more. At first light we were 
on the move in the direction that had been recommended the previous night. At all times an eye and ear 
was kept out to detect German planes as their Stuka pilots delighted in machine gunning any people on 
the ground. 
 
It was quite an uphill walk and on casing the surrounds from the top were surprised to see in the distance 
below a train with a number of troops starting to board. We couldn’t believe our good luck when we saw 
that it was our own troops and not the enemy. It took us a good hour to travel the distance from the hill top 
to the train where we learnt that it was due to leave shortly for Athens. In fact it was about three hours 
later before the train eventually began to move. We felt a great sense of relief that we would not become 
PoW’s in the near future. Perhaps we were tempting fate was we had only been on the move for about 20 
minutes when the train stopped with a scream of brakes and we found ourselves under machine gun fire 
from three Messerschmitt 109 fighter planes. 
 
There was an almighty scramble to leave the train as we were good targets for the enemy guns. After 
about 10 minutes the planes left and the officers in charge began to assess the damage to the train and 
the casualties among the troops. There were a number of dead and many wounded. The engine driver 
and fireman had to be rounded up at gun point and made to man the engine to get the train on the move 
again. 
 
We eventually reached Athens and to our surprise the train didn’t stop but carried on through and down 
the Corinth peninsula. We crossed the Corinth canal just on dusk and the train came to a stop. We were 
ordered to leave the train and start walking. After trying to find out where we were going and what was 
going on we were informed that we were to go to a place of embarkation where the ships would come in 
at night and take us to Egypt. After about two hours walking we were ordered to wait on a beach until we 
were called. It was dark and cold. We were hungry and thirsty as we had had no food or drink since the 
Greek fishermen had left us. Sometime later we heard noises from the sea and some officers came and 
called out to various groups to follow. Our group was not called. It would be about 3am when we were told 
to take to the hills and hide until the following night when the ships would return. 
 
Along with a couple of others who had teamed together I found an overhanging ledge and settled in to try 
and get some sleep. We did not get much before dawn when fighter planes began to appear and strafe 
any movement on the road or in the hills. Somehow we got through the day and were ready at dusk to go 
back to the beach and wait to be taken off. It was not to be. The ships came back alright but our group 
was once again not called. Those of us left and there were some hundreds of us at this particular beach, 
were told that the ships would not be coming back as it was too dangerous for them with the air attacks 
which the German air force was able to mount with their dive bombers and fighters. We were advised to 
take to the hills and to do the best we could for ourselves. 
 
So, back to our overhang again. There were five of us together now and we had a Bren gun, some rifles 
and some magazines for the Bren. One of our group was an Aussie sergeant and it was he who had the 
Bren gun. We decided to try a bit of rear-guard action and made what cover we had secure. The Bren gun 
was mounted to fire between a slot in the overhang and we took it in turns to be gunner and ammo 
changer. About 3pm that afternoon we heard planes and a number of parachutists were dropped about a 
mile in front of us. We kept a close watch and sometime later we saw and heard a German tank coming 
down the road escorted by the parachutists. One of our group who was manning the Bren gun fired a few 
rounds in their direction. They moved into shelter behind a barn and we had a brief discussion on a plan 
of action. It was decided to hold on for awhile and move out at dark. 
 
I had been ammo changer and the Aussie NCO told me to change with him. This was the luckiest thing I 
did as no sooner had he taken my position when there was the sound of metal being hit and the Sgt 
dropped his head and rolled over. A shot in a thousand had came through the slot and struck him dead 
centre of his helmet and killed him at once. Quickly he was moved back and his place taken by another of 
the group. A few more rounds were fired in the direction of the barn to keep their heads down while a 
decision was made to move out. 
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One by one we moved back and had not gone far when we met a number of NCOs and an officer who we 
were informed was in charge and had surrendered to the Germans. We were told to make our way to the 
road where we would remain until further orders. We removed the bolts from our rifles and threw them in a 
ditch and then left the weapons further down the hill under some bushes so at least the Germans would 
not get their hands on them.  In our surprise when we reached the road we found not a few like ourselves 
but hundreds. Apparently parachutists had been dropped further behind us and had proceeded to gather 
in all and sundry.*” 
 
*Archivist’s Note: This sounds very much as if Jack and his crew were cut off by the advancing 
German paratroops after the successful attack and capture of the Korinth Canal and the subsequent drive 
south in the direction of Argos and Nafplion.  If so this would have been 26th April 1941. 
 

 
 

Allied PoWs captured in the taking of the Korinth Canal 
 

 
“By the time they had rounded up most of the odds and sods it was dusk and with guards on both sides 
our column we were marched off, back along the way we had come a few days previously. After about 
two hours march we were ordered to rest which we did with great pleasure as we were tired and hungry. 
We hadn’t had a decent meal for about a week and the only water we had was from an occasional stream 
which were few and far between. After about thirty minutes we were on the move again and back to the 
rail which we had left earlier. This time however there were no carriages to the train but enclosed cattle 
trucks. We were shoved in until there was barely standing room. Anyone wanting to go to the toilet had 
only one option, do it where they stood, which was not a popular move with the rest of the troops. Finally, 
with a bang and a rattle, the train moved off and we were debating where we would end up. Those who 
were jammed in against the sides of the trucks were lucky as they could see out and get some fresh air as 
the atmosphere inside was getting very pungent. 
 
After about two hours we passed through Athens again and on out to a side line and into a big compound 
which was enclosed with barbed wire to about nine foot high. Here we were ordered out and in the light of 
a few arc lamps told to go into the buildings and stay there. These buildings were like big barns and we 
had to lie on the floor which had been strewn with straw. Sleep came very readily as we were exhausted. 
 
The next morning we were woken with a cry which was to become very familiar. ‘Raus, Raus’. Which 
meant up and outside. There we were lined up and I was surprised to see the great number of Allied 
troops who had been captured. (In all around 10,000 plus were captured in Greece and Crete we were 
[later] told.) A German officer said the war was over and that we would be in our present camp for some 
time until other arrangements could be made.**” 
 
**Archivist’s Note: It sounds here like those who were captured in the vicinity of the Korinth Canal 
(and Jack hadn’t travelled more than a two hour march south to the coast) were initially taken to a make-
shift camp in Athens (Dulag 135).  Perhaps Dulag 185 in Korinth had not yet been prepared for the 
sudden mass influx of 1000s of prisoners from the Peleponnese beaches.  
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“Next we had to line up and take whatever containers we had to receive some food. This was cooked in 
big mobile army kitchens and was a vegetable soup with not many vegetables. A piece of bread was also 
issued to each soldier and that was our ration for the day. So the daily pattern was set. Sleep, get up, 
soup and bread,and then sit or sleep for the rest of the day. Baths or showers were non-existent and soon 
we all began to pong. Washing facilities were very poor and one had to have a body was with a hanky or 
rag and a couple of cups of water. Luckily the weather was fine and warm so it was a familiar sight to see 
hundreds of POWs delousing themselves in the sunshine. Under the arms, in the hair and in the crotch 
were all targets for our unwelcome visitors(crabs). 
 
Toilets consisted of trenches dug at one end of the compound and at times it looked like chickens on 
perches with a row of bare bums hanging over the trench. As you can imagine the atmosphere wasn’t 
very healthy and dysentery soon became rife. There were no drugs or medicine to be had. With the  
shortage of water it became important to drink as much as you were able and put aside thoughts of 
washing and shaving. 
 
After we had been in the compound a few days the guards began to allow a few Greek farmers in to trade 
with us. Some had Greek money while others sold watches to procure some fresh food. I had never liked 
cheese back in New Zealand but under the present conditions soon found it not too bad. The reason for 
the trading was that the Germans didn’t have enough rations to feed us. 
 
Days passed by. Sloppy breakfast of corn swill, lousy tasting coffee and half a slice of bread which was 
baked without yeast. It’s saving grace was that it didn’t go stale quickly. After breakfast we stripped and 
de-crabbed the nasties which had invaded during the night. 
 
We were in the camp for about 10 days*** when we were ordered to collect our gear and line up in the 
compound. Rumours began to circulate as to what was going to happen. We were told that the sick and 
wounded were to remain along with two doctors and medical orderlies. Then came the order to move and 
of we went. Where, why and what was going to happen were the thoughts. I estimate that there could 
have been around 4,500 of us, NZ, Aust , South African and UK troops, a real mixture. We were marched 
to the rail siding where a long line of enclosed cattle trucks were waiting. We were herded into these. Well 
packed in, with about thirty to a truck which left us with barely enough room to move about. 
 
The day was hot and the atmosphere in the trucks began to resemble a tip. We had not had a bath or 
shower since we were captured and could only clean our bodies with a rag dipped in water. After we had 
been loaded up for about two hours guards began to slide the doors shut and locked them. Guards were 
stationed on the roof of each wagon and were well wrapped up and wearing goggles for protection against 
flying cinders from the engine in front.” 
 
***Archivist’s Note: This sounds like Jack et al were entrained up the line into Yugoslavia directly 
from Athens in mid May, without being passed through Dulag 183 at Saloniki.  Thus they escaped the 
dreadful physical breaking-down processes experienced by most Peloponnese PoWs at Korinth and 
Saloniki, and arrived at Stalag XVIIID at Marberg earlier than most, i.e. by the end of May 1941. 


