
 1 

GREEK CAMPAIGN 
 

Sergeant Mike Farrington, 21 Battalion, 2NZEF 
 

In the absence of any further data, here follow two very different Antipodean accounts of the Battle of 
Tempe Gorge.  Family sources suggest that Mike was unaccounted for between 18th and 25th April (when 
he was recorder as being in German hands).  So if little else is known of his experiences in Greece – this 
is where he fought, and where he probably was captured.  

 

FROM 2NZ “VICTORIA” FOR 21 BN 2NZEF (Page 60 on) 

 

21 BATTALION 

CHAPTER 3 — CAMPAIGN IN GREECE 

“The gorge through which the Peneios River flows, and where 19 Army Troops Company was preparing 
demolitions, offered the greatest opportunities for delaying the enemy advance. The sea is a mile from the 
mouth of the gorge, but immediately south rise the foothills of Mount Ossa, making a long and difficult 
detour for wheeled traffic. It would take days to outflank the positions from the seaward side, if indeed it 
was possible to get around with tanks at all. 

 
 
 

The country north of the gorge consists of broken highlands running up to Mount Olympus, road-less and 
apparently impassable for any transport except a mule train, the only means of communication between 
the scattered villages in the Greek Highlands. The gorge, five miles in length, is narrow, with on either 
side a series of spurs that end at the river bank in alternating cliffs and small re-entrants. At the western 
exit, where the railway crosses the river, the village of Tempe clusters around the station. Opposite, on 
the northern side of the Peneios, on one of the small flats between two spurs, is the twin village of Itia. 
Three miles west of Itia the larger village of Gonnos, situated on the edge of the river flats and the 
foothills, is the terminus of the mountain trail that passes through Pandeleimon. Fifteen miles south 
of Tempe is Larissa, the bottleneck through which the main force would have to pass en route 
to Thermopylae. If the Germans reached Larissa in strength before the withdrawal was complete, there 
would be no escape. 
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PENEIOS GORGE POSITIONS, 17–18 APRIL 1941 
 
 

Colonel Macky boarded a carrier and went on ahead, while Lieutenant Dee disposed the rest of his 
carriers to cover the withdrawal. A Troop formed a gun-line near the gorge. The Mortar Platoon, which 
had thrown its heavy equipment onto the artillery trucks, found on arrival that essential parts were 
missing, and from then on fought as riflemen. 

As the rifle platoons reached the small river flat at the gorge mouth, they were dispersed under the 
mulberry and poplar trees or in the patches of wheat that covered the area. Enemy planes, mostly 
bombers returning from assignments further south, passed overhead. C Company and half of B Company 
were still missing when Brigadier Clowes, CCRA Anzac Corps,35arrived. 

Corps had been thoroughly disturbed by Colonel Macky's comparatively modest estimate of the armour 
concentrating below Platamon Ridge and had sent Clowes post-haste to take whatever action he 
considered necessary. (In actual fact there were 100 tanks, 16 guns, one battalion of infantry, one 
motorcycle battalion, engineers, anti-tank guns, and specialist units.) Corps had expected that the main 
German effort would be made against the Olympus Pass area and had made its dispositions accordingly. 
That the enemy was also on the shorter eastern route in strength necessitated a readjustment of the 
scanty reserves and a new appreciation of the situation. 

The advantages and drawbacks to defending the gorge from the seaward flank, the narrow middle, and 
the western end were considered by Brigadier Clowes and Colonel Macky. Because of the possibility of 
an outflanking move through the hills to Gonnos, the decision was taken to defend the western end. 

Actually they had reached almost the same conclusion as had the Greek generals when discussing the 
same problem 2000 years earlier. Xerxes and his Persians had landed in the north and were moving 
on Athens by the coastal route. The Greek commanders planned to oppose him in the Peneios Gorge, but 
because of the danger of being outflanked and cut off, decided to defend their city at Thermopylae. 

Brigadier Clowes, knowing the number of troops that had still to pass through Larissa, instructed Colonel 
Macky that it was essential to deny the gorge to the enemy until 19 April, even if it meant extinction, and 
told him that support would arrive within twenty-four hours. His final advice was that, if the enemy broke 
through the gorge, the battalion was to fall back to a position astride the point where the road and railway 
crossed, seven miles south of the western exit. The Brigadier departed and the battalion was preparing to 
cross the river when C Company and the remainder of B Company arrived and the battalion was complete 
again. 
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The crossing was made on the same flat-bottomed barge that Major Harding had used, and the Pioneer 
Platoon, acting as ferrymen, found it exhausting work hauling on the heavy ropes. Only a few men could 
be taken at a time, and it was late afternoon before the troops were all across. There remained the 
carriers and the guns with their ‘quads’, all too heavy for the ferry. There was a bridge five miles upstream 
at Tempe, where the railway crossed the river, and it was decided to ferry the guns across and send the 
rest of the transport along the rail track to this bridge. Lieutenant Parfitt, at B Echelon, had received the 
message that the battalion was withdrawing and had brought some transport through the gorge. The guns 
were hitched on to these trucks and taken back to rejoin the quads when they arrived. 

There were two tunnels and a number of culverts on the railway, and when the last carrier, which had 
been used to haul a box-car from a siding into the first tunnel, was clear, the engineers blew the 
undercarriage off the box-car. The result was a tolerable blockage. The rail track on each side was also 
blown, to make it more difficult for enemy tanks to tow the wreckage out. 

Explosives were still in short supply, but enough was found in a hut on the line to blow one of the culverts 
so high into the air that the rails came down on the other side of the gorge. The tanks, when they got so 
far, would certainly have to swim the river before they could advance further. This was a very comforting 
thought to men who had not slept for 48 hours. Tanks were not very good at swimming rivers in the early 
days of the war. 

Just when the ferry was due for destruction and the hauling ropes cut, there was an incident that could 
happen only in Greece or in comic opera. Two shepherdesses arrived with small flocks of mixed sheep 
and goats and requested a passage. The Pioneer Platoon took time off from the war to haul them over 
before they ensured that nobody else would use the ferry for some considerable time. 

The road was blown in the two most likely places, but the resulting craters were only reasonably effective. 
Second-Lieutenant Rose, with 10 Platoon, was left to cover the second or nearest crater, while Major Le 
Lievre disposed the remainder of B Company along a stream a mile inside the gorge up to the village of 
Ampelakia, high in the hills to the south. Finally the railway bridge at Tempe was blown by another section 
of 19 Army Troops Company which had been sent up for the purpose, and, feeling reasonably secure for 
the time being, the battalion bedded down for the night. 

Battalion Headquarters had been set up in a house in Tempe and shortly after dusk Lieutenant-Colonel 
Chilton, commanding 2/2 Australian Battalion, arrived with the information that his battalion was on the 
way. It came up during the night and was disposed with one company near the gorge exit, the next some 
two miles west along the river bank opposite Gonnos, and the others still further westward. Before dawn 
2/3 Australian Battalion was also in position, on the left of 2/2 Battalion. 

Meanwhile 5 Brigade was breaking contact with the enemy on Olympus and moving back ten miles to the 
head of Olympus Pass preparatory to withdrawing to Thermopylae. While 2 Panzer Division was getting 
its tanks over Platamon Ridge and clearing the tunnel, 6 Mountain Division commenced a flanking 
movement across the southern slopes of Mount Olympus towards Gonnos, with the task of opening the 
Peneios Gorge for the tanks if they could not force it themselves. Next morning, the 17th, Lieutenant-
Colonels Chilton and Macky, now joined by Lieutenant-Colonel Parkinson (CO 4 NZ Field Regiment), who 
had brought up 26 Battery, and Lieutenant Longmore with L Troop 7 Anti-Tank Regiment, reconnoitred 
the gorge as far as B Company's road block. 

After a meal and a night's sleep in the deserted village, the men of 21 Battalion were in better shape. 
Enemy planes were passing overhead at half-hourly intervals. 

To help replace the tools lost at Platamon, the companies were told to collect any the villagers had left 
behind. A motley assortment of crude implements was obtained, as well as a varied collection of wines 
and liquors that had not been included in the instructions. Stray fowls were also captured and were soon 
cooking in whatever could be found to hold them. Across the river the inhabitants were seen to be 
evacuating the village of Itia. All day long the peasants were toiling up into the hills, with their belongings 
strapped onto mules and donkeys and driving their flocks in front. 

It was agreed between the commanders that 21 Battalion was to be responsible for the gorge, the high 
country on its south bank, and the river bank to Tempe village inclusive. Beyond Tempe was the 
Australians' area. The battalion was disposed for the defence of the gorge exit along a steep shoulder that 
ran from Tempe village to the main ridge which formed the south side of Peneios Gorge. Beyond this 
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ridge to the south-east stood Mount Ossa, surrounded by hundreds of square miles of highlands seared 
with gullies and studded with lines of ranges radiating in all directions. D Company was on the right flank 
holding the small village of Ampelakia, a thousand feet above the river and about 2000 yards south of it. C 
Company held from the left flank of D Company down to the gorge road. Forward of this line and between 
C and D Companies, B Company headquarters and 12 Platoon (Second-Lieutenant Finlayson) were on a 
spur about 600 yards in rear of the road block still held by 10 Platoon. No. 11 Platoon was detached from 
B Company and under command of Battalion Headquarters, with the task of patrolling a line parallel with 
the gorge and about two miles forward of Ampelakia and preventing any infiltrating enemy coming down 
the goat tracks. A Company, having borne the brunt of the Platamon tunnel action, was in reserve 
behind Tempe, where another ridge formed the second arm of the small valley enclosing the village. It 
was also the last ridge of the gorge, and westward of it was a long, wide valley where the Australians 
were digging in. 

A Company was sited for all-round defence, with Second-Lieutenant Roach forward, Second-Lieutenant 
Bullock-Douglas in his rear, and Second-Lieutenant Southworth along the river bank. Battalion battle 
headquarters was in a deep ditch behind Roach and 100 yards south of the road. The RAP was 
in Tempe, which was defended by Headquarters Company details about a platoon strong under 
Lieutenant Anderson. The Carrier Platoon was deployed a thousand yards south-east of Tempe, while the 
remainder of Headquarters Company was behind A Company. 

The artillery made its own dispositions to support the Australians along the river bank and to cover 21 
Battalion inside the gorge, with two 25-pounders forward near Evangelismos in an anti-tank role. By early 
afternoon of the same day the companies were in position and digging in on the bare and rocky ridge. The 
position was a strong one but, as has been mentioned, the loss of the telephone wire at Platamon meant 
that all messages between the companies and Battalion Headquarters had to be carried by runner. 

About midday Brigadier Allen, commanding 17 Australian Brigade, arrived and took command of the 
composite brigade preparing to defend the approach to Larissa. His headquarters was established at 
Makrykhorion, a small railway station three miles south of Evangelismos, where the battalion transport 
was situated. 

It was not to be expected that the enemy would waste any time in following the route the battalion had 
taken, at least until he came to the destroyed ferry. No. 10 Platoon was not surprised, therefore, to see 
about 5 p.m. a tank lurching its way along the railway on the opposite side of the gorge. Knowing that the 
tunnel was blocked and the culvert very thoroughly demolished, they watched its progress with some 
satisfaction and called for artillery fire. 

It was at this point that the defence received its first setback, for, owing to the winding gorge and the 
steepness of the hills, the forward observation officer's wireless set could not make contact with the guns. 
Consequently the artillery fire was not controlled by direct observation, and the tank remained 
undisturbed. Close behind it was a party of 112 Reconnaissance Group cyclists, whom 10 Platoon 
engaged with rifles and Bren guns. The enemy replied with a mortar and a machine gun, whereupon 
Privates McCabe40 and Clark41 climbed up the cliff behind their post for a better view and helped to 
silence both weapons. The German infantry took shelter in the mouth of the tunnel, but the tank, 
impervious to small-arms fire, turned its gun on the post, and after some losses Second-Lieutenant Rose 
was ordered to withdraw the platoon 200 yards up the ridge to where there was cover from the tank. Both 
sides had an unseen audience perched high above the tunnel: the missing patrol, Davies and Thompson, 
were wondering how they were going to cross the river and rejoin their company. They decided that there 
was nothing for it but another detour southwards. 

Just before dusk an Australian patrol came down the road, evidently under the impression that the enemy 
was farther back, and was fired on when it reached the block. The patrol took cover and returned the fire. 
No. 10 Platoon joined in the action until it was dark and the patrol was able to withdraw. The Australians 
left behind two seriously wounded men who were brought in later by 10 Platoon. While this outpost action 
was being fought, another demolition was made in the road just forward of Tempe by Australian 
engineers, and Major Le Lievre was instructed to withdraw 10 Platoon. The men were exhausted after 
three nights without rest, so the worst cases, including Second-Lieutenant Rose, were sent back to 
Battalion Headquarters for a night's sleep; the others joined 12 Platoon. Except for the artillery searching 
the hills above Itia and Gonnos, where moving lights suggested that the expected outflanking march was 
in progress, and half-hourly shelling of the road below them, the night in B Company's area passed 
peacefully. 
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Elsewhere it was not so quiet. Fifth Brigade's transport was pouring back from Olympus through 
Larissa to the Thermopylae line; 4 Brigade was extricating itself from the Servia Pass and also moving 
through Larissa; 2 Panzer Division, blocked on the railway track, had found a ford further east and was 
getting its tanks across the river; 112 Reconnaissance Group was edging along the hills above the 
railway. Part of 6 Mountain Division was, in fact, nearing Gonnos, with forward patrols already on the far 
bank of the river. Probably with the idea of identifying the troops in the gorge, the patrols included English-
speaking Germans who called out in an accent fondly thought to be Australian. Their inquiries as to which 
unit was opposite them were answered by A and C Companies on the river bank in what they thought was 
a German accent, and their remarks were very, very rude indeed. 

The morning of the 18th broke clear and fine. As soon as it was light enough enemy movement was 
detected across the river. Transport was seen in Gonnos and troops were dribbling into the village of Itia. 
The guns opened on them, and the German mountain artillery replied in an endeavour to protect their 
infantry moving down the hills and taking position along the river bank. At first B Company, also under 
artillery fire, thought our guns were registering short and sent back messages to that effect. Fired on from 
front, rear and flank, B Company eventually was forced to move further up the ridge. A Company on the 
ridge below Tempe took a hand as soon as the enemy was within range. The Germans retaliated by 
changing from counter-battery fire to registering along the river bank and the re-entrants where the anti-
tank guns were sited. More and more guns and mortars came into action along the whole length of the 
front. The 26th NZ Battery crashed 25-pounder shells into them, and every rifle and Bren gun in 21 
Battalion searched the opposite hills. The valley was filled with the roar of rushing shells, the thunder of 
exploding mortar bombs, and the crackle of musketry echoing and re-echoing. The ancient Greek gods 
who dwelt on high Olympus might have been engaged in combat. 

Throughout the morning the enemy's infantry strength continued to increase, as well as the number of his 
mortars and machine guns. As fast as the artillery silenced one nest, another would come into action. It 
was clear that an attempt was being made to smother any opposition to a river crossing. Colonel Macky 
held a conference with his company commanders and ordered that if the battalion was completely cut off 
or overwhelmed, those who could would make their way out through the hills in small parties and rejoin 
the Division. Owing to lack of communications, each company would have to act on its own initiative. 

The firing continued until eleven o'clock, when the enemy attempted his first crossing. The place was well 
chosen—in a sharp bend between the two nearest Australian companies. There were no troops in the 
immediate vicinity, but the movement was seen from Ampelakia and Brigade Headquarters was informed. 
Colonel Chilton then asked for 21 Battalion carriers to oppose the crossing. 

Lieutenant Dee, waiting at Battalion Headquarters where the Australians had laid a line from 
Evangelismos, raced off and advanced his nine carriers to a position on the right of some Australian 
carriers already in action. The gunners did not wait until they were within effective range, but opened up at 
1200 yards. Some enemy troops were across before the carriers were within range, but some were killed 
while still in the water. The Germans did not emerge from the cover along the river bank, and it is 
probable that the operation was a feint to draw forces from the main attack against the Australians 
opposite Evangelismos. 

Following the first German attack came a double thrust against the gorge defences. Tanks gingerly felt 
their way over the road blocks, followed by lorried infantry and troops on foot. B Company engaged them 
immediately but, coming under fire from the tanks as well as from a concentration of mortars across the 
river, was forced further up the ridge. 

Simultaneously with his armoured advance along the road, the enemy laid a heavy bombardment 
on Tempe and attempted several crossings. Two sections of carriers withdrawn from the Australian area 
helped A and C Companies to defeat this movement. 

Eventually a crossing was effected between Tempe and C Company. It might have been thrown back if 
the tanks, with rifle bullets flattening themselves on the armour, had not arrived. C Company, on the 
western end of a small re-entrant where vehicles could deploy, was engaged by 17 tanks. No. 13 Platoon, 
across the road, was overwhelmed in a cloud of dust and smoke, and the survivors of the company 
withdrew up the ridge. Our artillery, still hampered by poor communications, rained shells into the area but 
was unable to stop the advance. 
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The next obstacle was the cratered road in front of Tempe, where Anderson's platoon was still in 
possession. Streams of shells were poured into the village, while the leading armour inched its way over 
the obstruction. At the same time an enemy platoon stormed across the demolished bridge. The defence 
crumpled under the weight of fire, and only a few men got out to join A Company, grimly awaiting its turn. 
There still remained the troop of anti-tank guns; two that had survived intense mortaring destroyed two 
tanks and damaged a third before they were put out of action. 

In the meantime Battalion Headquarters had moved from its ditch to the top of the ridge behind. From 
there it could be seen that the Germans had made good their crossing in front of Evangelismos and were 
heavily engaged with the Australians, but the line to Brigadier Allen had gone dead and there was no 
communication. When the tanks, as was inevitable, overran A Company and debouched from the gorge, 
the Australians would no more be able to contend with them than 21 Battalion had been. 

Even if Larissa was not entered in force before dark, there was no apparent escape by road for the troops 
in the gorge. Captain McClymont was therefore instructed to prepare to withdraw the survivors of A 
Company up the ridge, after they had delayed the enemy as long as possible. Lieutenant E. G. Smith was 
shown a point on the ridge and told to go there, dispose the platoons as they arrived, and wait for 
McClymont. Only a few of A Company reported at the rendezvous and Smith, after leading a mixed party 
of New Zealanders and Australians by foot, boat, truck, and train, missing embarkation and, getting as far 
as the very toe of Greece, was eventually taken prisoner. 

A Company, with a section of carriers in support, was now the last obstacle, but its rifles were no more 
effective against German armour than were those of the other companies. There was a longer delay than 
was justified by the strength of the position and it may have been because the carriers, in spite of severe 
mortaring, helped to keep the enemy infantry pinned down. It was clear that the enemy infantry would not 
advance without the tanks, and vice versa. At approximately 4.30 p.m. the tanks broke past A Company. 
Sergeant-Major Lockett, in a last despairing effort to stem the flood, rammed the leader with his carrier 
and forced it off the road. He won 21 Battalion's first MM. 

Four of the six carriers holding the river line were knocked out; the others withdrew behind the artillery and 
asked if they could assist. The guns, however, did not need local protection, so the carriers went in search 
of the battalion transport. 

It is not clear whether Second-Lieutenant Southworth ever received the withdrawal instructions, and as 
both he and Captain McClymont were killed in Crete, the point may never be cleared up. What is certain, 
however, is that this gallant young officer led his platoon out, reported to Colonel Chilton, and fought with 
2/2 Australian Battalion until it in turn was forced into the hills. 

Colonel Macky watched in the fading light from the top of the ridge and saw the first three tanks destroyed 
by the forward guns of A Troop 26 Battery before it in turn was overrun. Then the tanks fanned out and 
passed round the rear of the nearest Australian company. The 26th Battery, fighting a stubborn rearguard 
action, saw to it that they did not get into Larissa before dark, but the tide of battle had passed beyond 21 
Battalion, shouldered aside by the tanks. With inadequate numbers and inferior equipment, it had done 
everything possible. The remnants of the forward companies moved back into the foothills, but from 
various vantage points enemy flares and signal lights could be seen far ahead—too far ahead to walk 
around. There was only one road left to safety—perhaps. It meant climbing over Mount Ossa to the coast, 
obtaining boats and rejoining the Division wherever it was making the next stand. And all the time Major 
Harding was waiting with transport to take them out. 

As liaison officer Major Harding had been present at the corps conference that had decided on the 
composite brigade's movements. It was a most secret conference and no notes were permitted. The 
battalion transport was to proceed forthwith to Molos. The unit was to be withdrawn on the night of the 
18th and taken by trucks to Molos, where it would rejoin its own transport. This arrangement was to avoid 
unnecessary congestion of traffic at the last moment, but it was later modified and Major Harding was told 
to arrange the move with his own vehicles. 

Lieutenant Penney, battalion transport officer, was accordingly instructed to take the trucks to Molos, 
dump loads, and report back on the afternoon of the 18th. He was not able to return, but sent a despatch 
rider with a message to the effect that Colonel Clifton, CRE NZ Division, had countermanded his 
instructions on the grounds that all roads were needed for southbound traffic. 
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The battalion was then in the position of having no transport, and Harding set off post-haste to Corps 
Headquarters for new instructions. Corps Headquarters had moved in the meantime, but was eventually 
run to earth in an olive grove 20 miles south of Larissa. Harding was advised to get in touch with New 
Zealand Division. 

Divisional Headquarters was located two miles south of Larissa and, when the position was explained, 
Colonel Stewart, GSO 1 NZ Division, made 20 trucks available from the Reserve Mechanical Transport 
Company. They were to rendezvous under a bluff in the area that the battalion transport had left, and 
Major Harding went on ahead to await their arrival. En route he met General Freyberg returning from 
Brigadier Allen's headquarters and was told that contact with 21 Battalion had been lost, the tanks were 
in Tempe, and the battalion was probably dispersing. 

Before the General's visit Brigadier Allen had received two less-exalted callers. The two-man patrol last 
heard of above the halted tank opposite B Company had squirmed their way through the enemy around 
Gonnos and had persuaded a friendly Greek to row them across the river. They were making towards the 
sound of the fighting when, as Sergeant Davies describes it: 

We ran slap bang into an Australian patrol who took us under close arrest to their Brigade Headquarters. 
After a thorough check up Brigadier Allen told us that Col Macky and the Battalion were in a tough spot. It 
was not possible to make contact owing to the enemy having made several crossings of the river. He 
asked me if we would go into the scrub again and endeavour to contact the Bn and apprise them of the 
position. He pointed out that no definite order for withdrawal could come from him but to tell Col Macky 
that he would be a very wise man if he foresaw such an order and acted accordingly. 

The pair took off again but had not gone far when they met Captain Dickson and four B Company men. 
They exchanged stories and went back to Brigadier Allen's headquarters, moved out with the Australians, 
and rejoined the battalion transport at Molos. 

The RMT arrived at the rendezvous about 5 p.m. The position at that time was that 21 Battalion was 
isolated and dispersing, 2/2 and 2/3 Australian Battalions were disintegrating, the light was beginning to 
fail, and numbers of enemy planes were trying to silence the guns before darkness immobilised the tanks. 
The aircraft did not succeed, and 26 Battery withdrew of its own accord after dark. 

In the meantime Penney had arrived from Molos, and Harding, disliking the prospect of passing the 
convoy through Larissa, where bombing was heavy and continuous, sent him to reconnoitre an overland 
route which would bypass Larissa and join the Volos road further south. Penney did not return from his 
mission; he ran into an ambush, was wounded, and was taken prisoner. 

Colonel Parkinson had left 26 Battery firing on two fronts, successfully preventing the junction of a new 
enemy force coming up from the south-west with the tanks still unable to get on to the Larissa road. His 
idea was to ascertain Colonel Chilton's intention and to see how his two forward guns were faring. He 
found an empty battlefield: the Australians were gone, the enemy infantry was under cover waiting tank 
support, and his own guns were silenced. He did meet some troops, however - about 150 men of 21 
Battalion, mostly Headquarters Company, who had decided to take a direct route along the lower slopes 
of the hills. Parkinson got them into formation and led them back to the 26 Battery position, where Harding 
was waiting. By seven o'clock another fifty men had arrived, and the convoy was sent off under the 
command of Captain Sadler, while Harding remained behind with two vehicles in case any more troops 
came down. 

The leading trucks of Sadler's convoy ran into the same ambush that had captured Penney, and when 
they were fired on the men jumped out and scattered in the darkness. An attempt was made with a carrier 
and a volunteer crew to smash through the trap. Private Bond drove and Sergeant-Major Lockett, 
Sergeant Marshall-Inman and Private Black, armed with Bren guns, formed the crew. They headed 
straight into the ambush, spraying the road in front with fire, but the carrier was hit by a mortar bomb and 
lifted off the road. Lockett's gun was shot from his shoulder, and the carrier landed in a bog on the side of 
the road. Before they could make dry land again the carrier was bellied on a rock and, as they were now 
sitting shots, the crew decided it was time to abandon ship and head into the darkness. The remaining 
trucks made a wide detour and after some trouble struck the main road south of Larissa. Once on the 
main highway they travelled all night and reached Molos about midday (19 April), with 114 men of all 
ranks. 

http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-013469.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-006644.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-013469.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-209342.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-207994.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-004819.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-010415.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-001107.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-010585.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-001107.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-013469.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-013469.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-004904.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-010585.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-013469.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-010585.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-010359.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-013469.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-001107.html
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The two trucks retained by Major Harding, with Second-Lieutenant Rose in charge, collected a few more 
men and about 9 p.m. joined the rear of an Australian transport column that was taking out the survivors 
of 2/3 Battalion. Larissa was thought to be in enemy hands, but as a matter of fact was still held by us, 
and the ambush that caused all the confusion was the daring action of a handful of Germans who had 
penetrated through the area between the Elasson road and the Tempe-Larissa road, swum the Peneios 
River and set up a road block at a point where the road and railway cross. The route followed by the 
Australian convoy was an exceedingly poor one skirting the foothills, and progress was slow. Rose's 
trucks were the last in the convoy, with Harding following in his pick-up, and when they eventually 
reached Molos on 20 April Harding was missing. 

The battalion strength was then 132 all ranks: the commanding officer, second-in-command, adjutant, the 
four rifle company commanders, and the second-in-command of A, C and D Companies were missing. 
The men dug trenches in an olive grove, while enemy planes machine-gunned and dive-bombed at 
random without locating the troops under the trees.” 

 

From https://loveintwowars.wordpress.com 
 

Battle of Tempe Gorge, 18 April 1941 
December 13, 2010 by Olywn Green 

 
ART27554 – Action in the Vale of Tempe, Greece 

Picture: AWM 

Speech Olwyn Green gave to 2/2 AIF Battalion reunion, Sydney, Anzac Day 2010  

 
(The story of 2/2 ‘s experiences in the Greek Campaign are covered in Olwyn ‘s book “The Name’s Still Charlie” reprinted in 

2010 by Australian Military History Publications available from Warbooks at 02 95426771.) 
Sixty nine years ago the 2/2 Battalion fought a brave defence at Tempe Gorge, Greece . Often in historiography 

this is called Pinios Gorge as the river Pinios runs through the gorge where the battle was fought. I retain the 

title Tempe to comply with the term used in the Battalion’s unit history and in my book. 

The 18th April all day defensive battle fought at Tempe is indelibly marked in the Battalion’s memory. By a 

little after midday on the 18th 2/2 battalion was alone, facing a crack Panzer Division and held it against all 

odds – until it was overrun. But its aim was achieved. It had made possible the escape of 6000 Anzac Corps 

troops who instead of being captured were able to escape – to fight again – in more battles. 

 
ANZAC Escape Party, Euboea Island, Aegean Sea, 1941 

Picture: Olwyn Green, Private collection 

http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-013469.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-003539.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-004819.html
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/name-001107.html
https://loveintwowars.wordpress.com/
https://loveintwowars.wordpress.com/2010/12/13/battle-of-tempe-gorge-18-april-1941/
https://loveintwowars.wordpress.com/author/olwyng/
https://loveintwowars.files.wordpress.com/2010/12/battleoftempegorge.jpg
https://loveintwowars.files.wordpress.com/2010/12/escape.jpg
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For that heroic stand the battalion could rightly be proud of its motto: ‘Second to None.’ As the then CO, 

Frederick Chilton, said, “No unit could have done more.” 

Today I tell 2/2 Bn’s Tempe Battle story . First though, a brief introduction. The decision for Britain to send 

troops including a contingent from Australia and one from NZ to defend Greece against Germany’s attack on 6 

April 1941 has been described as “the worst piece of Churchillian strategy of the war.” 

The failure of the Greek campaign could have been expected. Though Gen Blamey and PM Menzies were 

aware of the hazards of the decision, yet they complied with Britain’s request. 

My talk will focus on Tempe. The many escape stories have to be omitted. After the battalion was overrun at 

Tempe there remained small groups, and individual soldiers, leaderless, finding their way to trucks to join the 

main withdrawal gathering at Thermopylae to be transported to any place where waiting ships could evacuate 

them. Or they were left to their own resources and escaped in various ways. 

For instance the CO F.O. Chilton and Charlie Green escaped by finding their way to Eastern beaches where 

they obtained boats to leapfrog their way to Turkey and from there back to the assigned formation site, Julis. 

Note that some, like Sgt coyle, were evacuated to Crete and found themselves in another fight for life. 

However the bulk of escapes were those who via Thermopylae got to the beaches in the Athens area where 

they were evacuated by navy ships and transported via Alexandria from where they were taken to Julis, 

Palestine. Julis was where they spent 1940 training for all the fighting they were involved in in 1941 – in the 

heat and sand of the desert and the cold of Greece. Back in Julis the battalion had to retrain in order to absorb 

reinforcements before being again battle ready. There followed the garrison interludes in Syria and Ceylon. In 

1942 the 2/2 again went into action in New Guinea on the Kokoda Track to fight for their lives. In 1945, the 

battalion was again in action in New Guinea in the not so necessary Wewak campaign. 

 
Diggers and Greek Euzones make contact near the Acropolis in Athens 

Picture: AWM 
In the Greek campaign, of the 39% Australian component of the ANZAC force that became casualties, 54 % of 

that figure were infanteers, “the poor bloody infanteers”. Very importantly the story of 2/2 in Greece indicates 

the hazards of the mission that cost so many casualties. 

It was the 2/2nd Battalion that fought the last stand in Greece at Tempe. For this feat Nulli Secundus can be 

rightly proud. They were a lone battered battalion hanging on for every hour, every minute they could muster, 

to achieve their given objective : to allow the Anzac Force to escape and to fight another day – in fact in more 

challenging campaigns. 

The small force at Tempe, named Anzac Force, comprised 16th Brigade AIF and NZ’s 21Bn and NZ 26 

Battery of 4 Field Reg and NZ L Troop of 7 A/T Reg. 

Anzac – the word immediately evokes Gallipoli. And there is the parallel at Tempe. The force was defeated but 

it also triumphed. The triumph was that it was courage and fighting skill that allowed them to resist the 

https://loveintwowars.files.wordpress.com/2010/12/greece.jpg
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Germans sufficiently to achieve their given objective – to stop the Germans in order to allow many to escape. 

They had earned the title Anzac. 

A very recently published book, “The Forgotten Anzacs,” by Peter Ewer points out the significance of the 

Greek campaign and the need for it to take its rightful place in Australia’s military history. For these reasons I 

am delighted to bring the Greek campaign to your attention for at Tempe 2/2 Battalion made a significant 

contribution. 

The 2/2 Bn went to Greece, already experienced soldiers. They had just been blooded and tasted victory in 

January at Bardia in Libya before their sudden and unexpected move to Greece. At Bardia as part of 6 Division 

they had, with true Australian dash and daring, driven Mussolini’s troops out of Bardia, Tobruk, Derna and 

Benhazi. 

At the last minute before departure to Greece, their destiny still unknown to the troops themselves , the soldiers 

were granted a day’s leave in Alexandria. Even that was hastily cancelled. It was the task of the MP to round 

up revellers to proceed to the port of Alexandria. 

Only two men of 2/2 failed to muster for departure which is to the credit of the spirit of service of the battalion 

as a whole. The Nulli Secundus boys are reported to have been watching the SS Bangura, their transport ship, 

being hosed down. Its cargo was to have been mules, not soldiers. Once aboard, it was on the deck of the old 

bucket that our diggers had to sleep and try to cook for themselves, as they churned across the rough waters 

and nervously watched for marauding aircraft. When Italian bombers swooped to attack the soldiers resorted to 

bren fire to deter the Italians. No damage was incurred. 

After disembarking at Piraeus on 23rd March, the Battalion was moved to Daphne outside Athens. It was 

unbelievably different to the desert vista of never ending sand and dust storms. 

At Daphne, it looked and smelled like paradise: flowers were blooming; fields were green and there was a soft 

scented breeze. Too soon, they found themselves again on the move; this time they were packed into a 

primitive train and on their way to the far north of Greece. 

At Servia, south of Veria, they were detrained and trucked to Veria . There the Battalion had to climb to their 

assigned 6500 ft defence position on the pass where they overlooked the main road along which the Germans 

must inevitably advance. On their first night sleeping in the open, sustained only by tins of beef and biscuits, 

freezing in the cold, they could see the lights of Salonika to the North East of their position. They could also 

see the lights of the advancing German Army. 

It was 6th April when the Germans attacked through Yugoslavia, conquering Salonika and overcoming the 

Greek forces and a little later British and British Commonwealth groups as their attack proceeded quickly and 

had the advantage of Luftwaffe support. 

The allied air support was so inadequate that the would-be defenders, and later the escapees of Greece, were 

constantly dodging attacks by planes of the Luftwaffe prowling overhead. Bear in mind Germany attacked on 

6th April but by the 18th the defence was over. From the outset, for the defenders, it was a situation of a 

fighting withdrawal as the powerful German army speedily forced its way south. The defending British and 

Greek troops, threatened with entrapment, fought a withdrawal first to a position east of Servia. 

Imagine 2/2 positioned widely spaced up high on Veria Pass cold and in need of the physical comfort of hot 

food and a warm bed after their long climb up to the pass. Some romantics were in awe of the history that 

surrounded them. Below was the route that the famous Xerxes had taken. And later they were to sight Mt 

Olympus. Suddenly they received the order to withdraw – not down the road, but necessarily to march cross-

country to avoid detection and encirclement by the Germans. They were ordered to destroy all but essentials 

they could themselves carry – with the aid of a few acquired mules to carry food and other essentials. There 

was one man, George Caling, in the battalion who could speak Greek; it was he who negotiated for them to 

acquire the donkeys and supplies. 
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Picture: Olwyn Green, Private collection 

The troops had to march to their next defence position 36 miles away over the 3500 ft mountain through rain , 

and in some parts, 18 inches of snow. Spectacularly, there was a period of moonlight on the mountain. They 

descended so as to cross the Aliakmon River using a makeshift punt, devised by one of their engineers. The 

engineers also made them a lot of wonderful tea that diggers will tell you is the best they ever tasted. Little 

wonder that the order to destroy or bury everything – even blankets – created a quick name for Veria. It 

became in a moment Panic Mountain and the hike over the mountains became The Long March . 

 
Crossing the Aliakmon River 

Picture: AWM 
By the 17th, still footsore and fatigued after the Long March, 2/2 takes its designated critical position at Tempe 

on 17th April 1941. 

 
The force assigned the defence at Tempe was called Anzac Force. It was commanded by 16th Brigade AIF’s 

commander Brigadier A.S. Allen (of which 2/2 was a part). 2/2 Battalion’s role was to support Allen’s HQ site. 

It was in the most critical defence position across from Gonnos from where the Germans would mount their 

attack across the Pinios River. 

The other prong of the German Panzer advance was to have been met by 21 NZ battalion on 2/2nd’s right 

flank, which was the position for the defence of the exit of Tempe or Pinios Gorge (NE of 2/2) through which 

https://loveintwowars.files.wordpress.com/2010/12/mule.jpg
https://loveintwowars.files.wordpress.com/2010/12/aliakmon.jpg
https://loveintwowars.files.wordpress.com/2010/12/map.jpg
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ran a road. The access bridge across the Pinios River had been blown by the Kiwis but the Germans got some 

tanks across. 

Note that 21 NZ battalion, before withdrawing to Tempe, had been badly mauled at a defence position at 

Palamon. There it was left short of ammunitions for its 25 pounders. 

The Kiwis’position was on the right flank of 2/2nd’s C Company. The other 2/2 companies were spread widely 

(with 1000 yards between companies) forming a thin line and communication dependent on signals equipment 

captured at Bardia. 

Brigadier A.S.Allen arrived on the 18th to command the force from his HQ on the left flank of 2/2 . 

It was the 6th Geberg Panzer Division, commanded by famous General Schorner, that by 18th April was 

descending in force and forming up across the river from the 2/2nd – an obvious site as the river was fordable. 

I think at this point I need to leave much to your imagination. It is impossible to spell out the details of the 

incredible battle of Tempe. They are available in 2/2nd unit history. I record diggers’ accounts in my book. As 

well there are available recent well researched books* that give details of the whole Greek Campaign, 

including the Crete campaign that also demands thorough analysis. As well there are now two new memoirs 

produced by 2/2 diggers who were at Tempe – both of whom are originals (“Sand in their shoes”) and served in 

all campaigns. I refer to Bob Argent and Carl Parrott who are with us here today. 

I cannot cover the battle in detail. The following stand-out events should give you some idea of the momentous 

occasion Tempe was. 

• The carrier platoon was sent to intercept the Germans crossing the river at the cost of some carriers 

and the death of Private Bill Sullivan. 

• By midday the Kiwis 21 Bn were forced to withdraw up in the hills behind the valley or through C 

Coy. They had been almost overrun by a subunit of the German Division that soon succeeded in getting tanks 

across the river at the Eastern approach to Pinios Gorge. 

• After 21NZ Bn withdrew, 2/2 was the lone infantry battalion holding the might of the German column. 

• Desperate measures were resorted to as indicated by the famous performance of the mortar platoon, 

under Sgt Geoff Coyle. The mortarmen, resorted to the dangerous use of extra charges to improve the guns’ 

range, were able to stop a lot of Germans from crossing the River. Carl Parrott, here today, can give more 

information about this admirable effort. Note: Sgt Coyle drew a short straw to fight again in Crete, to escape 

but die back in Julis as a result of typhoid. His is a story yet to be told. 

• By 5.30 chaos was setting in. And by 6.45pm Col Chilton was issuing orders for those companies he 

could still contact to withdraw. 2/2 had ceased to be a unit. It became a case of each man for himself to escape 

or to become a POW. 

The Australian casualties in Greece only: 320 killed; 494 wounded and 2,030 POW. British 146 killed; 87 

wounded, 6480 POW. NZ 291 killed; 599 wounded; 1614 POW. 

What the 2/2 achieved at Tempe has not so far been recognised for its true significance. 

The allies’ Greek campaign has recently been described as ‘suicidal’. The Germans had the advantage of a 

much superior force with tanks, armour, number superiority and fielded by 650 aircraft whereas the RAF had 

only 80. 

The Australians, in the critical Tempe battle, had only small arms and some anti tank rifles. They had no 

Vickers guns. Artillery and A/T fire was supplied by NZ. So far as leadership is concerned, it was on at least a 

couple of occasions that it was Brigadier Rowell who gave orders that were vital to the Australians’ security. It 

seems Blamey was found wanting. It could be said that it is remarkable that there were not greater casualties 

and not more of the battalion taken prisoners of war. 
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The Tempe Battle is too little known. For me the battle has a mystique : Is it suggestive because the men 

fought in the shadow of Mt Olympus in the seat of western culture, with all those Greek Gods and myths 

seemingly all around? 

* Diggers and Greeks: The Australian Campaigns in Greece and Crete, (2010), Maria Hill, 

Forgotten ANZACS: The Campaign in Greece, 1941, (2008), Peter Ewer, Scribe Publications. 

Far Above Battle: The Experience and Memory of Australian Soldiers in War 1939-1945, (1994), Margaret Barter, Allen & 

Unwin. 

Purple over Green, The History of the 2/2 Australian Infantry Battalion 1939-1945, (1977), Stan Wick (ed), Printcraft 

Press.UNSW Press. 
 

Created with assistance from Jenny Kapp – http://www.handykapp.com. 

 
 
 

 
Archivist’s Note:  Troops being captured this early in the German advance and this far north would 
(presumably) have been taken to the old Greek Army barracks in Salonika, soon to be designated 
FrontStalag ( Dulag) 183.  From there they would normally have been packed into exceedingly cramped 
and unhygienic cattle-trucks for the horrendous 5 – 7 day & night journey into captivity first at Stalag 
XVIIID at Marberg, Yugoslavia or Stalag XVIIIA, just over the border at Wolfsberg, Austria. 
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