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GREEK CAMPAIGN 
 

Corporal Sam Brearley, RASC 
 

Summary 
 

March 1941 - to Greece 
 
5th - boarded HMT Breconshire at Alexandria, destination unknown. 

 
 

HM Troopship “Breconshire” 
 
Probably 7th - Piraeus, then initially onto the Racecourse in Athens, thereafter mainly making several trips 
north and back to establish HQ at Edessa close to the Yugoslav border. 
 

   
 

Edessa c 1940 - postcards courtesy of the Ken Burgess archive (Gunner, RHA) 
 

        
 
April 1941 - Greece 
 
Circa 8th April - head south towards Athens, then Corinth Canal, Argos, Kalamata. 
29th April - surrender at Kalamata. 

Yugoslav or Greek soldiers at Edessa; 
private photograph, Ken Burgess 
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Sam’s “Greek Campaign” story in full from his “Sam’s Saga” 
 

CHAPTER 4 
 

1941 March & April:  Greek Tragedy 
 

Over to Greece 
 
On our return from Cairo we were issued with Khaki Drill uniforms but were not allowed to wear them.  
Naturally we wondered where we were going, somewhere hot, no doubt.  A week later the K.D. were 
withdrawn; that must have been when we were designated with our 1st Armoured Brigade for Greece but 
we were not told of any decisions. One of my duties in the office was to file letters and messages but I 
didn't find any clue where we were going, but one thing did make me wonder.  All our new lorries, which 
we had collected from Ismailia, were to be exchanged for a similar number returned from the desert, so 
where-ever we were going old lorries would be good enough (expendable army?!). 
 
We moved to Alexandria Docks on 3rd March and boarded the ‘Breckonshire’. She was a fast supply ship 
usually on the Malta run carrying oil, petrol and supplies.  It wasn't as luxurious as my last cruise (2 or 3 
months from Liverpool to Port Said via South Africa and Suez onboard the P&O cruise liner ‘RMS 
Strathallan’), in fact it was pretty grubby. We were jammed in tight any where you could find a spot.  I 
parked myself on a hold (hatch cover?) over by a passage-way.  A sick-bay crew member came along the 
passage and asked if I was comfortable and the usual question on meeting, "Where do you come from?"  
"I'm from Bacup, Lancashire,  and you?"  "I come from Rochdale, what's your name?"  "Brearley, and 
yours?"  He laughed, "You'll never guess, mine's Brierley." From then on we were pals and later he 
brought me a hammock which I slung from the roof in the passage, more  comfortable than the hard deck.  
He also brought me lots of grub from their galley to boost the hard tack biscuits we were on for the 
journey.  It was much appreciated.  I often wondered if he survived as I now know the ‘Breckonshire’ was 
bombed and sunk at Malta's harbour (Valetta) in 1942. 
 
We didn't discover our destination until one day out.  It was Greece.  We were rather disappointed as 
there was nothing happening there.  After three uneventful days journey we landed at Piraeus, the port of 
Athens.  It was evening so we marched a mile or so inland then settled down for the night in the olive 
groves, after a brew-up of course.  In the morning as I shook and folded my blanket two scorpions fell out 
having spent the night cuddled up with me.  That was a good introduction to Greece. 
 
We collected our vehicles and went to the race-course in Athens which was the main depot for supplies.  
Our lorries loaded up with petrol for delivery to our 1st Armoured Brigade who were already in the North.  
Petrol was supplied by the Oil Companies in four gallon square tins - easier to pack in the back of a lorry.  
My office lorry and officers staff cars went ahead to find locations for petrol dump sites.  Each lorry could 
carry 100 cans - that is two layers of 50 cans - a total of 400 gallons.  The drivers usually slept in the back 
of their lorry on top of the tins of petrol, against the rules but more comfortable than the cramped cab.  I 
suppose they had the sense not to smoke in bed! 
 
One evening I had two lorries with me going North and we decided to stop at a village called Mavrodendi 
for the night.  The village street was too narrow and steep for a lorry so we parked off the road at the top 
of the village.  It was like our Clovelly, with cobbled streets in steps.  I found an empty room over a shop in 
the village and decided on an early night then rolled up in my blankets.  I had been asleep for some time 
when I was awakened by an urgent knocking at my door.  A small driver called Snell was desperate for 
help and asked me if I would go to the village tavern where a driver called Jerry Spall was roaring drunk 
and threatening to tear the place apart to find some more booze.  Now Jerry was over six feet tall and 
wide with it but he had a terrible stammer, nice enough when sober but he liked his booze.  I put on my 
trousers and greatcoat and went down to the tavern.  Outside the door was a crowd of locals peering in.  
As I arrived the crowd parted to let me in. 
 
There was Jerry in the empty tavern waving his arms about and threatening the poor little owner who 
couldn't convince Jerry that he had drunk the place dry.  He turned and saw me and luckily - for me - he 
calmed down.  A few soothing words from me seemed to convince him that there really wasn't anything 
left, so he agreed to go home with me.  Leaning heavily on me and Snell the other side, we staggered up 
the cobbled and stepped street to his lorry at the top of the hill.  He tried to climb into the back of his lorry 
and we pushed and shoved with our shoulders under his backside until we just managed to tip him over 
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the tail-board into the gap behind the petrol tins and he disappeared from sight.  We left him to sort 
himself out and I went back to bed. 
 
After a few more trips down to Athens then North again we assumed that everything was now in place and 
I was told to make Headquarters and Company Office at Edessa near the border with Yugoslavia and 
near to where our Armoured Brigade was in position.  Edessa was quite a pleasant town and I set up 
office in an empty bungalow.  I had been taking photographs all the time during our journeys and 
confidently took them to a chemist there to be developed and printed.  Three days later I collected them 
and was really pleased with the results.  Sadly I lost them all but that will be told later. 
 

Withdraw through Greece 
 
On Sunday, 6th April, Germany invaded Greece and I was told to pack up and go South to find the rest of 
our Company.  I met them by the town of Trikkala with a full load of petrol on board so we drove out of 
town and found a dried-up river bed, pulled in and spread out up into the gullies to await orders where to 
find our Brigade, who also had been forced to withdraw, overwhelmed by sheer weight of opposition.  We 
stayed there overnight and early in the morning we were all up washing or having breakfast when a lone 
Stuka bomber appeared overhead.  He spotted us, dived down and went up and down the valley 
machine-gunning, then flew off. 
 
Half an hour later he returned with about six of his pals.  I ran up the gully as far away from the lorry as I 
could and made myself as flat as possible; just in front of my nose was a weathered matchbox.  For ten 
minutes they plastered us with their screaming bombs then machine-gunned to finish off.  Amazingly only 
two lorries were damaged, one burnt out, but we all got away without a scratch, but by gum, they certainly 
put the wind up us and we knew what to expect next time.  I picked up the matchbox, one more for my 
collection, and I still have it, but how it got up there where nobody walked is beyond me. 
 
From that day on our journeys North and South were what might be called horrendous.  You posted look-
outs on the lorry, two in the back and one sitting on each wing to scan the skies and shout when any 
specks were seen.  That gave you time to stop, bail-out and run to find a hole to dive into.  I drove my 
Company office with C.S.M. Hilton, taking turns to ease the jagged nerves.  Some days it was almost 
continuous with a few miles drive then ten minutes stop, then drive another bit and so on and on 
throughout the day.  Eventually it got so jittery that the look-outs would shout, mistaking a flock of birds for 
distant Stukas, but by the time they realised their mistake we were out and in a hole by then. 
 
Most of the roads in Greece were not much better than cart tracks and as it was so mountainous the 
roads were cut out of the side of the mountain, so there was steep rocky scrub on one side and nothing 
on the other.  Quite a few lorries were lost over the edge, one I heard about had a full load of Aussies in 
the back and of course they were all killed.  Naturally, we wondered where our R.A.F. were as nobody 
had ever seen them, just a few could have made a difference, the Stukas did just what they liked without 
any opposition.  But the R.A.F. chiefs, after losing most Hurricanes strafed on the ground, withdrew the 
rest to Egypt, not wanting to lose any more.  So that's why we were on our own.  It was so demoralising to 
be powerless to do anything about those screaming bombs except stick your head in a hole, but the 
machine-gunning that always followed was even worse.  The bombs were predictable, you could tell by 
the sound of the whistle if they were near you, but the gunning was indiscriminate and all you could do 
was just hope you were in the right hole. 
 
After about three weeks on the run the order was given that an evacuation was being prepared so 
collection points were allotted at different ports.  My company was (allocated) Kalamata as our 
destination, which was the most Southerly port.  As there was no need by that time for more supplies, we 
were free to go South.  My O/C Major Tadman, in his staff car, was with us now and it was agreed to hide 
up in daylight and travel by night.  That was to be the most nightmare journey of my life as I had to 
negotiate those mountainous tracks without lights as I followed the staff car, which had a tiny red light on 
its rear for my guidance.  But after staring at that dot in the darkness for five minutes my eyes went funny 
so I had to keep looking away to re-focus.  To add to my tension was the uncomfortable knowledge that I 
had a dozen chaps in the back of the lorry whose lives depended on my skill as a driver. 
 
We crossed the bridge over the Corinth Canal and headed towards Argos. That part of Greece was even 
more mountainous than the mainland and the roads more hazardous and was known as Death Pass.  
After Argos, to cross the mountain range we decided to travel by day, hoping the bombing might not be as 
intense so far South.  The night of 26/27th April 8,000 troops had been successfully evacuated from the 
harbour in Kalamata, but with the dawn of Sunday 27th came a heavy bombing attack on the harbour and 
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railway station and continued through the day.  We arrived about ten miles from Kalamata on the 27th with 
not many stoppages, pulled off the road into the scrub and I was told to destroy all my office equipment, 
files and documents.  I then set about destroying my lorry by draining the sump then revving the engine 
and letting it run until it seized up. 
 

Surrender at Kalamata 
 
In the early morning of the 28th, with just our rifle and kit, we marched into Kalamata.  We were told to go 
to ground until evening so that any planes might think the town empty with no need to bomb.  We were 
also told to make our way in the evening to the Eastern end of the promenade and to meet on the beach 
where we were supposed to be evacuated from.  I hid in a house in the narrow street behind and parallel 
to the prom until about 6-30pm.  I decided to leave and make my way up to the meeting point.  All was 
quiet as I walked up the narrow street but as I passed a gap between two big hotels on the sea-front, a 
Maori soldier was there and shouted to me, "Hey, come up here, there's some bloody Jerries here".  I had 
a heavy side pack and a large carton of South African Preference cigarettes, the Company's rations, so I 
put them down on the door-step of a cottage in the street, I wanted to be free to roll about if necessary. 
 
I walked up the side street toward the Kiwi on the prom, not knowing what he meant or what I was going 
to find.  Sure enough, there were two Jerry motor-bikes and side-cars with a mounted machine gun 
stopped in front of the hotel 30/40 yards away.  Standing in front of each bike with arms held up in 
surrender was Jim Tonbridge (my office clerk pal) and Tony Lewis at the other.  The Jerries must have 
gone into the hotel to grab the two hostages who were hiding in there.  We stood looking at one another 
as I took in the situation when suddenly, down on the beach, about in line with the bikes was my batty 
Captain Hollom,  climbing through the railings waving his revolver and shouting "Come along boys we 
must charge".  Before I could give a resounding raspberry, the Jerry answered with a short burst of 
machine-gun fire in my direction as I flung myself backwards - like a Fosbury flop - over the garden fence 
behind me.  Now he was either a kind-hearted Jerry or he had a bad aim or my guardian angel was with 
me because everything missed me although I heard the fence rattled.  I ran round to the back door, went 
in and through to the front room to look out of the window.  An elderly couple in there were startled by my 
sudden entrance but I didn't have time for introductions.  Captain Hollom had changed his mind and dived 
back on to the beach. 
 
I left the cottage and went up towards the assembly point and soon met a crowd just hanging around 
waiting for directions.  Soon word came up that Jerries had entered the town and set up an 88mm gun on 
the Mole at the docks covering the promenade and the beaches beyond where we were due to be 
evacuated from.  About a dozen Anzacs decided it must be destroyed, found a jeep still working, climbed 
aboard and set off down the prom armed only with small arms and one massive Aussie who was about 6 
foot 10 and 20 stone carrying his Boyes anti-tank rifle, which he usually fired from his shoulder. We were 
told later how the jeep tore up the Mole and attacked the Jerries around the gun whilst the big Aussie fired 
one round and destroyed the gun and crew hiding beneath it. 
 
Meanwhile we all followed the jeep down to the docks on foot to find more Anzacs were engaging 
Germans round the square by the entrance to the docks.  An officer met us and told us to line the sea wall 
to fire at the rear of the Germans and draw their fire to give the Anzacs a better chance to attack the main 
force in the Square.  It must have been successful as the Anzacs captured 100 German prisoners, a little 
tank and an armoured car. It was during that skirmish that Sergeant J.D.Hinton, a New Zealander, earned 
his V.C. but he was wounded and became a P.o.W. with the rest of us.  The rest of the Germans withdrew 
from the town and all went quiet and as we had used up all our ammunition we made our way back to the 
evacuation beach in the darkness. 
 
More and more of our troops arrived by midnight and we formed into platoons at the water's edge and 
could see dark shapes out in the bay.  The ships’ cutters came in, loaded up with troops and disappeared 
into the darkness back to the ship.  Two more cutters came and went, having taken a total of 332 so far.  
My platoon was likely to be in the next load as I was on the front row getting my feet wet.  We waited, but 
the cutters didn't return as quickly as before, so we were still waiting when there was a commotion farther 
back up the beach. There were calls to 'gather round' as I saw a group of officers with a red band round 
one officer's cap.  That was Brigadier Parrington, who told us that the ships had gone owing to a 
breakdown in communications due to the Liaison Officer with the codes having been captured earlier in 
the day, so the ships knowing there were Germans in the town could not trust direct signalling without 
codes.  He went on "I have already sent an envoy to inform the German Commander that we lay down 
our arms at 0530 a.m. and therefore you can now consider yourselves Prisoners -of-War". 
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He also added that those who were going to surrender wait in their platoons near the beach to be officially 
handed over.  Luckily I didn't hear that last sentence as I wandered away from the beach feeling rather 
numb.  After three weeks with very little food and hardly any sleep our exhaustion was intensified by being 
so 'bomb happy'.  A first thought was relief at last from those bloody Stukas and maybe a night's sleep.  
As our little group ambled down that narrow back street I remembered my side pack and the cigarettes 
and sure enough they were still there on the door step. 
 
There were about six of us looking for a nice big house to spend the night before the Jerries came to 
collect us.  We found a lovely modern house with a large garden, and we went round the back and found 
the patio door open.  It had a luxurious circular hall with all rooms leading off it.  It could have been the 
dining area as a large table was in the centre.  Looking in the kitchen we found a I lovely fresh green 
salad all ready prepared for the table.  We quickly demolished it.  I then had a lovely hot bath, found a 
bedroom and popped into bed between gorgeous white linen sheets and was asleep as my head hit the 
pillow. That would be the last bit of civilisation for a long time. 
 
We woke about 0800 a.m. and after a leisurely wash and shave, I was just getting dressed when half a 
dozen Jerries came in through the patio door.  The leader was a tall, pleasant faced, ginger-haired one 
who said in a perfect Yankee accent, "Hiya, boys, when you are ready come down to the harbour".  I had 
left the carton of cigarettes on the table to be shared out before we left.  The ginger one's eyes landed on 
the cigarettes and as he seemed a nice boy I picked up the carton, took out a few packets and gave them 
to him.  I think he was a bit taken aback as he paused, laughed, took them and said, “Thanks” and 
muttered something in German which was probably 'Cheeky sod', then left as quietly as they came. 
 
When we were ready we took the bolts out of our rifles, removed the firing pin and dropped them all down 
the well on the patio of the house.  As we ambled past the place where I had my meeting with the Jerry 
motor-bikes I found my clerk, Jim Tonbridge, lying dead on the road.  He had been shot whilst standing as 
a hostage.  I rolled him over to see where he had been hit and saw the bullet hole on the right side of his 
head.  The Jerries would not have done that as he was protecting them, it was obvious somebody had 
taken a pot-shot at the Jerries and hit him instead.  Lewis, the other hostage wasn't shot so my theory has 
always been that the batty Captain could have done it. 
 
We arrived at the harbour to hear how the platoons who remained on the beach waiting to officially 
surrender were dive-bombed and machine-gunned at first light with some 200 killed or wounded.  The 
German Commander's H.Q. was 50 miles in the rear so the envoy could not possibly have got there in 
time to stop the bombing.  That was the last of many miscalculations that Parrington made.  My guardian 
angel must have told me to find a bed for the night, so I missed the bombing and slept so deeply I didn't 
hear anything.  We threw our rifles on a pile at the harbour and joined the mass of P.o.W.s, 7,000 
altogether. 
 
That was the beginning of a new kind of life, as we were herded out of Kalamata town to a big field on the 
outskirts where we squatted down thankful for the rest.  I remember feeling a bit hungry and as I had a tin 
of bully beef I opened it and started to eat it, but I soon found it difficult to eat much of the bully out of the 
tin without something - bread or anything to help it down.  It was too salty on its own and I gave up after 
half the tin and hopefully tried to keep the rest for later. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 
1941 May - June:  The Worst Journey in the World 

 
Corinth 
 
The next few day are a blank but I know we walked a lot and were eventually jam-packed into the back of 
a lorry to arrive at a camp at Corinth on 5th May.  It was a Greek P.o.W. camp with 3,000 Italians taken 
prisoner in Albania before the Germans invaded.  The camp was on high ground above the town of 
Corinth, and you could see the big airfield below near the coast with great activity of planes and gliders 
taking paratroops to drop on Crete.  I found a spot in old wooden stables, a bit smelly but good enough 
shelter from the cold nights. 
 
In time there were 12,000 Allied P.o.W.s in the camp and the task of feeding that lot was nearly 
insurmountable as the Greeks only grew olives and figs and the Germans were always telling us it was 
our own fault for destroying all food dumps on the withdrawal. So there wasn't much to eat in Greece as 
Jerry relied on capturing enough food supplies as they advanced quickly, but we upset that plan by 
beating them to it.  One day we got a bowl of lentil soup which, on close examination, all you found were 
the skins, the insides had been eaten by maggots.  Some of them were still present but dead from the 
boiling.  You closed your eyes and swallowed, convincing yourself it was protein. 
 
It wasn't long before malaria and dysentery broke out and started to spread.  Hardly surprising as there 
was only one well in the whole camp and that had been condemned by the Doctors but we had no choice 
but to use it.  The day was spent queuing, three hours for water then two hours for food - watery soup 
sometimes, eight men to one loaf or alternatively, one hard tack biscuit each.  Just imagine 12,000 men of 
nearly every nationality, desperately hungry, lining up for food, if you could call it that.  Occasionally we 
got some figs but they didn't do your insides much good as they weren't in there long enough, but 
anything that was eatable went down and hope for the best.  Real hunger is an odd sensation.  You start 
off hungry with the usual pangs and tummy rumblings, then after a time the pangs become an ache then 
ultimately the ache changes to an intense pain as your stomach re-adjusts its size.  Eventually the pain 
goes and you just feel light-headed and weak at the knees.  As there was no water to waste on washing 
or shaving my beard grew into a shapely creation after a few weeks.  Naturally, as I never took my clothes 
off for fear of them being nicked, I slept in them and in time became lousy.  So the rest of your spare time 
was spent sitting with your shirt on your knees, picking the lice out of the seams and then you had to be 
careful and remember to get up slowly or you would keel over with a black-out. 
 
Incidentally, the Germans would not release the Italian prisoners but kept them secure in their compound.  
That is what they thought of their close ally in the Axis partnership!  
 
It was inevitable that I got the runs through eating the figs which the Greeks brought in for us so I joined 
the queue at the sick-bay for a dose of powdered charcoal - a sure winner.  Imagine the scene again - 
with those 12,000 men milling around as I passed through the crowd, returning from the M.O., when I was 
stopped by a tall Englishman who simply said, "Are you Sammy Brearley?"  "Yes, that's me."  "Well - I'm 
Norman Scott, a policeman in Bacup".   (Archivist’s note:  this was my father - see Archive collection ref 
Lance Corporal Norman Scott, Corps of Military Police.)  I was flabbergasted.  How on earth did he 
recognise me in the state I was in and with a ginger beard too.  He said he knew me from the shows I did 
in Bacup long before the War, but I wasn't looking much like I did in those days.  Then I did remember him 
as he often used to be on point duty in the town centre before there were traffic lights.  He was a Geordie 
and had palled up with two other Geordies he met.  He asked if I wanted to join them and as I was on my 
own I said yes. 
 
We received a post-card from the International Red Cross to write home, our first contact with the outside 
world.  Himmler paid a visit to the camp, probably to gloat, but I didn't see him.  Another visitor was the 
famous boxer Max Schmeling who was a paratrooper bound for Crete, he paid a secret visit to the camp 
hospital. 
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Max Schmeling as world heavyweight boxing champion in 1936 and Paratrooper into Crete, 1941 
 

One day we were told to undress so that our clothes could be de-loused.  We marched down from the 
camp, through the town, wearing only a towel, to the pebbled beach where we lined up facing the sea.  
The Jerries then sprayed us all over from a stirrup pump with a stinging disinfectant.  We then ran as fast 
as we could in our weakened state over the pebbles to dive into the sea to wash off the excruciating 
liquid.  I'm sure it was Lysol or something just as powerful.  But after the bathe it was a lovely feeling to be 
clean again and we did have a giggle or two watching the other naked bodies dash to the sea. 
 
We were getting hungrier and weaker each day, spending the spare moments when not de-bugging just 
lying down and reading so long as you remembered to get up slowly.  Then about the 8th June we were 
glad to hear that we were moving on to somewhere, for wherever it was it couldn't be as bad as the hell-
hole of Corinth. 
 

March and Cattle Truck to Salonika 
 
The morning we left we were given one hard tack biscuit for the journey as we set off on an eleven mile 
hike to the nearest train.  As the Corinth Canal bridge had been destroyed the route had to be down to the 
coast and across the canal on a pontoon bridge.  I remember the wonderful sight looking up the canal 
from sea-level, it looked like a piece of white cheese with a slice cut out of the middle.  After a month in 
Corinth we were all in a pretty bad way and an eleven mile hike on one biscuit didn't help much.  Some 
lads found it too much and collapsed on the route but the Jerries made their pals get them up and drag 
them along.  There was no alternative to leaving them behind, the Jerries would have shot them with the 
excuse that they were deserting or trying to escape, they couldn't be encumbered with a hospital case. 
 
At last we boarded a cattle truck at Kalamorka, jammed in like sardines 55 to a truck.  We arrived at 
Gravia at 0400 a.m. the next day and disembarked.  We were given two biscuits for the next bit.  A 32 
mile hike up and over the Thermopylae Pass*, historically famous for the Battle in 480 BC.  (* It was 
actually the Brallos Pass – the 300 Spartans defended a narrow  coastal strip).  That was absolute Hell.  A 
sandy road so dusty with thousands of feet shuffling along you could hardly breathe.  Hundreds dropped 
out and five chaps died on the climb.  I passed Arthur Hill, my clerk, exhausted and sitting on the 
roadside.  I called over to  him but he said to carry on, he would be alright after a rest.  The descent was 
as hard as the climb - when your legs are almost giving way the effort of holding back going downhill 
needs that extra bit of strength.  I must say I felt rather proud of myself for having enough stamina to cope 
with all these arduous trials, particularly when passing a tough Aussie in a state of collapse. 
 
At last we got down to the level in the valley but we had another 8 miles to go before reaching Lamia 
where our train would be waiting for us.  I wished our Engineers had not been so enthusiastic in blowing 
up all the bridges and tunnels on the railways, it would have saved us a lot of walking.  The cattle-truck at 
Lamia was as before but no cleaner with 55 to a truck.  There wasn't room to lie down so you leaned 
against someone in a sitting position as someone else leaned against you as you clutched your worldly 
goods on a pile on your knees.  It was soon steaming hot with all those bodies and the smell was rather 
overpowering.  It took nearly two days to travel about 150 miles to Salonica in the North, sealed up and 
without a whiff of fresh air for the whole journey. 
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Salonika 
 
We were welcomed at Salonica by a different set of guards who must have been chosen for their nasty, 
vicious natures.  They were fully armed with bayonets fixed and not averse to using them to gee us up to 
move faster as they made us run through the main street to the Greek barracks about a mile the other 
side of town.  They also made the Greek population line the street to watch the humiliation of their Allies.  
Many turned their backs and would not look, whilst many were openly weeping, women and men too.  
One incident I remember was how the Greeks tried to throw or hand bread to us as we passed.  A heavily 
pregnant woman held out half a loaf to an Aussie but before he could take it one of the guards who ran 
alongside us hit the poor woman with his rifle butt and knocked her down.  The Aussie was so mad he 
took one swipe at the Jerry and flattened him, only to be shot dead by another guard just behind.  Those 
Greeks were so kind they would risk anything to help us. 
 
The barracks were absolutely filthy, rat-infested and bug-ridden but at least we got soup of a sort and one 
loaf between eight - but every other day.  Check parades in the boiling sun for two or three hours were 
called any time of the day.  Not surprisingly there was lots of sickness and quite a few deaths.  We were 
there for six weeks awaiting transport to take us up to Germany.  We said that Corinth was a hell-hole but 
Salonica was at least two stages below that and the guards were sub-normal sadists.  The Greeks offered 
to supply us with bread but Jerry wouldn't allow it.  A young English officer managed to acquire a loaf from 
the Greeks, went into a building to hide, sat down in the corner and ate the whole loaf.  In a couple of 
hours he was dead. 
 

Train Journey to Marburg 
 
The time came for us to leave and rations were drawn - more hard tack biscuits for at least a four day 
journey.  After the six weeks rest we were a bit better physically than when we came, but not much.  The 
cock-a-hoop Germans stage-managed the show again by lining the streets with the Greek population and 
making us run to the railway goods-yard a mile the other side of town laden with all our worldly goods.  
We retained our dignity as best we could for the Greek's benefit as well as our own and we were aware of 
German camera-men recording the spectacle for home propaganda.  On arrival at the goods-yard we 
thankfully flopped to the ground to recover, but awaiting us was a large crowd of Greeks and a German 
Military Band, oompahing their marching songs, when unexpectedly the band struck up one of their folk 
tunes which we recognised as 'Roll Out The Barrel'.  Naturally we obliged by joining in with gusto but a 
few of the chaps with more energy than brains got up and started to jig around as well.  The German 
General in charge of the whole operation went absolutely berserk, he stamped about shouting and turned 
purple with rage, he stopped the band in mid-umph  and scattered the Greek civilians.  We must have 
upset his grandiose plan for a spectacular send-off filmed for home consumption, but his revenge was 
swift.  How dare we take the mickey! 
 
As the cattle trucks arrived we were jammed in with ten extra bodies to each truck - that was 65 instead of 
the usual 55.  The 3 foot by 1 foot ventilation opening up by the roof was criss-crossed with barbed wire 
and the door sealed with barbed wire.  I had learnt to be near the front when loading up into the trucks, as 
the sooner you got in you had a chance to get your back against a side wall.  Norman and the other two 
chaps made it in time to squat alongside me.  A bit of company was welcome even if you didn't have 
much to talk about or the breath to spare.  When the sliding doors were shut we were in 90 percent 
darkness, just a glimmer of light came through the narrow vents.  Very soon 65 sweating, steaming bodies 
created a fetid atmosphere, added to it by one or two chaps who still had dysentery.  What a ghastly stink. 
 
Thirst was the worst problem, food we could cope without it, but thirst was something unlike anything else 
and no water was available to us.  Everybody was sitting stripped to the waist, running wet with sweat, 
hotter than a Turkish bath and we needed water to drink as replacement.  We found out later that on an 
earlier train a four gallon petrol can was provided with water and a can also for toilet in each truck.  We 
didn't get any cans thanks to the General's venom , and how we paid the price for singing at the station. 
 
On the third day the train pulled into Belgrade Station in the middle of the wide concourse of platforms.  
The sliding doors were opened and the sweet smell of fresh air hit us.  Anyone who needed or wanted to 
perform a bodily function could dismount and do the business right there on the track between the lines.  
That was in full view of civilians - women and children -walking about on the platforms, waiting for their 
trains.  We swallowed our pride and just got on with it, consoling ourselves that they were only Germans 
after all.  Five minutes only and we were hurried back into the trucks, still without any water.  We also 
heard later that the previous train had stopped at Belgrade Station but they were met by the Red Cross 
with girls dishing out soup, and bread. 
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Belgrade station main concourse - the scene of good and bad experiences depending on which 
train you happened to be on - photographed by the Archivist whilst “Following Father’s 

(and Sam Brearley’s) Footsteps” in 2009 
 
 
The doors were sealed up again and the journey continued.  Thankfully that night there was a heavy 
downpour and the rain was running off the roof of the truck, we could see it dripping past the open vent.  
Luckily Norman had a spoon so we took it in turns to poke the spoon through the barbed wire to catch the 
drips of water.  A few spoonfuls did wonders to quench our raging thirst, we didn't care what colour it was 
as it washed off the roof of the truck, it was wet and welcome - liquid Manna from heaven. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


