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POST-GREECE 
 

Lance Corporal Frank Gill, Royal Engineers 
 

 
 

The first thing that would have indicated to the folks at home that something serious had 
happened to Frank – but the contents could have been an awful lot worse. 
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Further excerpts from “A Letter to my Daughter” 
 
In the cattle trucks riding north from Salonika . . . “We passed through Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Austria and 
Germany.  Crossed "The Danube" a few times and the reason it was such a round trip was to avoid 
holding up their more essential rail traffic.  We stopped at Belgrade and we were given lemon tea by the 
locals.  They whispered hopeful messages to us in a slow subdued manner.  I think that was the only time 
I smiled.  Joy and laughter were but memories.  Life was just misery and one became more and more 
miserable and downhearted. 
 

               
 

 
“ . . . Eventually we arrived at a place called Lamsdorf on the Polish border.  Everyone showing the strain 
in their faces, due to lack of sleep, lack of exercise and, most of all, hunger.  We were marched to the 
Prisoner of War Camp, Stalag VlllB.  After being searched (as if we had anything!  If we had we would 
have eaten it!) we were put into a compound with brick huts and, of course, surrounded with barbed wire 
fencing plus gun turrets all around.  The camp covered a large area and there were many Dunkirk lads 
there, having been POWs for a year or more.  To our surprise it was announced that Red Cross parcels 
were in the camp!  We were to receive a half parcel per man for four days on the trot because of our 
condition.  This issue was allocated to us due to the Dunkirk lads foregoing their issue.  A fine attitude and 
sacrifice to their fellow compatriots under the circumstances.  It was unbelievable to see such food!  I 
shared my parcel with Jim, my Marine pal.  How wonderful to see such efforts being made in getting Red 
Cross items to the prisoners.  A marvellous organisation!  One that, without doubt, kept many men alive. 
The Marmite in certain parcels was taken out and used for those with Beri-Beri as a vitamin to help cure 
them.  We also got 50 cigarettes and what a great feeling it was to light up again!  We made cups from the 
empty tin cans and ate till we were almost sick!” 
 
“ . . . Then the winter months were not far off and if you can imagine that there was no heating in those 
huts.  No glass to keep out the cold, Polish winds and we were right out in the wide open, wild country.  It 
would be murder to say the least, and who wants to freeze to death anyway!  Besides it was hinted that 
typhoid was raging in the Russian Compound which was at the top end of the camp.  They said many had 
already died.  So move on was the best bet!  I had inquired about getting massage for my arm, but was 
told it hadn’t healed enough and as . . .  working parties were supposed to be for periods of three to six 
months at a time I reckoned it would work out right. 
 

During that rail trip we were lucky if they let us 
out once a day for issue of water and to relieve 
one's self! The longest they kept us locked up 
was 36 hours.  Pure murder you can guess!  We 
certainly called those "Huns" some names 
believe me!  During one stop we, in our truck, 
managed to find an old can which the lads used 
to wee into and then throw out through the 
narrow strip at either end of the truck, retaining 
the can of course.  When we were in a siding the 
guards would patrol along.  We would wait till 
they were within a couple of feet of the slit and, if 
the can was full, we would sling the wee out 
hoping it would soak them.  It did!  As soon as we 
threw it we used to dive down flat on the floor 
awaiting a bullet through the sides.  We used to 
enjoy hearing them cursing.  It was our first bit of 
retaliation, but certainly not our last! Mind you 
,some of the fellows objected to our action, but 
they were cried down and dived for the floor like 
the rest of us.” 
 

 

 

 

                           
                           
 
                     “. . . our first bit of retaliation . . .” 
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Two different aspects of life in Stalag VIIIB, Lamsdorf 
 
 

   
 

Frank would have been familiar with the Camp Hospital (left) and at least some of the doctors 
 
 

On the 15th September 1941, at 5am, we were allocated to a working party.  Where we were going we did 
not know?  But upon being marched to the station and again put into cattle trucks, we began to regret our 
decision for we feared another nightmare trip!  This time, however, the truck doors were left open with two 
guards posted inside.  On the Tuesday morning we arrived at our place of work.” 
 
“ . . . The place was called Mittle-Langenau-Holenalbe in Sudatenland on the border of Czechoslovakia.  
The job consisted of a quarry, lime kiln and railway station yard.  We were split into three groups and were 
picked out by the firm bosses like cattle!  A situation I unfortunately had to endure many times during 
those four years. 
 
I, with twelve others, were chosen for the quarry.  Among the party were Aussies, Kiwis and British.  The 
quarry was about an hour’s walk away which included about three miles up over fields and hills.  This trip 
was hazardous at the best of times, but during the winter months of snow, hail and rain it was even 
worse!  But still we had to go!  The work was hard and difficult for me and many others who had injuries. 
 
At first the walk to and from the quarry was very distressing for we were far from fit!  Time helped as our 
early days were winter, so the weather prevented us from having to endure many arduous hours and as 
spring approached things improved. 
 
Many events happened during my period at this working party which was named or called E 251. 
Particularly I recall a chap named Alcock who was ill but yet forced to go to work despite his protests and 
in the end he had to be rushed to a hospital where he unfortunately died.  It turned out that he had 
shrapnel in the lung and treatment was what he needed but did not get!  Who paid for his death?  His 
funeral was a farce!  Transported on a cart!  Looks good on the photo but, believe me, it was NOT!!” 
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Did Frank read this edition of the camp newspaper - almost certainly  
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Over the next couple of years Frank remained a member of Arbeitskommando E251, including two 
successful, if somewhat short-lived escape bids - and the inevitable punishment camp periods that would 
always follow recapture.  However, for reasons known only to themselves, in August 1943 the Germans 
decided to move the men of E251 to another work party. 
 
“We were, once again, sent in cattle trucks.  Usual mode of transport.  To Krakow in Poland and then on 
to one of three (coal) mines in Katowice.  Knowing the rough, hard work of being down a mine, we were 
examined by an English doctor who took no notice of wounds or physical weakness etc!  We were all 
pronounced fit to work underground.  I don’t know what he got out of it or what he had going for himself, 
but I do know he was called some names on that occasion! 
 
On Monday the 9th, we were down the pit at 6am having been aroused at 5am. . . . I made up my mind to 
get away from this job, E587, as soon as possible. 
 
I found that, after I had been wounded in Piraeus Harbour, my arm was weakened and tender from the 
hard work.  I'd put a bandage around my wrist at night and in the morning I found my whole hand had 
swollen up due to the bandage being too tight!  For a while after the bandage was removed my hand 
resembled a claw and looked pretty incapacitated.  Within an hour the bandage marks had disappeared 
and all was almost back to full working order!  So here was my chance of getting away!  After a couple of 
days trial, I reported sick and was duly booked to return to Stalag.   
 
At last, on 23rd August 1943, I left the working party, E587, en route for Stalag.  Three weeks down those 
horrendous mines was far too long, believe me.  Everyone wanted away from the mines.  Guess I was 
lucky! 
 
. . . Upon arrival at Stalag the usual took place, searching me for any suspicious objects!  They took all my 
mail off me and burnt it in front of me!  I cursed them with the little German I knew.  My reaction was also 
a distractory tactic' to avoid them finding the diaries that I had concealed!  Somehow I always managed to 
get by with them never being detected.  Hence, I have them to this day and as I said I can relate dates, 
places and events just by turning the pages. 
 
. . . On the 17th December 1943, I again went out on a working party.  This time a railway job  (E552) in 
Hindenburg.  The billets were good.  Coal fires and hot water.  I had my first full bath since Egypt in 1941. 
 
. . . On 11th May 1944 I found myself back in Lamsdorf, Stalag VIIIB. 
 
. . .  Towards the end of February (1945), without warning, we were rounded up and given five minutes to 
move out. . . . We were marched to the railway station and put into cattle trucks once again.  Forty three 
people to each.  We got one hot soup in ten days!  No hot drinks and remember, it was the depths of 
winter!  No form of heating in the trucks. . . . Eventually we arrived at a place called Hammelburg, which 
had a camp numbered Stalg XIIIC.” 
 
After another escape attempt and Long March . . . “we spotted American tanks travelling along the road.  
We all rushed down to greet them.  Everyone had tear-filled eyes and hearts filled with the joy of possible 
freedom at last! 
 
The Yanks gave us cigs and food and we chatted for a while.  Then their Officer asked us to remain 
wghere we were till later and not to impede troop movement by clogging up the roads.  We went back to 
our barn and just lay down relaxing with the knowledge that, at last, after so many years we were free.  
Well almost! 
 
. . . The following morning one of the lads, a Greek, was outside having a wash, when a single shot rang 
out from the distant woods.  The unfortunate man got a bullet right through the neck, killing him outright!  It 
was a sniper. . . . It would certainly have been a tragedy to get through years of captivity only to be killed 
in those first heady days of freedom!  So we collected our kits and headed out on our own.  Four of us!  
We had covered about 800 kilometres during that long march, a further few miles would not matter. 
 
. . .  (The Yanks) used to take us to a local airfield near Mannheim each day . . . If the aircraft were 
returning to Reims empty then the pallets would accommodate a number of us, if we were lucky!  (We 
were as) the plane we were allocated to was flying straight to Oxfordshire.  So we didn’t have the problem 
of any more wait in France.  What excitement and joy it was to be on this troop carrier heading for 
England and proper freedom at long, long last! 
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Still Soldiering On 
 
Frank is a founder member and current President of the Brotherhood of Veterans of the Greek Campaigns 
1940-41.  He is still to be seen every year at the Reunions at The National Arboretum, Alreswas and/or 
Kalamata, Greece. 
 

 
 

Frank (right) at the 70th Anniversary Celebrations of the Battle and subsequent surrender, 
Kalamata, 24 May 2011 with Jock Watt and Father John 


