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 POST-GREECE  
 

Signalman Colin Cooke, Royal Corps of Signals 
 

 
By late June/early July a steady flow of desperately crammed and shuttered cattle-truck trains had been 
organised to start taking the prisoners on the sometimes week-long journey to better-prepared Stalag 
Camps on the Yugoslav/Austria border. 
 
On the Yugoslav side was Stalag XVIIID at Marberg (now Maribor, Slovenia) and over in Austria was the 
main camp Stalag XVIIIA at Wolfsberg.  Both camps established organised working party outstations 
(ArbeitsKommando Lagers) to find useful work for otherwise potentially dangerously idle PoW hands.  
Types of work to be fulfilled were many and various.  The most popular was farm work, mainly because 
not only was it out in the open countryside, but it offered (in theory at least) the possible opportunity to find 
a little extra to eat, even if it was only the odd fresh egg now and again (and the chicken when the time 
came!).  Colin was appointed to Landwirtschaft 1735/L to work on farms around Ober Rakitsch, 25 km 
north of Stalag XVIIIA, just on the Austrian side of the border with Yugoslavia.  His Work Party consisted 
of only 12 prisoners – British, New Zealanders and an Australian.  A neat tight little team.  (The author’s 
father was in a similar unit about 30 km away near Bad Radkersberg). 
 
Documents 
 
Here follows a chronological sequence of letters and letter-cards arriving at the Cooke home, keeping his 
family informed of his progress and welfare.  There was, of course, considerable delay in postal delivery 
across war-torn Europe.  

 

 
 

Dated 26/6/41 -  Initial declaration letter-card from FrontStalag 306 after transportation 
and registration as PoW No 4984 (a.k.a. Stalag XVIIID at Marberg, Austria) 

“I have been taken prisoner of war in Germany” 
(“in Germany” really meant “in any pro-Axis or German-occupied territory” 
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       Stalag XVIIID in April 1941, shortly before    Main Entrance (& now Tourist Attraction) 
   the arrival of PoWs from the Greek Campaign             
 
 
 

 
 

Dated 30 July 1941 – better late than never – confirmation from the War Office that Colin is a PoW 
(but they still don’t know where!) 
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Dated 27/7/41? – “At last I’m able to write home and let you know that I amok and that I’m fit and 
well.  I hope you havn’t been worrying . . .” 

 

 
 

Dated 16/8/41 – “ . . . a turn for the better . . . marvellous parcel from the Red Cross” 
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Dated 6/10/41 – “I havn’t received a letter from you yet . . .  
I’m still on the farm and getting good food” 

 

 
 

Dated 20/10/41 – “Received a letter from you at last . . . .  
our writing is limited to 3 a month” (could here be referring to letters 

in contrast to letter-cards) 
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Dated 26/10/41 – “I am still O.K. and keeping fit and above all still smiling.” 

 

 
 

Dated 1/12/41 – “Received your letter dated 18th September” – so they are taking 
up to eleven weeks to get from the UK to the farm 
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Dated possibly June 2nd (so 1942 onwards) – “I’m glad to see you got the photo alright.” 
 
 

Royal Corps of Signals Association 
 
During Colin’s absence his parents had evidently been maintaining his membership and contributions to 
the RCS Association.   
 

 
 

Four receipts dating from September 1943 – June 1945. 
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Life Membership Card dated 26 June 1945 
 
 

Photographs 
 
The first photograph from Colin’s collection after his capture was probably the one shown below which 
looks as though it is attached to an entry in his local newspaper, no doubt declaring that he had become a 
prisoner of War. 
 

 
 

Possibly a cutting from the local newspaper disclosing Colin’s capture (maybe June/July 1941) 
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Colin managed to send several group photographs home from Stalag XVIIID ArbeitsKommando 1735/L 
on the farm at Ober Rakitsch.  Sadly their reproduction here as ‘photographs of photographs’ leaves them 
somewhat out of focus.  However, they are included here because they are true artefacts of Colin’s 
wartime experiences.  And one of them tells a bigger story. 
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                                “Keep smiling” If that is his War Medal ribbon above 
 his left lapel then this is after his return 
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This photo tells a happy story – these guys have recently been liberated by the US Army and are 
now waiting to board a USAAF Dakota to be flown back to the UK.  Colin is amongst them, 

possibly far left, kneeling beside the GI.  This will be mid-May 1945, possibly Salzburg Airport* 
(judging by the mountain in the background, and the note below).  

 

    
 

Stock images - many similar joyful scenes all over Europe 
 
 

*Archivist’s Note: As the Russian Army steadily approached south-east Austria from theb east in March 
and April 1945, all PoWs working in distributed ArbeitsKommandos (and many of those in Stalag XVIIIA) 
were marched north and west 200 miles over the Tauern mountain range to Stalag XVIIIC at Markt 
Pongau (now renamed St Johann).  They were intended to be used as a human shield in the narrow 
valleys surrounding Hitler’s mountain retreat at Berchtesgaden, if he made a last desperate stand there.  
As it turned out, he committed suicide in Berlin shortly after the advancing American Army entered 
western Austria from Italy and liberated Markt Pongau and Stalag XVIIIC.  Within a couple of weeks the 
majority of PoWs had been transported up to Salzburg Airport and flown first to France and then back to 
good old Blighty.  This is recorded fact – my father’s ArbeitsKommando (233/L) from a farm quite close to 
Colin’s made the same journey. 
 

Dakota 

Armed GI 
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From Ian Brown’s Stalag 18A website: 
 

Work Camp  1735 L 
 

Location: Ober Rakitsch 
Type of work: Farmwork 
Man of Confidence: Sgt L.R. Tillbrook 
Number of Men: 12 approx. 
Known to be present: 
 

Forename Surname Rank Unit POW Comments 

Fred C. Bee Sgmn R Sigs 4850   

Eric T. Blackbourn Pte   3981 New Zealand 

Colin Cooke Sgmn R Sigs 4984   

Eric D. Dandy Cpl R Sigs 4986   

Edward Ewart (Brownie) Dann Pte   4550 New Zealand 

Laurie E. Gregory Pte   4511 New Zealand 

Frank Hardy L/Cpl RAC 5654   

R.L. (Bob) Main-Ellen Cpl RAC 5652   

Tui E. Rayner Pte   4353 New Zealand 

R.H. (Lofty) Salter Gnr RA 4356   

Gus Shaw   R Sigs     

Les R. Tilbrook Sgt R Marines 6262 Essex 

Les Tilden         

A.G. Wadelton Cpl 2/8 Inf. Bn. 3873 Australia 

  

 

Colin Cooke front row left, his pals “Brownie” Dann and Corporal Eric Dandy beside him 
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International Red Cross Inspection Report 

Date of visit: 23 February 1943 

General Description 
The British prisoners of war in this district are generally lodged in farmhouses where they occupy one or 
two rooms. 

Interior arrangement 
Overcrowded 

Bathing and washing facilities 

The bathing facilities are non-existent but generally the men can get hot water in the farms where they 
work for their ablutions. Running water is found nowhere. The supply has to be fetched at the pump and 
carried ion the rooms where the men live. 

Toilet facilities 

Special latrines exist. 

Food and Cooking 

The men eat with the farmers where they work and the food is not refined nor very plentiful. But the 
private food can be cooked in the room where they sleep. 

Medical attention and sickness 

When ill, the prisoners of war are allowed to go to a civilian doctor who also gives urgen dental care. 

Clothing 

As soon as it can be arranged, it will be possible to have some order and speed in the issue of the new 
and the exchange of the working uniforms. 

Laundry 

The laundry is generally well done in the farms where the men work. 

Money and Pay 

Regular and in order. 

Canteen 

Religious activity 

The religious activity is regulated in principle, i.e. the padre from Stalag 18A/Z Wagna is supposed to visit 
the different work camps, but practically this has only been done for the camps in short reach of the 
Stalag. As the padre has to be accompanied by an interpreter the visiting trips can only be arranged very 
seldom. 

Recreation and exercise 

No data 
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Mail 

The mail question is much complained about. As the issue is now concentrated in Stalag 18A there is 
hope very real amelioration. There was difficulty with the outgoing mail as official forms (letters or cards) 
had not been distributed in sufficient quantity. This however is now straightened out. 

Welfare work 

No data 

Complaints 

The main complaint aws that the working hours could not be fixed and that not sufficient time was given 
for the midday meal. In agriculture it is not possible to fix the work to so many hours per day. It varies from 
day to day and those of the prisoners of war who are farmers themselves understood the difficulty even if 
the peasants' methods in this country differ from the work in England or Australia. The time for the midday 
meal was fixed to half an hour for the whole district. 

General impression 

On the whole the conditions of life for the prisoners of war in these camps can be called good. The stay 
behind barbed wire is reduced to the sleeping hours mainly. So the time when they are working in the 
fields represents some likeness of freedom. 

 
 
 


