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POST-GREECE 
 

Signalman Jack Wentworth Ansell, Royal Signals 
 

Summary 

 

Stalag XVIIID Marburg 

 

 

30 July 1941 - Prisoner of War notification, address unknown - but at least he’s alive! 

(Jack was by this time registered as PoW 4285 at Stalag XVIIID - it seems that this information was 
not yet available to the Army Records Office at Reading) 
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Farm Work Parties: - Trog, near Marhof, East Steiermark, not too far from Graz - Herr Rheinbacher’s 
farm 

 

 
“Austria 1941” 

 

 
 

“Guards with our Red Cross parcels, 1942” 
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From “Khaki & Cowdung” 
 
“The guards 

 

We had two guards when we first arrived, one was from Vienna and he was a nice chap, but the other one was young 

and a Sudeten German.  He was evil.  His homeland was separated from Germany after the First World War and 

returned to Germany in 1938 when Hitler was having expansionist ideas, which led to the Second World War.  

Fortunately, he only stayed with us for a short time and we were left with our Viennese guard who incidentally had a 

glass eye.  He eventually developed a friendship with a local woman and this led to his downfall.  We did know 

about this and were quite happy when he went out some evenings and left the door key available for us.  One evening 

three of us took advantage of that opportunity and decided to go to the local gasthaus where we had a glass or two 

of wine, which we presumably paid for with German currency which we were supposed not to have.  The locals did 

not object to us being there, we had a good chat and returned to our camp, opened the door and went to bed.” 
 
Late summer 1942 - Transferred to Herr Reigler’s farm, still near Marhof. 
 
Late spring 1943 -  Transferred to Herr Unger’s farm near Rosenkogel. 
 

 
 

“Nancy, 1943” - the future Mrs Ansell 
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Work Camp  260/L 
 

Location: St Martins im Sulmtal 

Type of work: Farm work 

Man of Confidence: Jack Ansell 

Number of Men: 20 

 

Known to be present: 

Forename Surname Rank Unit POW Comments 

Jack Ansell Sgmn R Sigs 4285   

Alan F. Austin Sgmn R Sigs 4293   

F.G. Ball Gnr RA 6555   

J.W. Binks Dvr RASC 39761   

E. Carter Pte RASC 3215   

F.K. Corbett Cpl   4782 New Zealand 

A.R. Currie Dvr   4792 New Zealand 

J.A. Day Pte H.Q. Gd. Bn. 7456 Australia 

W.E. Fisher Cfmn REME 5489   

W. Johnstone Pte   4196 New Zealand 

R.C. Knox Dvr   4783 New Zealand 

A. Meyers Pte 2/7 Inf. Bn. 3942 Australia 

J. McCabe Pte Black Watch 1638   

T.W.B. Rathmell (Rathwell?) Dvr RASC 8212   

E.A. Sollars Cpl R Marines     

Walter William Stevens Sgt 2/6 Inf. Bn. 7107 Australia 

H. Stibbs Gnr RA 6554   

S. Talbot Pte RAVC 4181   

W. Tasker Tpr RAC 8593   

 
 
 
Late summer 1943 - transferred to Herr Jobstl’s farm at St Martin’s im Sulmtal 
 
From “Khaki & Cowdung” - After working on several farms in Austria, Jack arrived in St Martins in August, 
1943. 
 
“We eventually arrived at a newly equipped small camp complete with a high barbed wire perimeter fence with the 

River Sulm flowing about twenty feet or so nearby.  The building was modern and there was a garage on the ground 

floor and the entrance to it was outside our compound.  Our accommodation and that of the guard was on the first 

floor and was accessed by way of a staircase from the compound. There was a lavatory beneath the stairs and 

presumably the deposits flowed into the river!  Upstairs there was an entrance hall and leading from it were three 

rooms.  The Guard occupied the small room and we the two larger rooms.  Each of our rooms was furnished with 

five double bunk beds with mattresses filled with corn husks and there were sheets, blankets and pillows with pillow 

cases. There was a long mess table in the middle of each room and a wood burning stove at the side.  What luxury!  

The windows of course had bars.  In the entrance hall was a large wooden tub for peeing in at night.  Our boots and 

trousers were also locked up at night to prevent us escaping.  That was blind German logic when the opportunity to 

escape was always present during the day. 

 

There were twenty of us, four New Zealanders, three Australians, one Scot and the remainder were English.  But 

included in the Australians was one Englishman who had changed identity with an Aussie previously for some 

reason, which always remained a mystery. He wore an Australian slouch hat but never really looked the part.” 
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Jack was chosen as Man of Confidence as he could speak German. 
 
“We were then paraded in the compound below.  To my astonishment and humiliation some local farmers were there 

and they selected the prisoner they wanted to work for them - just like a slave auction.  I was selected by a rather 

stoutish woman who I learned later was Frau Jobstl.  Off we went together to the farm and I was really wondering 

what I was going to find.  We chatted on the way and after about a quarter of a mile we arrived at the farm and were 

met by a fraulein about 17 or 18 years of age with auburn her.  I must admit that first impressions looked promising.  

Her name was Mitzi.” 

 

 
 

“Mitzi, my friend at the Jobstl farm in Austria, 1943” 
 

Jack worked on the Jobstl farm until April 1945 when he took part in the Long March to Stalag XVIIIC at 
Markt Pongau at the end of the war.  Here is Jack’s march route. 
 
St Martins im Sulmtal - 
Deutchlandsburg  10km 
Stainz    15km 
Krottendorf   30km 
Voitsberg   10km through the Stubalpe 1551m 
Sala    20km   “ 
Gaberl    10km   “ 
Weiskirken   20km   “ 
Judenburg   15km 
St-Georgen   15km 
Neiderwolz   20km 
Stadl    35km 
Mautendorf   35km Alps 2411m nearby 
Tweng    15km Alps 2563m nearby 
Untertauern   10km Schladminger Tauern 
Altermark   30km 2139m 
St-Johanne im Pongau  25km in a valley south of Hoch Glockner 1588m and to the north (of) 
(then called Markt Pongau)  Hock Grundalk 1827m 
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Below are shown photographs of the route from St Georgen onwards which was common with my father’s 
route from Radkersberg, retraced by Noah Scott, Museum archivist, in 2009 whilst following his father’s 
journey into and out of captivity from Kalamata to Salzberg and home. 
 
 

                   
 
                The Old Road through                          Old barn and farmhouse Predlitz  
                 St Georgen ob Murau  
              
 

     
 
    Covered wooden bridge over                      Climbing up towards the 
       the Lavant on the Old Road, Tamsweg        Tauern range, Tweng 
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           OberTauern Summit, 5400’                  “We scrambled over the Tauern Pass, 
                                     bitterly cold, walking through snow” 
 

                                   
 
                       Squeezing down through                                 Into the Enns valley 
               the gorge - only one roadway here                         at Radstadt (it was still May) 
 

     
     
                                  Approaching Wagrain . . .                              . . . on the Old Road 
 
Contemporary postcards:    
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                  Rounding the last hill to look          The long march is over - 
 down to the town of Markt Pongau                       the ‘tent town’ erected for the late influx 

                         
 

The imposing church at St Johanne 
 

 
 

Dedication of one of several Russian Cemetery Memorials around St Johanne 
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One that we found hidden away (quite literally - there were no signs to it); 
this one alone commemorates 3600 Russian PoWs starved and worked to death 

(possibly the same one judging by the slope in the background) 
c 25th May 1945 -  Flown from Salzburg to Brussels in DC3 Dakota 
 

    
 

Loading up the Dakotas at Salzberg Airfield for the long-awaited journey home 
 

 
c 26th May 1945 -  Flown from Brussels to a small airstrip “somewhere in Sussex” in DC3 
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Welcome home 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Jack’s “Post-Greece” story in full from his “Khaki & Cowdung” 
 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

Marburg (Maribor) 
 

The long train of cattle wagons filled to absolute capacity with British troops arrived at Marburg in 

northern Yugoslavia on about 19th or 20th June 1941. The train came to a halt, the door of our wagon was 

opened and out we stepped onto a platform flanked by a very large store like building. I have often 

wondered since whether it was a former customs shed and if Marburg was the frontier town with Austria. 

The nearby barracks was probably the border garrison about twenty kilometres from the frontier. 

 

We were ushered into that large store like building. It was dark inside, but my eyes became used to the 

gloom and I could see a corridor and either side were large platforms about two feet from the floor. They 

were our beds for that night "heaven sent" after those wretched cattle wagons. We were hungry, but there 

was no sign of any food and so to sleep. 

 

The next morning, we were free to wander around the very large adjacent barrack compound. Alan and I 

found a large ground floor room and wonder of wonders, there were bedsteads but no mattresses or 

bedding. We could not expect too much so soon after our arrival. The beds were of course very welcome 
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because neither of us had slept in a bed since we left Egypt in March. We scrounged around and I found a 

blanket, it was not a very good one but better than nothing. I thought that it would be a good idea to 

convert it into a sleeping bag, but I had no needle or thread, but I was not to be beaten. I found some string 

and a piece of wood. I unravelled the string to make some thread and fashioned the piece of wood into a 

needle with an eye. I must have found a pocket knife somewhere because my jack knife was confiscated 

at Corinth. I was then ready to sew. After a couple of hours I had a sleeping bag. There was still no sign of 

any food, but my "inner man" was soon to be satisfied to some extent. It must have been about midday 

that I noticed some field kitchens smoking away on the large parade ground. We queued and each man 

received a ladle of potato and fish soup. Later in the afternoon we formed up in a long queue with five 

men abreast in each row. We then moved slowly along the side of a large building, around the ends and up 

the other side until we arrived at a window, where a German soldier was giving a loaf of bread to the man 

nearest to him in each row of five. That was our tea. The problem now was to keep a close eye on the man 

with the loaf of bread. It was his job to cut it into five equal pieces. In my experience the man with the 

bread and sometimes it was me, did his best to be fair, but often the portions were not exact fifths, but that 

was the luck of the game. 

 

I think it must have been soon after we received our first bread ration that, later in the evening, Alan was 

tempted to sell his watch for a loaf from a German soldier. At Corinth and here the currency was a loaf for 

a watch. We discussed this and Alan decided to do a deal. He lost his watch and we had a loaf to share 

and enjoy. I cannot remember what happened to my watch. 

 

Now that the issue of food was on a more regular basis, the yearning for more grew and we wondered 

how to get extra bread. We thought that we could dupe the Germans with a scheme to obtain an extra loaf. 

If Alan and I could persuade three other men to join us and make up a line of five the next day when bread 

was being issued, we could join the front of the queue, obtain a loaf, rush away and hide it and rejoin the 

queue near the back with others behind us. We did this and got a second loaf the next day. Others may 

have adopted the idea and if that was the case there would be trouble and we decided not to do it again. 

 

Only a few days had passed since we arrived here after that awful train journey which lasted for five days 

and life was much better than hitherto. I had a bed to sleep on and regular meals, but I was still hungry. I 

had no idea how many men were in this camp but there were an awful lot. I was still living just one day at 

time with no thought for the morrow. I cannot remember what I did during the day apart from queuing for 

ersatz coffee for breakfast, a ladle of a small amount of meat and potatoes for lunch and ersatz coffee and 

a fifth of a loaf for tea. I am still lousy and in need of a good bath but my health was standing up well and 

that was something to be thankful for. 

 

I yearned to do something to relieve the boredom and I had thoughts of trying to get a job in one of the 

workshops where some of our men were doing leatherwork but I changed my mind after having a look in 

the building. The best I could do was to join the potato peeling party and I even ate some pieces of raw 

potato but gave up after a while. The daily potato party consisted of about 50 men who sat on a large 

raised platform on the parade ground. We sat there for hours doing that chore but that was better than just 

idling away my time. I peeled and chatted with other men. 

 

The day came when our friends the lice met their doom. We paraded near two enormous cylindrical tanks, 

which I learned would be filled with high-pressure steam when our clothing was placed inside. I imagine 

that we were all then in the nude when we were marched off to a very large shower room where water 

sprayed down on us from the ceiling. That was wonderful. It is still a mystery to me how we got our own 

clothes back! 

 

It was now becoming quite obvious that some semblance of order was being introduced into our new and 

unwelcome lifestyle as prisoners of war. After our shower we went into a medical centre where we 

formed up in two queues. At the head of each queue was a German "medic" armed with a hypodermic 

syringe. We were to be inoculated against typhus. The same needle was being used time and time again 

and I noticed that the "medic" at the head of the queue next to mine had just changed the needle in his 

syringe, so I smartly slipped in that queue and when it was my turn I was duly "stabbed" in the fleshy part 

of my chest and not my arm as was our custom. 
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Some time later, probably the next day, I was formally registered as a prisoner of war and given my 

Kriegsgefangen number and identity disc. I became No. 4285, Stalag 18D. I was then given another pre-

printed postcard to send home to my parents notifying them that I was a prisoner of war and not wounded. 

Then to the photographic studio where I sat on a high stool holding against my chest a large card on which 

my number was printed. I did not smile when the camera clicked and I would have loved to have a copy. I 

now had two sets of identity discs hanging around my neck on strings, my army discs and now my 

prisoner of war discs. 

 

The routine boredom was relieved one morning when we heard that one of our men had attempted to 

escape. I had previously noticed that there were some men (not prisoners) working in the camp and 

wearing armbands with a logo depicting a flash of lighting. They were obviously electricians. That chap, 

incidentally from my unit, had obtained one of those arm-bands, put it on his arm and walked casually 

towards the main gate looking up at the overhead wires which hung from poles from the camp to the 

outside, pretending to be doing an inspection. The guards at the gate did not challenge him and he was 

then out in the town of Marburg. Unfortunately his freedom was short lived when he was found in a cafe 

having a meal. Hard luck and I do not remember hearing that he was punished. 

 

Each morning the Germans appealed for men to join working parties. They used the usual army "dodge" 

by asking for tradesmen like carpenters, plumbers etc and of course the volunteers usually finished up 

doing menial tasks. But one morning Alan and I decided that we wanted to get out of that camp and to do 

so, we would volunteer to go on an outside working party. Arthur Willows and Jock, both sergeants in our 

unit joined us. I think the appeal from the guard was for carpenters and he kept repeating the word 

"essen". I thought that the party would be going to Essen in Germany and that of course meant getting out 

of that camp. I learned later that "essen" was German for food and that the guard was trying to tell us that 

if we volunteered for that working party we would be better fed. We decided to join and never regretted it. 

 

We collected our kit and paraded to join about forty of our men. I do not remember having the privilege of 

journeying in a bus, so we must have marched some distance through the countryside and that was a 

wonderful change of scenery. We eventually arrived at a newly converted ArbeitsKommando (work 

camp). We went through the gates and found a moderately sized barn with a hayloft on the first floor, the 

entrance to which was just above the ground floor entrance. Our accommodation was on the ground floor 

and there were platforms about bed height on which about six men would sleep. In the middle of the floor 

was a large wood-burning stove. I was very optimistic that at last our conditions would improve and I was 

not to be disappointed. I think it must have been some time in July 1941. The facilities were very good, 

outside was a trough with running water, where we washed and indeed under cover was a "super loo". A 

long trench above which was a long horizontal pole at seat height and another as a backrest! Luxury at 

last, that camp seemed pretty good by previous standards. The compound was of course surrounded with 

the usual barbed wire fence. After we had settled in, the Feldwebel (sergeant) in charge addressed us on 

parade. I could speak a few words of German and he, I think, a few words of English. The "gist" of his 

address was that we had a good camp with good facilities and provided we behaved ourselves, all would 

be well. That was fair enough and we fully understood. He seemed to be a reasonable man in his forties. 

 

The next day, probably about 7am, we marched off to work and after about fifteen minutes we arrived at a 

road-building site in the Yugoslav countryside. The site was in a cutting, on one side was a high rock face 

and on the other a graduated sloping embankment. Some Aussies soon got to work breaking up stone to 

make a foundation for the construction of the road. I had no great enthusiasm to do any work and 

reluctantly found a wheelbarrow and a shovel. My job was to shovel shale into the wheelbarrow and then 

wheel it to a site about fifty yards away across rough ground. I did not take kindly to that heavy work and 

decided to "look busy" among all the other men and just shovel some shale from one place to another 

nearby and wheel the empty barrow to and from the dumping site. Of course a hawk-eyed guard noticed 

me and stood over me while I loaded the barrow and wheeled it away and returned to reload it. I had to 

suffer that for the rest of the day. The next morning I was determined to find a new job and I noticed one 

of our men raking soil on the embankment gradient; that looked to be an easy job and I joined him and 

seem to remember we both raked and chatted and had an easy time. 
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I cannot remember how long we stayed at that camp, but four occasions come to mind. One day at the 

road-building site at lunchtime, we were sitting on the grass eating our usual potato soup when a German 

soldier offered me some of his ration. I reflect now, after all these years on that well intended gesture. I 

refused his kind offer, but I hope I did it politely. "British Pride" and a great deal of stubbornness 

probably influenced my attitude. One morning it was pouring with rain and the German feldwebel 

explained that if it was left to him, we could stay in camp. But unfortunately we would have to march to 

the road-building site, report for work and if the person in charge thought that it was too wet to work, then 

we would march back again. That is what we did and it took the rest of the day for our clothes to dry out 

around the stove in our sleeping quarters. One fine summer evening when I was wandering around the 

camp area I noticed that the doors of the hayloft were open and surprise, surprise, a trio or perhaps quartet 

of German soldiers started playing their violins to us down below. That was another kindly gesture, which 

I appreciated. We had a classical concert on that warm summer evening behind the barbed wire in war 

torn Europe. The last occasion was a church service, which was arranged by one of our chaps. I remember 

nothing much about it except that it provided me with some solace in my imprisoned existence. 

 

Without much notice we were told that we were to move to another camp. I think it must have been some 

time in September 1941 and we were all hoping for still better times. 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Marhof and Trog in Austria 
 

About twenty of us left our road-building camp one morning and we boarded a bus for another unknown 

destination. We must have travelled for some hours when, I noticed on the way, that the design of the 

houses was changing. Later that afternoon the bus came to a halt outside a village hall and I saw a notice 

board with the heading N.S.D.A.P. and somehow or other with my limited German, I worked out that the 

initials could stand for National Socialist Deutcher Arbeiter Partie (The National Socialist German 

Workers party). I wondered whether it was the NAZI party. We were in Austria at a village called Marhof 

and we then went on to a hamlet called Trog in the district of East Steiermark. We got out of the bus in a 

large farmyard with a very large farm house, probably of the 18th or 19th century, a large barn and other 

out buildings. This was unexpected and I was optimistic. About six of us I think were escorted by two 

guards up a hillside along a pathway bordered by meadows and cultivated fields, to a building on the 

sloping ground of a vineyard. The ground floor door of this building on the higher part of the slope faced 

the vineyard. Inside was a large wine press and two rooms, one for the two guards and one for us. In our 

room were bunk beds and indeed mattresses filled with husks from maize cobs and pillows and sheets. 

There was also a wood-burning stove. That room seemed to have been recently refurbished. The one 

window had bars - we were not meant to get out at night. Down below was the wine cellar and vats with 

the door opening on the lower side of the sloping ground. Outside was a two-seater privy, a well and a 

plum tree laden with fruit. This all looked very promising and incidentally we devoured the plums in the 

next few days. 

 

Not long after our arrival, I went with one of the guards to the farmhouse where our bus had stopped. We 

went inside the house and I was introduced to the farmer and his wife - Herr Rheinbacher and his frau, his 

17 year old son and two young daughters, Marie who was about five years old and Lisel (probably short 

for Elizabeth) who was about eleven. They asked me my name and I said Jack, but they could not 

pronounce the "J" so I suggested Johanne - German for John. I found it very difficult to communicate, but 

my very very limited German helped with some good commonsense. 

 

I just do not know how I can recollect all of this detail, when my memory of many events previously are 

to some extent vague to say the least. Perhaps it was after meeting a family again in the outside world, 

even though they were Austrian and the enemy. My first impressions of the Rheinbacher family seemed 

favourable. Looking back now, after all those years, I think that I came to terms with this new situation, 

perhaps because of the "promise" of better food but also with the prospect of being in that lovely 

countryside and the cattle etc. I was a prisoner of war and my first duty was to escape and not to be 

content with the prospect of a better life albeit with no future in sight. I could be here forever! I could 

escape and that would have been easy, but to where? As I have said previously virtually the whole of 
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Europe was in German hands. Re-capture would have been almost certain and I would have been returned 

to a main camp. I could of course adopt a life of escaping, being caught and being returned to a main 

camp and repeating that time and time again to make a nuisance of myself during this seemingly endless 

war. Such action on my behalf would not really hinder the Germans, but would certainly be foolish on my 

part. It seemed best to accept my situation with the prospect of a better life and hope that one day I would 

be free. British prisoners of war in these rural areas would be working alongside civilians and there was, 

as I found out later, the opportunity to spread our propaganda as our knowledge of the language improved. 

We were the British "secret weapon" unbeknown to the Germans. 

 

Now back to my introduction to the Rheinbacher family. The guard had impressed on me that, I should 

return to the camp after I had my meal and take back "funf kilo kartoffel". I had no idea what that meant 

and kept repeating it to myself. I cannot remember the meal but the "funf... ." turned out to be five kilos of 

cooked potatoes in a bucket. I thought that the farmer should have escorted me back with my load but I 

was left to find my own way back. The potatoes were the evening meal for the other men. 

 

The next morning, probably about 6am, we were escorted to our various farms. I arrived at mine quite 

soon, but I cannot remember whether I had breakfast first or whether I went straight to the cowshed. The 

latter was the usual practice, the cattle being fed first. Whichever way round it was, the most memorable 

thing was the breakfast, my first since April. I sat at a table and Frau Rheinbacher placed what I thought 

was scrambled egg in front of me with a mug of ersatz coffee. I cannot really explain my enjoyment of 

that meal, I really thought it was scrambled egg and that evening, back at camp, I mentioned my breakfast 

to the other men. They had a similar meal but it was really maize meal porridge. My taste buds must have 

deteriorated over the months. 

 

My initiation to the inside of a cowshed was equally memorable - really khaki and cow-dung, I was a 

townee and had never been near a cow, let alone two bulls. There was a gangway down the middle and on 

the left were two calves and two cows. On the opposite side were two bulls and two oxen. I soon learned 

the difference! The large bull was named Heezel and he was enormous and cream and white. The other 

was smaller and named Brumus and he was dark brown and blackish. They later became "my friends". 

 

My first job was to muck out the dung and soiled bedding. I had to shovel it into a large wheelbarrow and 

then wheel it up a sloping plank to the very top of the outside dung heap. I slipped several times and one 

of my boots went ankle deep in the slimy dung. That barrow was very heavy to push and I was lucky that 

I only had that small mishap - I could have landed up on my back! 

 

My next job was to feed the cattle and to do that I had a very large basket with two handles, which, I slung 

over my shoulder. Then to the barn, to collect the feed which was cut up hay and straw. The cattle were 

keen to eat and tossed their heads from side to side as the feed was tipped into the manger and I had to 

watch out for their horns. While they were eating, fresh bedding (rotted leaves) was carried in from an 

outhouse. They then had to have their water and that was a very heavy task. I had a yoke - a short pole 

with two dangling chains with hooks each end. Two buckets were filled at the well. Each contained about 

three gallons of water. After filling, they were placed on the ground about three feet apart and I stood in 

between them, stooped and picked up the yoke, put it across my right shoulder, with the other end across 

the back of my neck. The hooks on the ends of the dangling chains were hooked on to the handles of each 

bucket. Then I gradually stood upright to take the strain, lifted them and carried them to the cowshed. 

Several journeys were needed to satisfy the thirst of the cattle.  

 

Then came the grooming of the two bulls who had been lying on the soiled bedding all night. I think I had 

qualified as a learner cowman. All of this was so different from what I should have been doing as a soldier 

and so ended my first day on a farm as a prisoner of war. I was slowly getting to grips with the language. 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

The Rheinbacher family and the farm 
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Herr Rheinbacher and his family were peasants. He was about 40 years of age and had a "Hitler 

moustache" that was about an inch wide in the centre of his upper lip, similar to Adolph Hitler, and I was 

soon to learn that he was an ardent supporter of the NAZI cause. Austria was occupied by Germany in 

1938, but the Austrians in the rural areas where I worked were largely unsympathetic with that cause. 

They were Catholics and in their farm houses a Crucifix could be seen hanging on the kitchen wall near 

the dining table. It was absent in the Rheinbacher kitchen. 

 

Frau Rheinbacher was a small insignificant woman and she dressed in peasant style with a scarf always 

over her head and she was subservient to her husband. The two young girls went to the village school and 

the son worked away from home. All of the family except the farmer were friendly towards me but he and 

I just tolerated each other; sometimes he was friendly and on other occasions hostile and I was moved to 

another farm in 1942 because he and I just did not get on with each other. In spite of the farmer's 

occasional "flare-ups", life was very much better than hitherto. 

 

It was an arable farm and the local stud for the cows on the neighbouring farms - Heezel the large bull 

being the host. There were extensive woodlands, a vineyard and an unused, water-powered saw mill by 

the river behind the house. It was probably a busy mill in peacetime. The river was the Sauerbrun and 

further down stream was a small spa and hotel, then unoccupied, but where in peacetime, people "took the 

waters" and stayed. Along the hillside where we lived were chalet type houses. 

 

The farming methods were virtually medieval and it was on this farm that I unwillingly learned about 

farming. There were no vehicles apart from a farm wagon and a farm sledge for the winter, which would 

be pulled by oxen. The labour force consisted of the farmer and me full time. The frau fed the chickens 

and the pigs and of course did the cooking. Prior to ploughing, the general-purpose farm wagon was 

converted and sides added for dung to be loaded and taken to the fields. Loading the dung from the large 

heap behind the cowshed was a messy job; I was often ankle deep in the sludge. The fields were ploughed 

with a single furrow plough pulled by two oxen, which I led. I soon learned the language, which the oxen 

understood and reacted to when going forward or stopping. "Veer," meant go forward and "Way Ha" to 

stop. These commands were given in a loud drawling voice, especially the command to stop 

"Waaaaaaaaaay haaaaaaaaaa". I was quickly getting the hang of things. It took ages to plough a field, but 

there was always the rewarding mid morning lunch called "Yowsen" about ten o'clock. It was usually a 

piece of "speck" (smoked bacon) about three inches square and a piece of barley or rye bread and my 

penknife came in handy to cut the food in pieces. That was followed by a swig of cider made with pears. 

At last I was being fed well. 

 

After the ploughing came the harrowing. The harrow was a large frame about six feet square, attached to 

which were scores of spikes about six inches long facing downwards. It was pulled by the oxen, to break 

up the furrows and make the soil friable. The farmer sowed the fields by broadcasting the grain from a 

basket, which he held in the crook of his left arm while proceeding up the field in measured strides. A 

very skilled job and I was surprised to witness this in the twentieth century. Maize and potatoes were 

sewn in long drills made with a hoe and later when the seeds had sprouted and the shoots were about two 

or three inches high the fields were weeded by hand held hoe. Oh these were such ancient farming 

methods. 

 

My first attempt at mowing grass for hay was hilarious. I was given a scythe and a cow's horn filled with 

water and a whetstone, which was hung on the back of my trouser belt. Sharpening a scythe is a very 

skilled job and I never really came to terms with it. My first attempt at scything was hilarious because the 

point of the scythe finished in the soil. Oh dear, I had forgotten to keep the heel of the blade on the 

ground, but I got the hang of it and was soon swinging the scythe from side to side and cutting the grass as 

I proceeded up the field following the farmer. We usually started mowing early in the morning when the 

dew was on the grass and one morning in particular, the farmer had employed a few old men to help. I 

then thought of the song "ten went to mow, went to mow a meadow" etc. We all lined up facing down the 

field and the man on the left started mowing and once he had mowed about twelve feet, the second man 

would start and so on. The scythe swept the cut grass to the left in the cutting motion and each man left 

behind him on his left a long heap of grass. That would be spread out later to dry in the sun. 
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At midday after our meal the farmer would "dongle" all the scythes. He sat on a small log of wood on 

which was a very small anvil about two inches long. The edge of a scythe would be placed on this anvil 

and the edge of the blade was tapped with a small hammer until it was quite thin and rippled when a 

thumbnail was run along it. The blade was then as sharp as a razor. 

 

In the summer at harvest time the frau and her children would come to the fields in the afternoon to help 

turn the hay or with the cutting etc. of the corn. For the haymaking they would arrive with their wooden 

forks and rakes and help spread out the grass after cutting, to allow it to dry. Later in the afternoon they 

would help stook up the hay into small heaps and the next morning the stooks would be spread out to dry 

after the dew had gone. Later when the hay was dry it would be raked up and loaded onto the farm wagon 

and taken to the farm. That scene was typical of that in Constable's painting "The hay wain." 

 

At corn harvest the farmer would scythe into the standing com and be followed by this frau, who with her 

sickle would scoop up the cut corn in the arc of her sickle and then lay it down to be tied into bundles. The 

children made the straw ties, which I would use to secure the bundles. Early evening stooks would be 

made with about ten sheaves and capped with a bent sheaf to form a "roof' for the night. The next day 

when dry, the sheaves would be brought in on the old farm wagon. Harvest is a very thirsty time and we 

were plied with cider all day by either the frau or one of the children and sometimes I could have a little 

too much in the heat of the day. 

 

The maize would eventually grow to about seven feet tall and be harvested in September. The whole 

family would then go along each line and break off the maize cobs and throw them into heaps. After a 

while it was my job to collect the cobs in a large basket and tip them onto the farm wagon for taking back 

to the barn. Later the tall storks would be cut down, bundled and taken to the barn for cattle feed. The 

family and friends would do the stripping of the seed from the core of the cobs after I had left and I 

believe that it was a social occasion with plenty of wine flowing. 

 

The barn was a very large building opposite the farmhouse and it was in the barn that I experienced the 

most primitive method of threshing corn and also learned a new medieval skill. I had to thresh the corn 

sheaves by hand and then use a flail. It was a very dusty job as well as tedious. I do not know whether I 

was given this task by the farmer because there was nothing else for me to do or whether he had other 

intentions of "making the Englander work for his keep". There was a large millstone mounted on a kind of 

trestle and about three feet from the ground. The procedure was to take a sheaf of corn, hold it at its base, 

raise it above my head and thrash it down onto the stone. The ears of the corn would burst open and the 

grain and husks would fall onto the stone and the floor. A half-day doing that was enough for me and 

thank goodness the task did not last any longer, but I was far from enthusiastic about the whole business 

and worked very slowly. Then came the next medieval task, which required some skill, but I managed it 

after a while. The sheaves were untied and the straw was spread out on the floor. The farmer, his frau and 

me then formed a circle around the straw and each, with a flail, threshed it to remove the last of the 

remaining grain. Nothing was wasted. So what is a flail and how is it used? It is an implement for the 

hand threshing of corn, consisting of a wooden bar (the swingle) hinged to the bottom of a long handle 

with a leather lace. I held the handle with the swingle on the floor and then with a flick of the wrist flipped 

the swingle so that it landed heavily on the straw. All three people did this in a rhythmic sequence in turn. 

When that task was completed, the straw was forked up to the next floor of the barn through a trap door. 

The debris and grain on the floor were swept up and shovelled into the winding machine. 

 

The winding machine was a very simple contraption worked by turning a handle. The debris and grain 

were shovelled into a funnel at the top, I turned the handle and the light weight husks etc were blown out 

of an exit about two feet from the ground and the heavier grain fell into a basked on the floor. 

 

There was a very primitive power driven threshing machine on the first floor. It was just a drum with a 

spindle with spikes inside. The sheaves were held at the mouth of the machine, but only the ears went into 

the machine and the grain and husks, which fell through a hole in the floor, were shovelled into the 

winding machine. I never saw that machine working. The only other machine upstairs in the barn was a 

hand operated chaff cutter. It was used about twice a week and consisted of a long horizontal trough about 

three feet from the floor; at one end there was a large cast iron wheel about three feet in diameter with a 
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handle and two cutting blades. The farmer fed the hay, straw and maize storks into the trough, I turned the 

handle to cut it all up into pieces about an inch long, which fell, through a hole in the floor and the large 

heap provided enough cattle feed for half a week. The task took about half an hour and in the winter the 

cold wind blew through the gaps in the roof tiles and on many occasions my moustache was covered in 

white frost, br br br br. 

 

I was never involved in the sowing of mangolds or potatoes, but the fields would have been prepared in 

the usual way and the seed would have been sown by hand in rows. I did help at harvest time lifting the 

crop with a hoe and that was a backbreaking job. 

 

Three types of fruit were grown on the farm, eating apples, pears and grapes. There were only a few apple 

trees and the apples were picked with great care. I would use a ladder to climb each tree, pick the apples 

and place them in a satchel. Those apples which were out of reach were picked with a long pole which 

had a small pouch fixed at the top end. I never saw any apples in the house and neither did I have the 

opportunity to eat any. I imagine that they were sold at the local market in Stainz. 

 

The small pears were used for the making of perry (pear cider). Near to the wine press where I was locked 

up at night were some very large pear trees. The farmer and I would climb a tree and shake the boughs 

and the pears would come thundering down; they were then carried in baskets to the wine press where 

they were crushed. The juice was diluted with water and the liquid ran down a pipe from the press into a 

vat below in the cellar where it was left to ferment and be finally put into barrels. 

 

The harvesting of the grapes was a little later in September. The farmer employed local people to help 

pick them in the vineyard. I was the labourer who carried them in a large basket to the press and it was 

hard work on this quite steep ground. The grapes were harvested in a single day from early morning until 

dusk. Late one morning, I was at the top of the vineyard where some vines were growing on a high trellis 

structure. I tasted a few and to my surprise found that they were eating grapes: the grapes used for the 

wine have a sharp taste. The frau was nearby and she suggested, quite sincerely that, I pick a few bunches 

to send home to my mother. That was a lovely gesture and she had no idea that I could not take up her 

offer. Bless her, she meant well. Incidentally, I found that usually the country farmers' wives seemed to 

have a kind of empathy, if that is the correct word, for us, probably because they had sons in the German 

army - the motherly instinct? The wine was called Schilcher, the oldest of the Styrian wines, very dry and 

very potent! 

 

I also helped fell trees in the forest, saw the trunks into four metre lengths and load them on to the farm 

wagon which the oxen pulled very slowly home to the farm. Much of my time in the winter was spent 

chopping wood in the woodshed and that was a bore. 

 

In this chapter, I have tried to explain my first encounter with Austrian farming methods on the 

Rheinbacher farm, very unwillingly, and slowly slowly! I worked from about 6am until dusk every day 

except Sundays, which was our day off. We were paid for our labours, the very generous sum of 70 

pfennigs a day in lager geld, a prisoners currency which looked very much like that used in the game of 

Monopoly. I do not know how much that represented in money, but it was pretty paltry. We could only 

use it through our guards who took orders from us when they went to a canteen, probably at their 

company headquarters where they could purchase things on our behalf, French Gaulois cigarettes, and 

toiletries. But somehow most of us managed to obtain the proper currency, I cannot think how, but we 

could not spend it! It was a good "come in handy" in case the opportunity arose. I learned the language 

very quickly, but not the grammar. The Styrian people had an unfamiliar dialect. So much for "unwilling 

farm hand” Jack. 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

Other recollections of the Rheinbacher farm 
 

I am recollecting some personal memories of the first year of my captivity working on the Rheinbacher 

farm. 
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Clothing 

 

When I arrived in Trog my trousers, shirt, boots, socks and side cap all needed replacing. It is worth 

remembering that just before I went to Greece I was kitted out with second hand clothing probably 

because I was going on a mission with no future! 

 

The Germans re-kitted me with French breeches and puttees, a shirt made with ersatz material (wood 

pulp), my boots were repaired with narrow wooden slats nailed to the soles, for socks I was issued with 

shoe fetsons, which were pieces of cloth about nine inches square made with a kind of flannel material. I 

wrapped one around each foot and carefully put on my boots. I had a Yugoslav side cap. A motley 

collection and I must have looked odd and especially so with my bushy moustache. 

 

Some months later I received a new British uniform through the International Red Cross, but the boots 

were size 14. I had to make do with them for a few weeks and I was "all feet". I was issued with a large 

label with my prisoner of war number printed on it and it was sewn just above the left breast pocket of my 

battle dress blouse. I was now smartly dressed and we were the only young men in the village and no 

fraulines, but food was more important. 

 

Health 

 

My general health was not too bad, but I soon had an enormous carbuncle with many heads on the inside 

of my thigh. Fortunately we had a Red Cross medical kit and I bathed the "monster" each night and 

applied a dressing. The Germans only had paper bandages. That carbuncle took a very long time to heal 

and it left quite a scar. 

 

Red Cross parcels 

 

Although I was fed reasonably well at the farm, the arrival of Red Cross parcels was a real blessing. One 

day when I was working near the wine press (our camp), I noticed the two guards coming up the hill 

pulling a small handcart laden with Red Cross parcels. That was a surprise. They were from England and 

were transported by the International Red Cross by sea to Portugal and thence by road or rail to Germany 

or Austria. A Red Cross parcel was about the size of a cardboard shoebox with a red cross on the lid. 

 

Incidentally, the International Red Cross acted as intermediaries for arranging the delivery of these parcels 

and inspecting camps to ensure that we were being treated well and in accordance with the International 

Convention of Geneva. 

 

The parcels from England contained cigarettes, chocolate, tins of meat, cheese, powdered milk, sugar, 

puddings, tea, coffee and a kind of toffee, which contained vitamins, which were found in fruit. At first 

we each had a parcel once a month and after about a year a little more frequently. Occasionally we 

received parcels from Canada. The boxes were twice the size of the English boxes and they even 

contained butter. At long last we were being fed quite well but that did not compensate for the loss of 

freedom. 

 

My "propaganda" 

 

I could now, in a very small way, spread propaganda among the local people. When I had chocolate or 

cigarettes, I often gave a piece of chocolate to one of the children at the farm and would also with a 

flourish produce and light a cigarette in the presence of Herr Rheinbacher. The Austrians did not have 

chocolate and cigarettes were of a poor quality and rationed. I could boast about England having all of 

these things in plenty and the evidence was obvious. Of course they must have told their friends in the 

village that Johanne, the Englander, had chocolate and cigarettes and England had plenty. We were not 

beaten and never would be. 

 

The kindergarten 
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One evening during my first week at the Rheinbacher farm and after an evening meal, two young fraulines 

about 17 or so years of age came into the room from the kindergarten upstairs in the house. They were 

obviously curious to see the young Englander who had arrived. My preoccupation was with food and not 

fraulines as I have mentioned earlier. We managed some kind of conversation, about which I remember 

nothing. Curiously four years later in 1945 when we were marching to freedom across Austria, our party 

had stopped and were resting at the side of the road. I could see in the distance, a long line of refugees 

carrying or wheeling their belongings and as they passed us a frauline who was with them came across to 

me. She was one of the fraulines from the Rheinbacher farm kindergarten and she had recognised me and 

I recognised her. I cannot remember what we talked about, but she probably wanted to come with me to 

England. I wonder what happened to her? 

 

Pre-existence 

 

One hears of strange experiences from time to time. I had such an experience when I was walking down 

the pathway from our camp to the Rheinbacher farm. Three quarters of the way along the footpath there 

was a cart track in a cutting on my right underneath a huge spreading tree. I had the strange feeling that I 

had been there before. Strangely, our son Richard has a picture of a similar scene on the wall of his 

lounge! He was not born until 1949 and I had never told him about my experience. That scene is crystal 

clear in my mind today. I do not know if there is an explanation, but it was all "real" to me. 

 

Gefreiter Fritz Reigler 

 

He was a corporal in the Austrian mountain infantry and about my age. I was chopping wood outside the 

woodshed not long after my arrival at the Rheinbacher farm when he approached me and asked me where 

I had been captured. He told me that he had been in the invasion of Crete and that they had suffered very 

heavy casualties when crossing the sea from the mainland of Greece to Crete when the Royal Navy 

attacked their fleet. I could not very well say "hurrah" so I politely tried to carry on the conversation. He 

then asked me why I had my trousers held up with a piece of string. My belt, incidentally my sister's old 

brownie belt, had broken and a piece of string was the substitute. He then said that he had a belt that he 

had obtained in Greece and he promised to let me have it. I did not ask him the circumstances in which he 

obtained the belt. A few days later he arrived with it and I still have it today. That was a very friendly 

gesture from an enemy soldier and humanity surfaced in a soldier-to-soldier conversation. Strangely, the 

following year I was transferred to his father's farm, but I did not realise the connection until later and 

there was a sequel to that story in the summer of 1942. 

 

Englischer Schweinhund 

 

I have previously mentioned that Rheinbacher and I just tolerated each other and my first quarrel came not 

long after my arrival at his farm. I cannot remember what caused it, but I was near the barn with others 

when, for some unknown reason he called me "Ein verfluchter Englischer schweinhund." I realised 

immediately with my limited knowledge of his language that he was not paying me a compliment, 

"Englischer" obviously meant "English" and "schweinhund" something to do with pigs and dogs. I reacted 

immediately and called him "Ein Oeutcher verfluchter schweinhund". He did not react and carried on as if 

nothing had happened. I learned later that he had called me "A cursed English pig dog." I was spot on 

with my translation. His attitude was so far different from that Austrian soldier, Fritz Reigler. Herr 

Rheinbacher was saturated in the NAZI doctrine. 

 

Winter 

 

I had never experienced anything like my first Austrian winter. The snow came down in October and 

lasted until March and that was the usual pattern for the next four years. The outdoor activities, apart from 

the usual wood chopping, were occasionally bringing in tree trunks on a sledge, which was pulled by two 

oxen and of course snow shovelling and I still had my overcoat and woollen gloves thank goodness. It 

was so cold that my gloves would stick to any metal that I touched. The cattle had to be fed and the usual 

chaff cutting, feeding and mucking out continued as usual. The indoor activities included shucking beans 
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and sorting them into types and making birch brooms. One important winter occasion was making 

schnapps, but I was only an observer. I imagined that the farmer had a licence for make schnapps for 24 

hours, because the process went on through the night when I had gone back to camp. The schnapps was 

distilled from very soft pears, the same type as used to make the pear cider. Somehow or other these pears 

were cooked in a boiler adjacent to the "still" (distillery) from which the schnapps dribbled out of a small 

pipe. A small amount of schnapps would be thrown on to a fire to test the quality and if it ignited 

immediately, it was first class. That which followed was bottled separately. I was never offered any by 

Rheinbacher, but I had the opportunity at our later Hogmanay "celebration" at the New Year 1942. It was 

"firewater”. 

 

Christmas 1941 and New Year 1942 

 

I had been in this small hamlet of Trog for just over three months and it seemed like an "eternity". When 

would this war end? Little did I know that it would last another three and a half years? There was no 

future, just working at this wretched farm and existing, but there was a "bright star" that Christmas, and 

how appropriately on Christmas day. On Christmas evening I went to the farm for my evening meal and 

perhaps to feed and muck out the cows - I cannot remember but the next event is indelible in my memory. 

There was about a foot of snow on the ground and as I was leaving the farmhouse to walk the short 

distance up the hill to our camp, the frau asked me if I would go part of the way with her two young girls 

who were going to a farm a little distance from my camp. We would separate where our path changed 

direction. On looking back, I think that gesture was wonderful; there was I, an enemy, being entrusted to 

escort her two daughters. As we walked through the snow on that silent and star lit night, Lisel and Marie 

started to sing in harmony "Silent night, holy night, sleeps the world, hid from sight" in the Austrian 

Styrian dialect - absolutely wonderful and unforgettable. 

 

I returned to our camp where the other chaps were getting ready some tins from our Red Cross parcels. 

The menu was a tin of meat and vegetables, known in the army as "M&V" and a tin of apple pudding. 

They enjoyed the "M& V" and then opened the apple pudding to cries of disbelief; it was "M&V" again. I 

wondered whether the tin had accidentally or deliberately been mislabelled to provide more nutritional 

food: maybe or maybe not. 

 

Our Christmas was over and I was back at work on Boxing Day - the cows had to be fed - and it was not 

long to New Year. Jock, one of our number, had been talking about nothing else on Christmas Day. He 

wanted to celebrate Hogmanay. New Years Eve arrived and just before midnight he revealed his secret. 

We were going to celebrate Hogmanay after all! The guard unlocked our door and the main door, we 

opened our barred window. Oh the cold wind. One of our number, who was dark had to come through the 

door with a piece of coal - goodness knows where that came from. The old year had gone out and the new 

one came in. The guard joined us in our room. We all sat down and a small bottle of schnapps was 

produced and we drank and wished each other a happier new year. It was strange, a German soldier and us 

in a moment of harmony wishing each other well. I do not know where the schnapps came from; it was 

not in our Red Cross parcels! Jock must have done a deal with someone. Enemies at peace for a moment 

while the World was at war: Happy New Year. 

 

The deserted farm 

 

That was a dilemma for me. I had arrived at the farm one morning and the family were not there. What 

should I do? I was very hesitant to go and report it to the guard in case I was returned to a main Stalag. I 

had no breakfast, but I fed the cows and whiled away my time. In the afternoon the frau came back to feed 

the pigs and the hens and I think that she must have given me a meal. The next morning all was back to 

normal. Rheinbacher could be a sour individual when he had too much to drink. 

Ich nichts verstehen ( I do not understand) 

 

If I wanted to be stubborn, the best thing to do was say "Ich nichts verstehen". It worked wonders. One 

example was when a visiting German corporal came to the farm on a routine inspection. He probably 

asked me how things were going and we must have had some difficulty in understanding each other (that 

is my story). He went to leave and indicated that I should salute him. I had no intention of doing so. We 
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did not salute our non-commissioned officers and there was no good reason why I should salute him. It 

was however, the practice in the German army. I shrugged my shoulders said “Ich nichts verstehen” and 

he understood and left. 

 

My war injury 

 

I think it must have been in the spring of 1942 that I was chopping wood in the woodshed and I thought I 

was quite competent at holding a piece of wood and splitting it with my axe. But on this occasion I split 

my left thumb instead of the piece of wood. What had I done? At first it did not bleed and I could see the 

split bone, which was a pearly white in colour. I did my best to stop the bleeding and went to the 

farmhouse; Frau Rheinbacher immediately produced a small bottle of benzene, probably to clean my 

hand, which was covered in black resin from the pine logs. I resisted that treatment and left to report to the 

guard. He produced a dressing from our Red Cross kit and then asked me what had happened. I suppose 

my explanation in poor German gave him the impression that the wound was self-inflicted; I did not fully 

understand what he was saying until the word "sabotage" was mentioned and then I quickly put that stupid 

idea out of his head. He fetched his bicycle and I sat on the back and he pedalled all the way to Stainz, 

which was about three miles away. 

 

We arrived at the surgery of Dr. Schaller in Stainz, but it was closed for an hour and the guard decided 

that he needed a haircut. I was not put at my ease when I met Dr Schaller because there was a huge picture 

of Adolph Hitler hanging on the wall - that was a good start. The doctor poured peroxide over my thumb 

to clean off the resin and expose the wound; it was not painful, but nevertheless I suddenly felt faint and 

grabbed hold of the nearby wall telephone, but I recovered quickly and my thumb was bandaged very 

tightly, to bind the wound together. After a few days, Alan removed the bandage for me and my thumb 

was bathed in camomile tea, which the Frau had given me. Camomile has healing properties and that 

treatment continued for several weeks until the wound had healed but I had to continue working with my 

right hand. 

 

I remember the guard telling me that I would get a pension for that injury! Indeed I did when I eventually 

arrived home in 1945. The injury was assessed at 20% disability for two years and was later gradually 

reduced to 7.5% and after about ten years I received a final gratuity of £70. That pension helped pay for 

our family holidays and our favourite place was Whitecliffe Bay on the Isle of Wight. 

 

London's burning 

 

One afternoon, probably in the Spring of 1942, the two young girls from the farm, Marie and Lisel came 

up to me in the farmyard, they were very excited and told me that they had learned a new song at school 

and it was about the bombing of London. I asked them to sing it to me and to my surprise, the tune and the 

words were the same as our song "London's burning". My first thoughts were "what ever next?". I really 

had to do something about that and I told them that the song they had learned had nothing to do with the 

bombing of London now, but was all about The Great Fire of London in 1666, nearly three hundred years 

ago. I forgot all about the incident, but a few days later the guard came down to the farm and asked me 

why I was spreading propaganda among the school children. He talked about the song and what I had told 

the children. I replied and said that what I had told them was true and it was the schoolteacher who was 

spreading propaganda. He accepted my explanation and said "Well don't do it again". 

 

I am now trying to imagine the scene in that classroom the next day with perhaps Lisel standing up and 

saying "Please teacher, our Englander said that the song we learned yesterday about the bombing of 

London was really all about the Great Fire of London in 1666." I cannot imagine the teacher's reaction, 

but she must have reported me to the Head. This must have been my first attempt at "spreading 

propaganda" and my imagination is running away with me now because I cannot for one moment imagine 

that my information was not passed on through the children to the people in the village. That incident of 

so called propaganda coupled with me occasionally giving the two girls a piece of English chocolate from 

my Red Cross parcel helped my war effort in some small way. 

 

Killing a pig 
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I had a quick initiation into this procedure when, one morning, I went into the pigsty with the farmer and 

watched him place a noose over a pig's snout and lead it out into the yard. I was told to grab the pig's 

foreleg farthest away from me and with the help of the farmer we pulled the pig onto its side. I sat on it 

with my foot on the hoof of that leg while the other leg was pulled away to expose the pig's throat. The 

farmer swiftly thrust a long knife in and the frau placed a large bowl under the wound to collect the blood.  

That pig died almost immediately. The frau cooked the blood soon afterwards and we all went into the 

kitchen and had black pudding and bread and it was good. The pig was then cut up, the intestines were 

washed and boiled to provide skins for sausages, and nothing was wasted. That was a pretty grizzly 

experience for me, but in the following years I helped kill a number of pigs. 

 

The guards 

 

We had two guards when we first arrived, one was from Vienna and he was a nice chap but the other one 

was young and a Sudeten German. He was evil. His homeland was separated from Germany after the First 

World War and returned to Germany in 1938 when Hitler was having expansionist ideas, which led to the 

Second World War. Fortunately, he only stayed with us for a short time and we were left with our 

Viennese guard who incidentally had a glass eye. He eventually developed a friendship with a local 

woman and this led to his downfall. We did know about this and were quite happy when he went out some 

evenings and left the door key available for us. One evening three of us took advantage of that opportunity 

and decided to go to the local gasthaus where we had a glass or two of wine, which we presumably paid 

for with German currency which we were supposed not to have. The locals did not object to us being 

there, we had a good chat and returned to our camp, opened the door and went to bed. That was the first of 

three other adventures over the coming years. 

 

The two bulls 

 

They were my "friends", even if dumb. After grooming them in the evenings and while they were feeding, 

I used to sit in the manger between Heezel and Brumus with my feet dangling, having a smoke. We could 

not speak, but had a rapport of some kind. In my alien world, I found refuge with them. I had an unusual 

duty with Heezel, far removed from feeding and grooming him. The farm was the stud for the local cows 

to attend for natural insemination. When a cow came to be "served" its head was placed in a stock outside 

the cow shed and I would go in and get Heezel. He did not have a ring in his nose, so I had to fit a halter 

which had a short rope attached, so that I could lead him out. The difficult thing was to release the chain 

around his neck, which was secured to the manger. He would be throwing his head about, knowing full 

well that a cow was outside while I was trying to fit the halter and release the chain. I always carried a 

short stout stick on those occasions to whack him across the nose when he got too frisky. He was an 

enormous beast and when I led him out, his head was held high and he was about a foot taller than me. 

But I controlled him and we eventually arrived at the rear of the cow. Up he went on his rear legs and 

sometimes "missed his target" and I had to guide him in the right direction with my stick. He would return 

to the cowshed with his head held low and looked forlorn. But a very sad time was to come a few months 

later when the slaughter men came to collect him. They placed a sack over his head and he was lead 

unprotesting away, poor old Heezel. I had lost a friend and the cow shed was never the same again. 

 

My exit from the Rheinbacher farm 

 

It was probably in the late summer of 1942 that Herr Rheinbacher and I had our final disagreement. We 

were working in a field and it started to rain. I never intended to do anymore work than was necessary to 

keep myself out of trouble, and on that occasion, I took shelter under a tree. It was also a good excuse to 

stop work. Rheinbacher blasphemed "Jesus Christ und unser lieber Frau." Translated it meant "Jesus 

Christ and the Virgin Mary." He accused me of being made of sugar that was enough for me and I 

promptly left him and went back to the camp and reported the incident to our guard. I cannot remember 

when I was told I was to be moved, but it was shortly afterwards. 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
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The Reigler farm 
 

It must have been late summer or early September 1942 that I was told that I was to be moved. I could 

have gone anywhere in Austria and whilst I was pretty open minded at the time, I certainly did not want to 

go back to Marburg, the main camp, but I would have no choice. I had been working for a year at the 

Rheinbacher farm and had served my "apprenticeship" as a peasant farm hand. I had been working in the 

lovely countryside; the food had been acceptable and when supplemented by Red Cross parcels was quite 

good. In the circumstances I had been fortunate. 

 

The day came when I was told that I was being moved to another farm nearby. I was very pleased that I 

was not going back to Marburg and the memories I had of that place. In contrast to my circumstances now 

I recollect an incident there, shortly after our arrival in June 194 I in cattle wagons. I witnessed a scene, 

which is hard to forget. Near to the barbed wire fence, which separated our camp from a civilian internee 

camp, was a small group of our men scrambling about on the ground as if they were looking for 

something. I then noticed that some Yugoslav civilians on the other side of the "wire" and guarded by S.S. 

German soldiers were throwing bread over and our men were fighting for it. That was an absolute 

disgrace, but it does illustrate how some people in extreme circumstances can re-act. We were all hungry 

but not to the extent that one had to behave in that way. The German guards must have been amused at 

that despicable behaviour by a very few British soldiers who were "letting the side down". 

 

I was told that I would be staying at my present camp and the guard and I set off early one morning along 

a pathway up the mountainside. The views looking down in the valley were wonderful and the sun was 

shining. After about a half-hour walk we arrived at a small farm. We went into the kitchen of the 

farmhouse and I was impressed immediately. It was very clean, the frau seemed to be a "motherly" type 

and she welcomed me. Her husband was Herr Reigler and he had a wooden leg. I learned later that he was 

a leading NAZI and had something to do with the village council. There were two sons, Fritz who was 

away in the army and I learned later that it was him that befriended me the previous year and gave me a 

belt to hold up my trousers. The second son was Seppel, aged about 17 years, but I cannot remember the 

name of the daughter who was about 15 years of age. I was optimistic that my life there would be much 

better. My first meal was very good and that was a promising start. 

 

In contrast to my pretty detailed memory of the work at the Rheinbacher farm, I remember very little 

about the detail of what I did on this farm. Perhaps the initial trauma of being a prisoner of war, the 

sudden change in adapting to peasant farming in enemy territory and that man Rheinbacher had left 

indelible memories of that first year in my memory. I find that I am gradually thinking more about 

situations and people than the actual farming tasks. 

 

The Reigler farm was small; I never worked in the fields doing ploughing for example, which should have 

been the main task in early autumn. I was just a farm hand in support of Seppel and I was quite happy 

with that situation. There was a cowshed and a pigsty but I had no personal responsibilities for feeding the 

cattle or mucking them out. In fact I now wonder what I really did during my six months there. A few 

memories do come to mind. One day Seppel and I spent an afternoon "breaking in" a heifer to pull a 

wagon. That must sound strange because cows pulled the wagon on this farm and not oxen. That heifer 

bucked and protested and nearly ran away with the wagon, but we tired her out. On another occasion, I 

remember going up to the Alm (high pastures where cattle spent the summer months feeding on the lush 

grass) with Seppel to catch a heifer and bring her down to the farm. Perhaps it was the heifer that we 

"broke in" because she really played us up and we had a very difficult time catching her and it was a very 

exhausting job. 

 

We did some tree felling and skidding the tree trunks down hill to a track below for collection later. One 

day the farmer told me that he was going to kill a pig and I remembered the slaughter at my previous 

farm, but on this occasion he tried to shoot it in the head with a pistol. He was not a very good shot and 

the pig went berserk. I caught it and held it while he had a second successful shot. Poor pig. 

 

I mentioned previously that our guard from Vienna went out quite often and left the front door key 

available for us. One evening he came into our room with his rifle and said that he was going to shoot us, 
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and then himself. What drama? We talked him out of shooting us and he left and locked us up for the 

night and kept the key. The next morning we were not unlocked until about 9.30am when a different 

guard came into our room and told us that our guard had been found dead in the woods, having shot 

himself. He was a decent man with a wife and family in Vienna, but apparently he had an affair with the 

village "woman of fame". One can only guess why he ended his life and could not face his wife and 

family. Poor chap. 

 

Another decent guard whose wife had worked in Croydon before the war replaced him. She visited him on 

one occasion for a brief holiday and came into our room and chatted and took some photographs outside. 

She offered to send copies to us when the war ended and we gave her our addresses. Indeed, she kept her 

promise, but I did not have the courtesy to reply and thank her - I should have. With hindsight I suppose, I 

wanted to forget the war and my experiences, but in my dotage memories are flooding back and I am 

repentant. 

 

Our new guard must have been as lenient as the previous one because he also went out and left the front 

door key available. This sounds so farcical now, that in German occupied Europe, we did not take the 

opportunity to escape in those circumstances. I have said before that in my opinion a successful escape 

was almost impossible. Of course one could have a go and then be recaptured and returned to a Stalag 

with all of its discomforts and confinement in a barbed wire compound. There were obvious advantages in 

working on the land as I did. Furthermore, and it may be hard to understand, we had little idea where we 

were in Austria. I only knew of two men who escaped and they were recaptured and returned to a Stalag. 

It was all a matter of accepting my situation and taking advantage of any liberties which became available 

and keeping out of trouble. 

 

It must have been in the spring of 1943 that Seppel told me that there was to be a party in the village hall 

that evening and he said that he would be working in the kitchen at the back of the hall. When I returned 

to camp that evening, I mentioned that party and three of us - the same three that ventured out before - 

thought it a good idea to go down to the village hall later, provided that the guard was out and had left the 

key available. He went out and the three "musketeers" went down to the village hall and found the kitchen 

window. I knocked on the glass and Seppel opened the window and exclaimed in utter surprise "Why are 

you here, you must go back to your camp". I replied saying that we would go back on one condition and 

that we each had a half litre of wine. He reluctantly gave us some local Schilcher red wine. After drinking 

some, we became "braver" and decided to go around to the front door of the hall. The entrance had a 

storm porch with a door on either side. Inside there was a bench facing the inner hall door. We sat down 

facing that door, lit up our cigarettes and continued drinking our wine. It was not long before some 

fraulines joined us and we chatted away with them. After a while a cry went out in the hall "The 

Englanders are here." We had been spotted and the next thing was, a man came out, probably the 

burgermeister (local mayor). He came straight for me and lit his cigarette lighter in front of my face. My 

response was swift - I blew it out and we all laughed as he went back into the hall. The locals obviously 

had a problem and did not want to confront us, so they sent Seppel to "parlez" with us. He suggested that 

we should leave before there was any trouble. We realised that we had outstayed our "welcome" and 

finished our wine and left. I remember the names of the other two, Arthur Butterworth D.C.M. a New 

Zealander, and Somerville from Birmingham. Arthur was decorated in the Western Desert before he came 

to Greece. Sommerville had too much wine and he sat down on the ground outside the hall and refused to 

move until Arthur and I took hold of his hands and dragged him along and telling him to get up. He did 

eventually and we arrived safely back at our billet, unlocked the door and went to bed. 

 

The area where I worked must have been a popular place for walkers before the war. On my walk up to 

the Reigler farm I used to pass a very large kind of tearoom, which could seat about a hundred people, but 

it was always deserted. One could imagine it being filled with hikers on a summer day in peacetime. 

 

In the late Spring 1943, I was told that I was to be moved again to another farm further up the mountain, 

in fact near the top. On looking back, I think this must have been in connection with our "night out", but 

before I left I had two more experiences, which I should relate. 
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One evening there was a forest fire a few miles away and I was asked to go and help extinguish it. I 

refused. I had no objection, in my circumstances to working for farmers who fed me, but a forest fire was 

a totally different thing - let it burn. 

 

The last memorable event took place in the shed just below the farmhouse on the mountainside and must 

be unique in the experience of any prisoner of war. Herr Reigler came in to me crying and he put his arm 

around my shoulder and told me that his son Fritz, a gefreiter (corporal) in the Austrian mountain infantry 

had been killed on the Russian front. As man-to-man, politics aside, I tried to console him. But why did he 

come to me an enemy soldier? Probably because he was a father and I had a father too and basic family 

instincts surfaced. We talked about the war, the human cost and the misery it caused. Oh dear, what else 

could I usefully say - I tried hard because I had known Fritz. Soon after I arrived at the Rheinbacher farm, 

he befriended me and gave me a much-needed belt to hold up my trousers - a compassionate deed from 

one soldier to another even though I was his enemy. On Remembrance Sunday, I remember in particular 

my pal Ken who was killed in the evacuation of our troops from Greece and strange as it may seem, I also 

remember Fritz. 

 

Recently, I visited the Eastbourne reference library, yes after all these years, to try and locate where I was 

during the war from a very large map of Austria. Marhof and Trog were not mentioned, but I found 

Sauerbrun, the small spa hamlet and Rosenkogel, a mountain 1362 metres high (about 4000 feet) above 

sea level) where I was soon to work. The area was south east of Graz, a large town or city about 25 miles 

away and probably about 70 miles from the Yugoslavia (now Slovenia) border with Austria. 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

The Unger farm at Rosenkogel 
 

I had some misgivings about going to the Unger farm which was isolated in the winter because of the 

deep snow. I would live on the farm with three other prisoners who had worked there for some time. I 

packed all my belongings and set off with the guard on the long trek up the mountain following a pathway 

and cart track. About half way, we came to a gasthaus where I think we stopped for a short rest. I cannot 

remember whether the guard treated me; he probably did, we could hardly have stopped there without 

taking refreshments. Part of the trek was through a forest where it was very gloomy and then out into the 

open countryside again and we finally arrived at the Unger farm. Herr Unger was a rugged man of the 

mountains and quite amiable. His frau was a kindly lady and he had two brothers about forty years of age. 

One was a little simple. I learned later that they both slept in the cowshed! My billet was in the farmhouse 

where four of us slept in a divided room with the guard sleeping on the other side of a partition and near 

the door. Our one window had bars. Three of us worked on the Unger farm and one elsewhere nearby and 

this was a very cosy arrangement. Outside our room was an open area leading from the outside door at 

one end and towards the kitchen at the other and outside the door to our room, was a bed where a young 

woman slept, but there was really no temptation because she had an enormous goitre and was unattractive. 

 

The farm was very large with pastures and arable fields. The cattle shed housed about twenty cows, 

calves, oxen and a horse. I was told that in the winter it was not mucked out and as the dung and bedding 

got deeper the adjustable mangers were raised. In the spring the dung was about a metre deep and the 

wagons would be driven in and loaded until the floor was clear. This was a far different environment from 

other places I had been to in the neighbourhood and I was not looking forward to the winter. 

 

I felt a kind of "freedom" working in the mountain air in the spring of 1943. In the mornings, the valley 

below was often obscured by low cloud and some high ground stood out. The scene looked like a vast sea 

with small islands here and there. Our guard was about 30 years of age, and came from Magdeburg in 

Germany. He had an easy life and was quite relaxed. I do not know what he did during the day and we 

only saw him in the evenings. We continued to receive our Red Cross parcels but the contents were kept 

by the guard in a locked cupboard and we had to sign for everything we withdrew. That was really farcical 

because it was intended to stop us from drawing unusual amounts of food in case any of us had ideas of 

escaping. We proved that the system did not work some months later when we all drew out extra food to 

aid one of the chaps who attempted an escape; alas he was recaptured shortly afterwards. If any of us 
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wanted to report sick we were escorted down the mountainside to see Doctor Schaller in Stainz, and that 

was about five miles. I did that journey once after an ox horned me in my side, fortunately I did not suffer 

any damage, but it was a long walk there and back. 

 

Again, as at the Reigler farm, I cannot remember very much detail of what I did and only have "snapshot" 

memories of some events. I had one daily routine and that was to feed and groom the horse. He was 

housed in an enclosure in the cattle shed and although I quickly made friends with the two bulls at the 

Rheinbacher farm, that horse was far different and we never became friends. He knew that I was not 

comfortable with him and he played me up. After I had fed him and mucked out the enclosure I had to 

groom him and that was when my problems started. The four-sided enclosure was only open on one side 

and on that side I had no problems, but it was quite different when I had to groom him on the other side. I 

dare not go around his back in case he kicked me, so I had to duck under his throat and as I did so he 

would gnash his teeth. Then having succeeded in getting to his other side, he would gently nudge me 

towards the nearby partition, probably just to show me that he was the "boss". One day I was told to take 

him and a wagon along a field on the sloping mountainside. He played me up and I was very glad to get 

back to the farm safely and with the horse and wagon. 

 

At other times the farmer would tell us what jobs had to be done and we worked in the fields and with the 

harvest, tree felling etc. But one morning I was asked to help him kill a calf and I am sure that it was sick, 

but he had only one object in mind and that was the meat, which we could eat. I helped him put the calf on 

a table in the yard. He told me to hold it down and then he produced a large knife and swiftly cut off the 

calf’s head. I think its eyes were still blinking as the farmer caught the head! The speed in which he did 

that was amazing. We had it for dinner later and it was tasteless - poor calf. 

 

The most important event on any farm was eating and the food at this farm was good, but I must really 

describe the meal times. After the farmer, his two brothers and us four were seated at the table in the 

kitchen, the frau would bring in a large bowl of food, which she placed in the centre of the table. Each of 

us had a spoon and the signal to start eating from the communal bowl was when the farmer started and 

similarly the signal to stop eating was when he placed his spoon on the table. He had a good appetite and 

so we were well fed. There was no talking at the table and after the meal we all got up and went about our 

work. One afternoon in the summer I slipped away from our gang of four and found a cherry tree, which I 

climbed, and had a good feed of cherries. That was a much better way of using my time and with great 

satisfaction. 

 

One Sunday afternoon, and incidentally we did not work on Sundays, one of us must have heard that there 

was to be a party at a gasthaus along the mountainside. The four of us decided to go and break the 

monotony of our drab lives. Goodness knows where the guard was and had he been there, we would 

certainly not have asked his permission, but slipped away. The gasthaus was about a mile away and when 

we arrived there was jovial Austrian dancing to music and of course, the wine flowed and we were 

probably offered some wine, which would have been welcome. On looking back I suppose we were 

accepted as part of the local population, strange as it may seem as we were prisoners of war. But they 

were country folk and very much detached from the ways of the world down below the mountain. Some 

time in the evening, probably having had our fair share of the local wine, we decided to return to our farm. 

We were quite "happy" and as we neared another farm I noticed a frauline standing by a gate and looking 

in our direction. We went over and "chatted her up". By now I had a pretty good command of the 

language albeit with a Styrian accent. She was quite attractive and invited me to come back later, which I 

did, but to my surprise I noticed that she had a small baby. I took fright and left and learned later that she 

was the wife of a German Officer. Wow, it was as well that I was cautious and good common sense 

prevailed. 

 

Our drab life continued, but we had a surprise one night around about midnight. There was a knock on our 

window - no it was not the frauline from that other farm, but one our chaps from our camp down below 

the mountain. It was Arthur Butterworth, a New Zealander and he wanted to speak to his fellow 

countryman who was one of us. He said that he was going to escape and wanted to know whether his 

friend would go with him in the morning, of course there was agreement and a rendezvous was fixed. I 

stayed awake thinking about what food we could withdraw from our Red Cross parcels for them and after 
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a while I fell asleep. Rumour had it that Arthur had problems with a frauline at a farm near where he 

worked. I then remembered that when I was at that camp, Arthur said one morning that he was going to 

stay out for the night and would we make his bed so that it looked as if he was asleep. The guard always 

came into our room to check that we were all in and thought that the form under Arthur's blanket was 

indeed him fast asleep. All was well and we saw Arthur the next evening. 

 

The plan for the morning was that Arthur would sleep rough that night and his pal would join him in the 

agreed place the next morning with food for their adventure. The escape was unplanned and had the usual 

consequence that they were both captured soon afterwards. . Very soon after the guard had called us in the 

morning we withdrew a lot of food from the cupboard, having of course signed the guard's book and he 

did not suspect anything was amiss. The chap who was going to escape with Arthur put all the food in a 

rucksack, shook hands with us and left. Again the guard was duped and had no suspicions, or so we 

thought. 

 

Later that morning, the guard came to me when I was working and asked me if I knew that one of our 

chaps had escaped but presumably not knowing that Arthur from the camp below was with him. I of 

course pleaded ignorance and he questioned me further and said that he had remembered that we had 

drawn out a lot of Red Cross food that morning and furthermore that, we had shaken hands with the New 

Zealander when he left. With a twinkle in his eye he said "Englishmen only shake hands when they are 

saying goodbye." I of course continued to plead ignorance of the whole affair. Oddly he was not angry 

and seemed to understand. 

 

It was now probably about August 1943, the German advance into Russia had been halted at Stalingrad in 

early 1943 and they suffered heavy losses. In North Africa the Germans and Italians were in retreat and 

Italy finally unconditionally surrendered in early September 1943. I was unaware of that information, but 

in some ways it may have accounted for a change for the better in the attitude of our guards and to some 

extent the Austrian people. Germany was no longer victorious on all fronts and perhaps the reality of 

defeat was being felt. 

 

Without notice we were told that we were to be moved with our friends below at Trog but where to? I 

wondered whether this was because of the escapes and perhaps because we were fraternizing too much 

with the locals. My tales must give the impression that I was having a jolly time, but they were 

exceptional interludes in my boring existence. Of course as the years have passed since then, so have the 

bad memories and only some of the exceptional ones have survived apart from all of that detail that I 

remembered - about my life on the Rheinbacher farm. I would not have been able to express earlier, even 

if I had remembered the details, that feeling of absolute despair during those four years, especially during 

the first year. 

 

At some point on our journey to another camp we were separated, but Alan and I stayed together. I never 

saw any of the other men again. 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

The Jobstl farm at St-Martins im Sulmtal 
 

It is probably about mid August 1943 and since leaving the Rheinbacher farm my fortunes had improved 

and I was wondering how things would turn out at my new destination and whether it would be on a farm. 

I cannot remember how I travelled to this new camp but it was strange how Alan and I had stayed 

together, we had been separated twice in Greece and once when I was moved from Trog, yet in a strange 

way we came together again. Perhaps it was because our surnames began with an "A". 

 

We eventually arrived at a newly equipped small camp complete with a high barbed wire perimeter fence 

with the River Sulm flowing about twenty feet or so nearby. The last time that I was behind the "wire" 

was at Marburg in 1941. The building was modem and there was a garage on the ground floor and the 

entrance to it was outside our compound. Our accommodation and that of the guard was on the first floor 

and was accessed by way of a staircase from the compound. There was a lavatory beneath the stairs and 
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presumably the deposits flowed into the river! Upstairs there was an entrance hall and leading from it 

were three rooms. The Guard occupied the small room and we the two larger rooms. Each of our rooms 

was furnished with five double bunk beds with mattresses filled with maize husks and there were sheets, 

blankets and pillows with pillowcases. There was a long mess table in the middle of each room and a 

wood-burning stove at the side. What luxury! The windows of course had bars. In the entrance hall was a 

large wooden tub for peeing in at night. Our boots and trousers were also locked up at night to prevent us 

escaping. That was blind German logic when the opportunity to escape was always present during the day. 

 

There were twenty of us, four New Zealanders, three Australians, one Scot and the remainder were 

English. But included in the number of Australians was one Englishman who had changed identity with 

an Aussie previously for some reason, which always remained a mystery. He wore an Australian slouch 

hat, but he never really looked the part. He never recorded his address on our camp roll of names, 

addresses etc. A mystery man but one did not ask questions. 

 

Soon after our arrival, the guard called us together and asked us to chose a Vertrauensman (man of trust) 

who would be the mens' representative to the Germans and it was usual for him to be a senior soldier, i.e. 

an N.C.O. There were two among us, a New Zealander and a corporal in the Royal Marines. The latter 

had been the Vertrauensman at his previous camp and was, I believe disappointed that he was not chosen. 

I was elected, probably because I had a good grasp of the Austrian (German) language. If the men had a 

grumble, it was my responsibility to tackle the guard. I learned later that I would occasionally have to go 

with the guard to the Company Office at Voitsberg, some distance away where the German Commandant 

would ask me about our conditions at St-Martins and tell me about anything he wanted retold to the men.  

 

We were then paraded in the compound below. To my astonishment and humiliation some local farmers 

were there and they selected the prisoner they wanted to work for them - just like a slave auction. I was 

selected by a rather stoutish woman who I learned later was Frau Jobstl. Off we went together to the farm 

and I was really wondering what I was going to find. We chatted on the way and after about a quarter of a 

mile we arrived at the farm and as we turned into the yard we were met by a frauline about 17 or 18 years 

of age with auburn hair. I must admit that first impressions looked promising. Her name was Mitzi. 

 

The farmhouse was a picturesque chalet building with plant tubs either side of the front door. There were 

the usual farm buildings and the whole scene looked orderly and tidy. I was impressed because this 

appeared to be such a contrast to the other farms I had worked at. There was the usual water pump in the 

yard near to the front door. Inside, the house was very smart clean and tidy with the usual wood burning 

cooking range and bread baking oven. It was well furnished with a large dining table in the comer, but 

there was no sign of a crucifix on the wall - and ominous sign that this was not a Catholic household. I 

learned later that the family were supporters of Adolph Hitler and I suppose that was not very surprising, 

but in the country areas where I had been previously that was not always so. There was a radio on a shelf. 

My first job on arrival was to muck out and feed the cows while Mitzi milked them. Afterwards I had a 

good meal, the best I had received so far in Austria. My first impression at the end of the day was that I 

was in luck at last. 

 

The family consisted of Herr Jobstl who had been discharged from the German army and he drove a large 

lorry and trailer all the week to places as far away as Hungary. I never knew what he transported and 

incidentally, a year later he wanted to take me with him to Hungary. That would have been quite an 

adventure but I would have to give my parole not to escape and I refused. Frau Jobstl was a stern woman, 

she had a son in the army, and he came home on leave once but he never spoke to me. There were three 

daughters, Mitzi with auburn hair, Freda aged about 15 years and Marie aged about 7 years. This family 

was higher up the social ladder than the others I had worked with. 

 

I worked the usual farm hours from about 6.30 am until late evening Monday to Saturday and Sunday was 

my day off work, but I went to the farm for lunch. The pay was the same 70 pfennigs a day in lager gelt. 

Our uniforms were still quite respectable and on Saturday night I pressed my trousers under my mattress 

so that I had good creases to impress the family when I went for lunch on the Sunday. We were the only 

young men in the village, the locals were all away doing their military service and I had to keep "the 

British flag flying high!" 
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I worked mostly with Mitzi and a kind of platonic friendship developed after a while with the occasional 

kiss and cuddle, but nothing more - honest. This was a strange kind of friendship between two "enemies" 

and we knew that it would end when I left the farm. Mitzi once said to me "Jack, wie kann nicht glichlic 

sein". "Jack, we can never be happy." She belonged to the Hitler Youth and was absolutely convinced that 

Germany would win the war despite my efforts to convince her otherwise but that friendship made my 

existence much more bearable. I used to listen to the radio and read the newspaper when the frau was out 

and I had a good idea of the progress of the war. 

 

I had been a prisoner of war for getting on for two and a half years, life was more bearable, but the end of 

the war was not in sight. Could it really go on for much longer? But we were now certain of victory 

eventually now that our armies were advancing on all fronts. My existence had improved considerably, I 

was working on a good farm and our camp was much superior to those we were in before. The guard was 

as usual a reasonable man and there was even an extract from the International Convention of Geneva 

about the treatment of prisoners of war pinned to the wall outside our room. The German attitude was 

changing. 

 

The Jobstl farm was not very large and there were the usual jobs, for example, in the cowshed, ploughing, 

harrowing, seed sowing, harvesting including haymaking. Stick beans and garlic were grown and in 

addition pumpkins for the pig food. In the summer of 1944 I grew my own tomatoes and had one each 

morning with my lunch. I got to know a man in the village who had repaired my boots and he let me have 

some tomato seeds for some English cigarettes. The deal was done and I grew a very good crop with the 

help of plenty of "juice" from the large dung heap. The locals called tomatoes "paradise" for some reason 

and mine were indeed. I did very little scything and I always imagined that the grass was cut on the 

Sunday, perhaps by machine. There was one occasion when I was asked to mow a field for another 

farmer, the brother of Herr Jobstl who ran the gasthaus in the village. I started mowing with my scythe, 

not very enthusiastically, but my mid morning snack did not arrive so I packed up mowing and went back 

to the farm. "No food no work" and I heard no more of that matter. I recollect helping to thresh the corn 

using a large mobile machine and the dust it created was like a November fog in London! There was the 

usual wood chopping but the logs were cut with a large circular saw with little regard to Health & Safety! 

There was the usual farm cart and sledge for the winter when the snow and ice were present. 

 

In the winter the snow was about knee deep. It came down in October and remained until March and 

during that time I worked mostly indoors. I made baskets and besom brooms in the warm cow shed with 

the cows for company. The baskets were made of straw and willow stems. Long straight lengths of wheat 

straw were selected as well as thin willow stems about a quarter of an inch thick. The willows were split 

into fine strips and soaked in a tub of water to make them more pliable. The procedure was to start off by 

taking a few lengths of straw about a half of an inch thick and feeding them through a small ring about the 

size of a finger ring. The formed straw was then bound with willow strips forming a small circle, which 

grew as the work progressed until a base about a foot across was formed. Then the sides of the basket 

were formed and hazel wood handles built in. A complete basket was about two feet six inches across the 

top. It took many hours of "back breaking" work, but the chore was at least satisfying to some extent 

when the article was completed. 

 

Besom brooms were much easier to make using silver birch twigs about three feet long. The thick end of 

each twig was pared with a sharp penknife. About a dozen to fifteen twigs were then tied together with 

wire to form the handle. These brooms were used outside the house. Another winter job was sorting 

thousands of beans on the kitchen table. It was a miserable chore, but at least I was in the warm house. 

 

In between times there was the almost daily chore of chaff cutting with an electric powered machine. 

Although the idea was to use cut maize stalks with the hay and corn straw to economise on feed, the cows 

always separated the maize stalks from the rest and left it in the manger. It was really a waste of time 

including it in the feed. Wood chopping and snow clearing were the other jobs, but occasionally Mitzi and 

I went to the woods with a wagon to bring back logs. 
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One winter day probably in late 1944, I had to join a group of our lads who were clearing the road of 

loose snow and defining the edge. We had guessed that this was perhaps for military purposes because the 

Russians were getting ever nearer on the Eastern front. Near to my farm two of us smoothed out the snow 

at the edge of the road to give the impression that there was a hard surface underneath. I think that our 

lads further along the road must have done the same thing, because not long afterwards Herr Jobstl's lorry 

slipped off the edge of the road and I had to help him get the wretched lorry back with the aid of jacks and 

large pieces of wood under his expert directions. Little did he know that it could have been our 

handiwork, but there was a happy ending when we went back to the farm and had a glass or two of apricot 

schnapps! 

 

On another evening during our last winter, I was making my way back to the camp along a narrow 

footpath and I think there must have been a fresh fall of snow on top of that already lying and it was about 

three feet deep. I accidentally wandered from the pathway and I was temporarily lost. It was dark and 

everywhere was white. That was very frightening at first and the only sensible thing to do was to try and 

retrace my footsteps back, but I could not see them. Steady on Jack! I turned round, walked back as best I 

could the way I had come and found the hardened snow packed pathway. All was well. 

 

A further tale about the belt that was given to me in 1941 by Fritz Riegler: I think there were two cows in 

the cowshed during my time. One day a cow had a calf and it was my job to feed it with milk from a small 

bowl. I had not been a nursemaid before and I used to put my hand in the milk and the calf sucked it up 

from two of my fingers. I was still wearing that old belt and one evening the calf took a fancy to the end 

of it and nibbled it leaving its teeth marks. I still have that belt and the teeth marks remind me of those 

days long ago. Incidentally, cattle only have teeth in their bottom jaw and the age of an animal can be 

worked out from the number of broad teeth it has. 

 

At night, we could see enemy aircraft with searchlights shining as they flew along the distant border with 

Yugoslavia, which had been occupied by Germany in 1941. Tito's partisans engaged a very large force of 

German troops and that continued until the end of the war. It must have been in the spring or early 

summer of 1944 that some of our chaps "got itchy feet" and wanted to plan an escape to Yugoslavia and 

join the partisans. It was thought that a French prisoner of war in St-Martins had a contact with them. I 

was asked to discretely approach him and enquire if this was true and if so, ask if he could pass on a 

message from us saying that twenty of us wanted to join them. He agreed, but it was many weeks before 

he contacted me again. The partisans had said that they did not want us to escape and join them, but if 

they raided St-Martins then, we would be expected to kill our guard and join them. I personally thought it 

was unlikely that they would raid our village, which was some twenty kilometres in a direct line from 

Yugoslavia, and the Germans no doubt heavily guarded the border. This sounded pretty dramatic stuff. 

We had a meeting one evening and the bravado that existed earlier had evaporated. Our guard was a 

decent chap and none of us relished the thought of killing him. If the partisans came then we would 

perhaps have no option. We were very much aware that the war must be in its closing stages; we had been 

prisoners for a long time and had survived so far and decided to play safe and not contact the partisans 

again. Life with them in the mountains of Yugoslavia would have been extremely hazardous; furthermore 

the Germans did not take prisoners because the partisans were a rebel group. There had been no mention 

of an escape route through Yugoslavia to a port on the Adriatic coast which we expected and where the 

Royal Navy could pick us up. The whole thing was an idea not properly thought through and it was just as 

well that nothing materialised. 

 

Coincidentally about this time we were asked to agree to give "our parole" not to escape and obviously 

our guard would have been sent elsewhere. This we refused because it was our duty to escape if 

circumstances permitted. Then there was another surprise; we received leaflets from the Germans asking 

us to join the S.S. British Free Corps, which was attached to the German army on the Eastern front and 

fight the "common enemy". One of our men somewhere in a prison camp in Germany was involved in this 

scheme and after the war he was tried for treason and executed. The leaflets were of course destroyed. 

 

Unexpectedly one morning we were told that we were going to a medical centre to be inoculated against 

T.B. and when we arrived back at our camp a large number of our men refused to go to work for the rest 

of the day. We had a vote and the idea was agreed. Our excuse was that as we had not worked in the 
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morning, we would not receive any pay even if we went to work for the afternoon. That was the excuse 

but really we all wanted a day off work. The guard came to me in my capacity as the vertrauensman and 

asked me what was the trouble. He obviously did not agree and promptly locked us up in our rooms for 

the remainder of the day. A few days later I was told to accompany the guard to the German Company 

Office and see the Commandant and explain our behaviour. We could all be sent back to the main Stalag 

at Marburg and this was my first testing as vertrauensman. I was very apprehensive, to say the least, and 

the day came. We travelled by train to Voitsburg and on arrival the Guard and I were ushered into the 

Commandant's office. He was a very serious looking man and he looked straight at me and asked why the 

men refused to work. Their fate depended on my reply and the reaction of the Commandant. I regretted 

what had happened and explained that we were under the impression that we would not be paid for the 

day if we went back to work. My explanation was simple. He paused and then told me to tell the men not 

to do it again. Incidentally, I next saw him many months later when we were marching away from St-

Martins to freedom. We were resting in some woods when he arrived and stood on a tree stump and said 

goodbye to us, explaining that he had been posted to the Eastern front in the defence of Germany against 

the Russian advance. I doubt if he ever got there because the war ended about a fortnight later. I hope that 

he survived the war. 

 

After that first journey to the Company Office, I think I went once more by train with the guard for just a 

routine meeting. The seats in the train faced inwards and to the Austrian civilians I was of course an 

object of curiosity. I always kept in my pocket some cigarettes and chocolate from my Red Cross parcel 

and my typical response was either to light a cigarette or eat a piece of chocolate with great bravado. I 

cannot remember any children ever being present otherwise I would have offered them a piece of 

chocolate. That was all good propaganda. 

 

As I type, many stories are coming to mind and I hope that I can relate them in some kind of date order. I 

suppose, the most memorable was in the spring or summer of 1944 when I nearly drowned in the River 

Sulm, which flowed near to our camp. One of our chaps who worked in the local sawmill had persuaded 

his employer that we needed a springboard on the riverbank and to my surprise when I arrived back from 

the farm one evening, it had been erected for our use. My personal problem was that I could not swim but 

when I went on to the board to plunge in the river, which incidentally was quite narrow, one of our chaps 

would wait for me on the other side to help me if I got into difficulties; all went well for a long time and I 

must have learned a few strokes. But one afternoon, I was venturesome and tried to swim along the river 

towards the footbridge and got into difficulties in about six feet of water. I remember going under and 

gurgling and spluttering and no more until I was on the riverbank with Alan and very much out of breath. 

He had dived in and saved me after giving me a hefty biff in the process and thanks to Alan I am typing 

this little story today. 

 

The story of the stolen sheep needs to be told if only to illustrate the confidence I was experiencing now 

that the Germans were still retreating and victory was getting ever nearer. Again in the spring of 1944 

"Smiler" one of our chaps who worked at a nearby farm told me that schnapps would be distilled at his 

farm the next day. I slipped away from my farm early the next afternoon and went across to se him. I 

probably had a glass or two of schnapps and then returned to my farm. When I arrived in the farmyard, I 

found Marie, the youngest daughter very distressed and crying. She told me that the man in the nearby 

house had stolen her pet sheep and locked it in his shed. That was a challenge for this "gallant" Englander 

fortified with schnapps to take some action. I held Marie's hand and we went to the shed, I released the 

sheep and she skipped away with it. I then went to the house and gave the man who had taken the sheep, a 

good dressing down and oddly I cannot remember him re-acting at the time. That was the end of the story 

as far as I was concerned. But he reported me to our guard and I suppose from his point of view it was an 

insult to be reprimanded by a British prisoner of war - whatever next. A few days later, I was called to the 

farmhouse and found frau Jobstl and a German officer waiting to see me about the incident with the 

sheep. My first thoughts were, well this is the end of my stay at this very good farm. He asked me to tell 

him my story and I thought, well how can I impress him? I replied saying that I considered myself to be 

an honourable British soldier and I was distressed to find that a man could steal Marie's sheep. It was a 

dishonourable act and I felt compelled to help that distressed child and recover her sheep. In reply he just 

asked me if I wanted to stay on the farm and I naturally said that I did. My plea had worked and I felt very 

relieved. When Herr Jobstl came home at the next weekend, he brought with him some high fence posts 
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and chain link wire to erect a fence along the boundary between the two properties. I felt that I had 

acquitted myself very well and upheld our British tradition of "fair play" in enemy territory, even if the 

schnapps had played a part. Marie must now be in her mid sixties and I wonder if she remembers that 

little story? Probably not: but maybe. 

 

In the farmhouse at lunchtime the radio was usually switched on and I always listened carefully for any 

news, not always fully understanding it, but getting the general drift. One particular lunchtime and a 

memorable one was 6th June 1944. I heard the announcement that British and American forces had 

attempted to land on the coast of Normandy and had been repulsed with heavy losses. I did not wholly 

believe the news that our troops had been repulsed and I was optimistic that this was the day that we had 

all been waiting for. I was so excited that I immediately left the farm to spread the news to my fellow 

prisoners, but they already knew - the news had travelled fast. We expected a really swift end to the war, 

but it was another eleven months before final victory. From then on I was an even more eager reader of 

the daily newspaper when the family were out. I was daring enough one lunchtime when I went to the 

empty kitchen and switched on the radio, fiddled with the tuning and found a British forces station. I was 

so surprised to hear an announcement that Larry Adler was going to play his harmonica, but I was happy 

that I had actually tuned in to a British station even if all I heard was an harmonica being played. 

 

I have almost forgotten to mention the luxury I enjoyed having a bath and incidentally, I had not had that 

privilege for over two years. I had managed to do the "necessaries" somehow over the years and one 

occasion comes to mind in the winter of 1941 when three of us bathed in a bucket of water. That was also 

a luxury because it had to be carried in a bucket up hill for about a quarter of a mile from the frozen river 

where, we had to cut a hole in the ice with axes! One good thing however was that my clothes were 

washed once a week at each farm where I had worked. But now at the Jobstl farm I was to have the luxury 

of a weekly bath, not in a bathroom with running water and a fluffy towel but in the cowshed. Friday night 

was bath night; I used a hip bath and carried the warm water from the farmhouse kitchen across the yard 

to the cowshed and so I bathed in the company of my friends the cows with the accompanying sound of 

the munching of their feed and the occasional plopping of their "residue" or a powerful squirt. There is 

nothing like a bath in the cowshed on a winter night where it was quite warm from the heat generated 

form the bodies of the animals. 

 

Until about the late summer of 1944 or perhaps a little later, the Germans had not objected to us eating our 

meals with the families where we worked and then for some unknown reason, we had to eat our meals at a 

separate table away from the family. That of course had little effect, because the family where I worked 

often included me in their conversation despite the distance between the tables. I think the Germans were 

getting jittery about the "fifth column" often spoken about in England where posters were displayed 

saying, "Walls have ears". All this meant was “be careful the enemy may be listening”, and the Germans 

now took similar steps with posters, which depicted a dark sinister figure wearing a black hood. Another 

reason might have been that it was known that many of us were pretty fluent in their language and could 

be spreading our limited propaganda. 

 

Sometime in the autumn of 1944, a small group of strange peasant people arrived in the farmyard from 

Croatia. They were obviously German sympathisers and had been evacuated because of the threat from 

Tito's partisans. All of their belongings were on a farm cart, which had been pulled by two horses, one of 

which was blind. The women were dressed in long black clothes down to their ankles and were wearing 

dark scarves over their heads and I learned that they were to be billeted in the farmhouse. I never found 

out what they did during the day but they never worked on the farm. The two horses were stabled next to 

the cowshed and the following morning the blind horse would not get up after lying down for the night. I 

was told that he usually slept standing up; the poor thing was probably exhausted after his long journey 

during the previous days. We tried in vain to get him up and failed. I then suggested that my friend 

"Smiler" could probably help. He was previously in the Army Veterinary Corps and in civilian life was a 

stable lad in racing stables in Yorkshire. When he arrived from a nearby farm, he asked for a glass of cold 

water and I wondered what on earth he was going to do with it and we soon found out. He tilted the 

horse's head sideways and poured the water in its ear and it reared up on to its feet. All those present in the 

stable and who had been trying in vain by trying with ropes to pull the poor old thing up on his feet looked 
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on in astonishment. Afterwards I realised that the problem was that the poor old horse had his head under 

the manger and he could feel that obstruction when he had previously tried to get up. 

 

Our working hours were of course shorter in the winter months and we were all back at camp by about 

5.30pm and with a long evening to come, we shared news and so on. One evening one of our chaps 

arrived with a dead chicken stuffed up his battle dress blouse. He must have taken it from his farm and 

promptly killed it. It was plucked and cleaned and then cooked on the wood-burning stove but all the time 

we were worried that the guard would sense the obvious cooking aroma. If he did then he kept quiet, but 

of course a chicken shared between ten men was not exactly a feast. 

 

Idle hands got into mischief one evening when the idea was floated that we should gain access to the 

guard's room when he was out and attempt to listen to his radio because a crystal set that one of our chaps 

had made did not work. The main question was of course, how do we do it? One ingenious individual 

suggested that if we could get an impression of the door key, we could make our own, but how? Our Red 

Cross parcels always included some processed cheese and a piece could be used to make an impression. 

That sounded very simple; we managed to quietly remove the key from the outside of the guard's door, 

but why it was on the outside, I really cannot imagine. Of course we failed to make an impression but I 

suppose the cheese was then eaten. Even if we had succeeded I cannot imagine how anyone would have 

made a key - it was a crazy idea. The only way was to pick the lock with a piece of stout wire. One of our 

chaps obtained a piece of quite stout wire the next morning. He bent it at one end in a short right angle 

and flattened it. When it was finished it resembled a key in length. We must have had someone in our 

midst who was used to picking locks! If this "tool" was inserted in the keyhole and gently turned to feel 

the wards in the lock, then with some luck, it should be possible to unlock the door and two of us were to 

try the next morning. I was chosen as one of the two "crooks". We reported sick and stayed in bed. As 

usual after the others had gone to work, the guard locked up and left the building. After a few minutes, I 

managed to unlock the door. The radio was on the window ledge and I switched it on, but I could not pick 

up any English speaking stations. Our mission had failed and now we were faced with leaving the room 

and locking the door and that was not easy. I could not manage it at first and got a little panicky, but 

eventually I did and we returned to our beds. When the guard came back we told him that we felt better 

and could go to work. I really do not know why we tried this foolish prank - it was probably a challenge 

which we could not resist. 

 

There seemed no end to the evening hobbies and on another occasion someone suggested that the 

electrician with us should make a mini emersion heater to boil water for tea. There was an electric socket 

in the room and we were confident of success. All that was needed was some wire, two small round tin 

lids and a piece of wood. The wood was shaped to form a lid to place on a mug. Two holes were then 

made in it through which the two wires were passed. The tin lids were then attached and would hang in 

the water. This all looked good and the gadget was moved to be near the electric socket. We did not have 

a plug and the wires were carefully inserted in the holes, but after a few minutes the water turned green. 

We had failed and we thought that some kind of chemical action had taken place between the two tin lids 

in the water. That experiment kept us amused for a time and we had to resort to boiling our water on the 

stove. 

 

I do not know how it came about but some how, we managed to contact another group of our men in a 

nearby village and one of them was an artist and quite good at painting water colour pictures of Winston 

Churchill our Prime Minister. I suppose the painting was more a caricature and emphasised the large 

cigar, which Churchill seemed always to be smoking, and of course he was a defiant looking character. 

After hearing about this we ordered a copy and when it arrived it was placed on the wall of our room. 

Then the idea was floated that we should have a picture of our Union Flag along side. I tried my hand at 

doing that but I cannot remember where I obtained the coloured crayons. From then on our room was 

adorned with two pictures, which typified our national character in that alien land. . The Austrians and the 

Germans hated Churchill and referred to him as "Der Kurkill" They could not pronounce "Ch". 

 

One way to avoid work for a short or even longer time was to report sick and ask to see the doctor. One 

morning I asked to see him about the after effects of a cold and the resulting catarrh and I went to the 

surgery with our guard. Inside was the usual waiting room and then I was escorted in to see the doctor. He 
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was in a very large room and there was a table in the middle covered with pills etc. But to my surprise 

there were a number of other patients in the room as well, but there was nothing interesting to watch! The 

doctor attended to the other patients and then only the guard and I were left. I told him about my catarrh 

and whether what followed was a joke, I will never know. He asked me to block my ears with my fingers 

and he inserted the nozzle of an air blower into one nostril. Then as he squeezed it he asked me to say 

"cuckoo". I felt very embarrassed but we were alone so it did not matter. My catarrh condition did 

improve but was it because of the "cuckoo"? 

 

The village doctor was also the local dentist and I once went to see him about my toothache and I was 

privileged to receive excellent treatment. His dental surgery was in a back room and when I sat in the 

chair I had a good view of his neat garden through the French windows. He told me that there was only 

one cure for my tooth and that was to put a crown on it - a gold plated crown. He did the whole operation 

in one sitting as far as I can remember. He first drilled a hole in my tooth - no anaesthetic. He then 

explained to me that he was going to extract the nerves. That was done with a thin "corkscrew" shaped 

wire, which he twisted into the cavity and extracted two nerves, which he showed me. They looked like 

thin whitish things wrapped around the wire. My tooth was then ground down and the smell of the 

grinding process was unpleasant, but it was painless. He selected a crown and fitted it. I looked in his 

mirror and indeed I had a million dollar smile. I imagine that the guard paid for that dentistry because I 

could not afford it when I was earning 70 pfennigs a day. The dentist was a very pleasant man and for 

some reason tried to speak to me in French, knowing that I was English and we had been conversing in 

the Austrian dialect. He was very interested in England. I thought that was strange. Just before we left St-

Martins in April 1945, I heard that he had been arrested, probably for political reasons. I wonder what 

happened to him. I still have that tooth as a memento. It was extracted later in 1945. 

 

From the summer of 1944 onwards I could see regularly hundreds of our bombers flying very high in a 

northerly direction and leaving their vapour trails. That was an encouraging sight. They usually returned 

during the mid-afternoon and on one occasion when I was crossing a field, I heard very loud aircraft noise 

and to my astonishment something like a squadron of Flying Fortresses were approaching from the north 

at about 1000ft. I could see the markings on their wings, but I sensed danger and fell immediately to the 

ground in time to hear the whistling of a bomb or bombs but all was well near me and I never heard 

anymore about any damage. These bombers were probably returning from a mission and disposing of the 

bombs they had not dropped on their targets and were disposing of them in the last fifty kilometres or so 

of enemy territory. On another occasion about midday when I was in the farmyard, I heard the usual 

whistling noise of a falling bomb, but no aircraft noise, but there was no time to wonder why, I 

immediately fell to the ground just in time to hear a very loud explosion. Soon afterwards I found an 

enormous crater in one of the nearby farm fields; there would be no more cultivating or haymaking there 

for a long time. 

 

One morning, when I was away from the farm on sloping ground looking down on a railway line in the 

distance, I saw a few of our fighter aircraft flying fairly low but they each had a double fuselage. I had 

never seen aircraft like them before and I learned later that they were American Lightning planes. They 

flew over a train and later bombed the locomotive. An Austrian told me that they specialised in attacking 

locomotives and their routine was to fly along the train and when the passengers had alighted they would 

attack the locomotive. I thought that was very commendable conduct, especially as the description of an 

attack came from an enemy civilian. During another afternoon, I saw an object dropping from a 

Lightning, but it did not explode and in the evening a few of us went over to find out what it was and to 

our surprise, it was a reserve petrol tank. Obviously jettisoned when it was empty. One of our ingenious 

men thought that it would be a good idea to see if there was any petrol in it and if so remove it for 

cigarette lighter fuel. I have no idea how he managed it but the fuel would not work in his lighter - hard 

luck. 

 

The opportunity to talk to people other than those at the farm was very rare, but one Sunday when I went 

to the farm for my lunch there was a strange lady sitting at the table in the kitchen. Lunch was served and 

indeed it was a special occasion because it was roast chicken in honour of the guest who, I learned later,  

came from Vienna. I imagine that as usual I had my meal at a separate table but afterwards I moved across 

to the main table and a conversation developed between us particularly about England. We talked for a 
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long time after the family had left the table and I hope that I made a very favourable impression on her. 

She certainly did not like Hitler. It was a unique experience for her to be able to chat with an enemy 

soldier and discover that he was not a demon. I wonder whether she went back to Vienna and spoke to her 

friends about her lunchtime conversation? I imagine that she was a relative on an exchange visit because 

Mitzi often went to Vienna at weekends. 

 

The final months of the war were now unfolding and it was Christmas 1944. We had all been invited to 

our farms for a meal on Christmas Day evening and I of course joined the Jobstl family around their 

kitchen table and not at my usual separate table. After the meal the apricot schnapps flowed and we all 

enjoyed a kind of friendship to a limited extent. Part way though the evening, the radio was switched on 

and I heard an announcement that the Germans had bombed Manchester. A deathly silence followed and I 

thought to myself  "The b……..s". The family were very embarrassed and silent. I cannot remember what 

was said in commiseration but the only thing to do was have another glass of schnapps. The sombre mood 

changed to one of bonhomie and we all began to sing, but our jollity was short lived when our guard 

appeared at the door with the rest of our chaps he had collected from their farms. I invited him in to join 

our happy throng, but he was not going to get involved and ordered me to join him. I of course had no 

alternative, but I was not going quietly and once outside we all started singing old army ballads as we 

walked back to our camp through the snow. I thought that he "got the wind up" and walked quite a 

distance ahead of us. We were quite boisterous and when we arrived back at our camp, we refused to go 

upstairs to our rooms and formed a circle and sang out loud and clear " God save our gracious King," then 

to bed. The next morning we were the talk of the village because we had made so much noise on our way 

back to camp. But we had made our mark and our National anthem had rung out loud and clear through 

the night-time air. That was our last Christmas as prisoners of war. I was last at home in 1938. 

 

In early April 1945 we were told that we would be leaving St-Martins in a few days on foot and we should 

only pack what we could carry. We all felt that this was really the beginning of the end of the war. For 

some weeks we heard very distant gunfire or bombing from the East in the direction of the Russian 

offensive. After work the next day Mitzi packed a parcel of food for my journey; it included a loaf of 

bread, a large piece of smoked bacon and a bottle of Hungarian white wine. I said my goodbyes to the 

family in the house and to Mitzi in the cowshed. They were all very distressed and wondering whether the 

Russians would arrive in St-Martins before the British or Americans. Herr Jobstl shed a tear as did Mitzi 

in the cowshed. The family had treated me very well during my eighteen months stay and I felt very sorry 

for them and suggested that of course the British would arrive first. I learned later that the Russians 

arrived but were soon replaced by the British army. I hope that the family were not ill treated by the 

Russians. 

It was dusk when I left the house and I took the liberty of going down into the cellar and stealing some 

bottles of wine. I honestly feel ashamed of that selfish and unnecessary act but it does illustrate my 

feelings that even though the family had treated me well, I still looked upon them as the enemy. I only 

hope that despicable act was not found out; there was a lot of wine in that cellar. 

 

During the evening we all packed our belongings ready to leave early the next morning. I had a kitbag and 

I tried to convert it into a rucksack by attaching some rope shoulder loops, but that was a silly idea as I 

found out later. We did not go to bed that night and I remember sitting up with another chap, probably 

Alan, chatting and drinking the stolen wine. We left our camp about two or three o'clock in the morning of 

4th April 1945 leaving the pictures of the defiant Churchill and our Union flag hanging on the wall of our 

room to greet whoever entered after we had left. The twenty of us marched off and as we passed the 

farmhouse where I had worked I saw Mitzi looking out of the window of her bedroom. I slipped away and 

went over to her, kissed her goodbye and said the usual Austrian greeting "aufwiedesehen" - "until we 

meet again", but of course we never did and I wonder what happened to her; she had been a good friend to 

me during my stay at her parent's farm. That chapter of my life in St-Martins had ended and when I caught 

up with my friends, I was already looking forward to the adventures that lay ahead and going home. 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN 

The march to Freedom 
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The end of the war was now in sight, but what would happen in the meantime? I do not think that I cared 

very much as long as there was a good ending to the adventures ahead. I felt relaxed and optimistic, but 

after about a quarter of a mile that kitbag was very uncomfortable, the ropes were cutting into my 

shoulders and I decided that I could not carry on like that and had to think of a solution. I then had the 

idea of stealing a small handcart from the first farm that we passed. Every farm had a handcart, a 

lightweight edition of a scouts' trek-cart with two shafts at the front joined by a bar. I slipped away at the 

first opportunity and "borrowed one for the duration." And then I rejoined our group. My five friends lost 

no time in piling their kit on the handcart despite the ranting and raving of the guard in protest. I soon 

quietened him down and suggested that he should put his rucksack on our handcart as well and he did that 

rather reluctantly. It was not long before other chaps had slipped away and stolen other handcarts and in 

the end we had four or five and we were well equipped for what ever lay ahead. 

 

We journeyed on for the next twenty-four days covering some two hundred miles over undulating 

countryside, mountains and the alps. It would have been a very arduous journey carrying my kit on my 

back with that improvised rucksack. Thanks to the handcarts, the journey was not physically exhausting at 

all, but I soon got very hungry after eating all the food that Mitzi had given me. The weather throughout 

the march was fine apart from the last day when it rained very hard indeed. We were very fortunate, when 

I remember now about the endurance of other British prisoners of war who had marched during the winter 

of 1944/5 away from the Russian front in Eastern Germany. I cannot remember very much detail about 

our march but we must have been provided with some food on the way and I can remember that we had a 

large tin can, which we must have stolen and strung up under our cart in which we put any vegetables we 

gathered on the way. On one occasion it was filled with potatoes and water for an evening meal. We 

peeled and cooked the potatoes and added a crop of stinging nettles that taste rather like spinach. One 

chap from another group asked us if he could have our potato peelings for his meal and of course we 

obliged. I wonder now why we did not cook the potatoes with their skins, but if we had, then that chap 

would have been deprived of a meagre meal. That illustrates how we were managing on very little food. 

One day we were passing near to a remote farmhouse and I had the bright idea of running across to see if I 

could scrounge some bread. I knocked at the door and a lady answered. I told her that I was an English 

prisoner of war and needed bread please. I noticed a crucifix hanging on the wall in the kitchen and that 

meant that this was a Christian household. She gave me some bread, which our six shared. Bread is such a 

basic commodity that we all take for granted today, but until a few years ago I could never throw away 

unwanted bread - I had to eat it! One has to have experienced real hunger to appreciate that it does not 

mean just feeling "peckish". We were never demoralised, how could we be when we were on the way 

home albeit with perhaps a few hurdles to cross on the way. 

 

After about a fortnight, I do remember seeing some large white lorries belonging to the International Red 

Cross parked in a field, they would usually be carrying parcels of food and it was quite likely that we 

received some, but my memory fails me. On some days the distance was short, say about ten miles and on 

others much longer, but it was never very arduous; we were young and fit - just hungry. Sometimes we 

rested for a few days and at night we always slept in barns, pigsties and cowsheds, but always under 

cover. 

 

The routine of each day and night was much the same throughout the march except for one unforgettable 

occasion. We had stopped in a village, perhaps Mautendorf, and groups of civilians had gathered along 

the pavement edge in the main street and it seemed that they were waiting for something special to pass 

by. In front of us were two Polish girls who had been taken from their homes and forced to work in 

Austria. Harry Stibbs, one of our number and a former gunner in the Royal Artillery was standing 

alongside me and started to talk to one of them. Our handcarts were parked behind us. We did not have to 

wait very long for the expected arrival of a very long column of political prisoners, poor wretches. I think 

they were all men dressed in striped suits and being hassled along by some of their own men who were 

wearing armbands and using sticks to ensure that they kept moving. Those men were obviously "trusties" 

and S.S. soldiers were flanking the column. It was a terrible sight and I felt so humbled and very fortunate 

to have been treated reasonably well in the custody of the German army which was quite a separate 

organisation but subservient to the S.S. An S.S. officer noticed that Harry was talking to the Polish girl 

and he came across to us shouting and screaming and slapped Harry across his face a number of times 

obviously to provoke him. We then all gathered close to both of them and I clearly remember saying to 
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Harry "don't react Harry". I feared that if he had, then the officer would have drawn his pistol and shot 

him and probably some of us. That officer continued ranting and raving and started kicking one of the 

wheels of Harry's handcart until he broke some of the spokes. Fortunately, the lack of reaction from the 

twenty of us British soldiers, even though we were prisoners of war around him, may have quietened him 

down and he left us. That was a very tricky situation and fortunately it ended well for us. None of us were 

"bloodthirsty" but could have shot him had we been armed. 

 

S.S. soldiers were Schutzstaffel or Hitler's bodyguard and were hated by the average German soldier in 

the Wehrmacht, the German army. 

 

We continued our journey with one less handcart, the kit on Harry's cart being distributed among the 

others. A short distance up the road one of those poor political prisoners was lying dead having been shot 

in the back of his neck. The ground on the opposite side of the road was freshly dug and I wondered what 

evil deeds had been done there earlier. We had followed that column shortly afterwards but we never saw 

them again. They must have left the road and perhaps died in the woods. 

 

Bob Sollars, who had been at St-Martins with me, recently sent me a small-scale map of that part of 

Austria through which we had marched and a list of the towns and villages through which we had passed 

and the distance between each. I later went to the public library and checked that route on a large-scale 

map of that part of Austria to find out the kind of countryside through which we passed. 

 

Our march started of course at St-Martins im Sulmtal, which is about twenty kilometres in a direct line 

north of the border with Slovenia, formerly Yugoslavia and about forty kilometres south west of Graz, the 

capital of Steiermark - the area in the south east of Austria. Our journey was generally northwards for 

about 65 kilometres and then westwards in the general direction of Salzburg, which is near the 

German/Austrian border. Our route was as follows: - 

 

St-Martins im Sulmtal 

Deutchlandsburg  10km 

Stainz     15km 

Krottendorf    30km 

Voitsberg    10km  through the Stubalpe 1551m 

Sala     20km    " 

Gaberl     10km   " 

Weiskirken    20km    " 

Judenburg    15km 

St-Georgen    15km 

Neiderwolz   20km 

Stadl 35km 

Mautendorf    35km  Alps 2411m nearby 

Tweng     15km  Alps 2563m nearby 

Untertauern    10km  Schladminger Tauern 

Altermark    30km  2139m 

St-Johanne im Pongau   25km  in a valley south of Hoch Glockner 1588m 

     and to the north Hoch Grundalk 1827m 

 

The most spectacular part of the whole march was between Tweng and Untertauern through the 

Tauernpasshohe, where the narrow road passed through high walls of packed frozen snow about fifteen 

feet high. It was early morning; the sun was shining in that lovely bright blue sky. The air was crisp and I 

had a feeling of absolute wonderment up high in the Alps, so far from a world at war. That was a scene 

and experience I have never forgotten. 

 

We were about 65km from our destination - St-Johanne im Pongau (then known as Markt Pongau). I only 

learned the name of that town after we had been released. It took us another two days to reach it in a long 

descent into the valley and on the last day, the weather changed and the rain poured down and we were 

absolutely drenched. 
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I recently read that Mautendorf, one of the places through we passed and had that confrontation with an 

S.S. officer, was where Herman Goering, the Head of the German air force and a leading close associate 

of Hitler was captured in May 1945. In the surrounding area 72,000 German soldiers and several thousand 

refugees were also surrounded and captured in the same month. All of that happened in or near that quiet 

village through which we passed about ten days before. Perhaps Goering was in hiding there? Incidentally 

there is a 13th century castle in Mautendorf, which was left to Herman Goering in 1939 by his Jewish 

Godfather, Herman von Epstein, Jewish godfather indeed, when Goering was party to the terrible 

treatment of the Jews in the concentration camps. He was tried for war crimes with other high-ranking 

Nazis at Nuremberg after the war and I believe he was hanged, if not, then he certainly died about that 

time. 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY 

Stalag 18C,  St-Joanne im Pongau 
 

We arrived at St-Johanne, south of Salzburg and about fifty kilometres in a direct line from 

Berchtesgarten, Hitler's mountain retreat, late afternoon on the 28th April 1945, exactly four years and 

almost to the hour from when I was captured on the beach road at Kalamata. We had heard rumours on 

the way about the German retreat and we hoped that at last our day of freedom was near. We entered a 

large prison camp and the twenty of us were directed to a large marquee. This looked good, but when we 

entered it, the ground was covered in a large pool of water. There was no alternative then but to go in 

search of a spot in one of the huts and that was not easy, but I managed to find a small area to call my 

own. The next morning we discovered that small tents had been erected in the nearby field near the barbed 

wire perimeter fence, and adjacent to a railway line. We six soon made a claim on one of them and made 

ourselves as comfortable as possible. We parked our faithful friend the handcart, which had made our 

journey so much easier, nearby. In the following days we took it to pieces and used the wood and only the 

iron tyres were left. We soon found out this was a very large camp with wooden huts and a very large 

shower building. There were men of many nationalities there. A small river flowed through the middle of 

the camp and we were on the north side with the Americans on the south side. Sentries patrolled outside 

the fence. 

 

My thoughts were now very much centred on when would this war really be over and there was little else 

to occupy my mind, apart from exploring the camp. We spent a lot of time lazing in the sunshine and were 

fortunate that the weather was very good. One day one of our six quite unexpectedly produced a packet of 

tea from his kit and of course no time was lost in making a fire and having a brew up. While drinking our 

unexpected drink another chap remembered that in a previous camp men had made "blowers" on which 

they made their tea because wood was very scarce. A blower was a cooking device, which used very little 

wood to boil a can of water; a piece probably about three inches long and about an inch square split into 

slivers. In essence it was a hand powered wind turbine. We had time on our hands and we decided to try 

and make one. 

 

The next morning we set about scrounging the necessary materials to make a blower; - a 14lb jam tin, a 

rectangular cocoa tin, and a Klim powdered milk tin, two lids from a 14lb jam tin, some string and of 

course we had the wood from our cart. As far as I can remember the only tools we had were our 

penknives. A sketch of a blower is enclosed. 

 

Having used our idle hands to make the blower, and it was very successful; we talked not unexpectedly 

about the shortage of food and how we could get more. The crazy idea was suggested that two of us 

should get out of the camp, go up into the hills and scrounge bread from the farms. I had heard, of course, 

about men getting out of camp to escape but not to obtain food and then get in again. However the idea 

was agreed and we drew lots and it fell to Smiler and me to go on that crazy trip. I had no misgivings and 

rather looked forward to the adventure. We sought out a place in the fence where we would cut the wire 

and crawl underneath. That evening we waited until the guard had passed our spot and had about a 

hundred yards to go before returning. We cut the wire and quickly crawled underneath, crossed the 

railway line and ran like mad for the cover of some bushes, half expecting to be shot. We arrived safely, 
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planned our next move and agreed that I would do the talking and otherwise we were support for each 

other. We then went up the hill in a northerly direction. 

 

We each had backpacks in case we were lucky enough to obtain some bread. Incidentally, the loaves in 

Austria were round and quite large. I think that we called at two farmhouses before we found shelter for 

night. At the first two we were invited in and given a snack of bread and perhaps some raw bacon that the 

Austrians called "speck" and some bread to take away with us. It was quite dark when we reached our 

third farmhouse and knocked at the door. We were invited in and given a meal and by that time we had 

been well fed. I then asked the farmer about sleeping accommodation for the night and he took us to his 

large barn. I can still visualise the scene even now. We went through the large high barn doors and on the 

immediate left was a wooden barrier about four feet high. Behind it hay was stacked. We both climbed up 

and made our bed for the night about ten feet from the barrier. We loosened the laces of our boots and 

went to sleep with our back backs as pillows. During the night, I heard voices but took no notice and went 

off to sleep again. Early the next morning I sat up only to find that some German soldiers were also in the 

barn about twenty feet away from us, and one was looking in our direction. I nudged Smiler and we tied 

the laces of boots and made a swift but unhurried exit from the barn and then to the farmhouse. The 

farmer told us and I really did not believe him, that the German soldiers had arrived late the previous night 

and wanted to sleep in the farmhouse. He apparently told them that if the barn was good enough for the 

two Englanders then it was good enough for them. What a "whopper" but we were given food and some 

bread to take back to camp. Those German soldiers were probably "on the run" and were as surprised to 

see us as we were to see them in that barn. Not a word was spoken between us, each being apprehensive 

of the other. But on the other hand the war was not yet over and we could have been in real trouble. They 

were of course armed, but all was well and we made our way back to our camp with our food and on 

arrival when the guard's back was turned, we ducked under the wire fence. Mission accomplished. The 

whole exercise was absolutely idiotic, but young men in those circumstances often did silly things and 

that was one of them. 

 

When I came out of our tent on the morning of 7th May, I noticed the patrolling guard was absent and that 

also during the night a German anti-aircraft train, then deserted, had arrived and was stationary on the 

railway line on the other side of the wire fence. It was very long and anti-aircraft guns and concrete 

pillboxes were mounted on it. We six lost no time in getting under the wire or probably cutting it and 

exploring the train. The pillbox nearest to our tent was an office and we started to help ourselves to what 

ever we fancied; - a typewriter, paper and carbons, long cushioned seats which would improve our 

sleeping accommodation, a radio and some large batteries, a blow lamp and fuel etc. With the batteries 

and bulbs we rigged up an electric light in our tent. 

It was very obvious that the war had ended; yet we had no such information. We soon had the radio 

working and tuned in to an English speaking station, most likely a British Army station. The blow lamp 

was to be used for cooking after a small shallow hole was dug to house it at an angle, with some iron bars 

above, on which we put our cooking pot which must also have been stolen from the train. Some food must 

have been obtained from the same source, but I cannot remember. 

 

The next day started as usual and still no guards about, but we had no idea that it would have an historical 

significance for all time and us in particular. About mid-day we heard on our radio that our Prime 

Minister Winston Churchill would be speaking to the world at 3pm. We waited anxiously and heard him 

announce that the Germans had surrendered and that the war in Europe had ended. Hurrah, there was great 

jubilation. I was to learn later that it was V.E. day, victory in Europe day. We lost no time in going out of 

the camp - we were free at last. We found a timber yard and the six of us helped ourselves to timber to 

make a wooden floor for our tent, build a table and two benches and a kind of wooden awning to protect 

us from the sun when sitting at the table. Then we went back to the camp with our loot, which must have 

included some tools, and nails. Surely we must have had a carpenter among our six. It certainly did not 

take long to complete the job, perhaps a couple of days 

 

At about ten minutes past eight in the late evening of V.E. day, I noticed a convoy of about three army 

vehicles, flying large white flags coming up the valley road towards our camp. A large number of us 

rushed in great excitement to the main gate of the camp - it was a detachment of the American 7th Army 

that had come to formerly release us and discus whatever must have been necessary with the German staff 
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who were probably in the camp office. I remember that we just stood there and looked on at the soldiers in 

the lorries and they at us without any sign of recognition or emotion. They looked thoroughly fed up and 

neither smiled or waved. It all seemed an anti climax. 

 

I can only guess that a small detachment of British officers arrived some time later, because army orders 

were soon posted. I cannot remember reading them but I heard that one day an order was published 

prohibiting our chaps from riding bicycles around the town. The bicycles had of course been stolen, but 

the order was ignored. After all those years none of us were in any mood to obey such orders and the only 

one that we would obey would be the one to assemble to go home. Little did we know that we would be in 

that wretched camp for another three weeks! 

 

A lot of our chaps as well as Poles, Russians, Americans and French were out in the small town and some 

were helping themselves to what ever they fancied. One morning a chap came staggering across the grass 

near to our tent, almost weighed down with a huge pile of saucepans that he was carrying. He had 

obviously been in the town! We badly needed a saucepan and he was relieved of the top one and he did 

not say a word, perhaps he could not speak English. Goodness knows what he was going to do with all 

those saucepans unless he intended to sell them and make some money. There was a story going around 

our camp that a couple of our chaps had stolen a motor-cycle and intended to make their own way home 

to England. Another group had stolen a shed, which was in sections and it was erected in the camp - that 

was an improvement on our modified tent. There was no limit to what men were doing now that they were 

free, but I never heard of any physical abuse taking place in the town and that spoke well for discipline of 

men of all nationalities. 

 

Food was of course a priority and one morning, I decided to go into the town and try and find some bread 

and I soon found some civilians queuing up at the entrance to a hall. I looked inside and saw a huge pile 

of bread on a table and a German officer was distributing it. I joined that queue and obtained a loaf, but I 

cannot remember whether I had to pay for it with my ill-gotten Austrian money or whether it was given to 

me without paying. I returned to our camp and I imagine that we had a jolly good breakfast. 

 

On the first Sunday morning after our release, and to my surprise, Smiler asked me if I would go to church 

with him. He was a Roman Catholic and he already knew that I was a Methodist and had no idea about 

R.C. rituals. The church was a very large Gothic style building with a tall steeple. Smiler suggested that I 

should follow him into the church and copy what he did and when he crossed himself I should say to 

myself as I copied his every movement, "ace, king, queen, jack, ten". We entered the porch and Smiler 

dipped his fingers in the small bowl of "holy water" on the wall and crossed himself and I did the same 

repeating to myself "the card trick". We then went into the church and during the act of genuflecting 

(stooping and making the sign of the cross in front of the altar) I followed his every movement. It was a 

most unusual experience going to church and most of the time having to keep an eye on Smiler and aping 

his ritualistic movements. The church was full with several hundreds of American soldiers and former 

prisoners of war of many different nationalities. The service meant very little to me, but I had pleased 

Smiler by going with him. I never saw him again after we left that camp, but sometime in the summer of 

1945, after I had returned home, I picked up the morning paper and to my surprise there was a large 

picture of Smiler on the front page. He had been convicted of doping racehorses and had been sent to 

prison. I remembered that he was a stable lad in the racing stables at Malton in Yorkshire. Hard luck 

Smiler. 

 

Having mentioned my experiences in the Roman Catholic Church, I am reminded of a passing 

acquaintanceship with an R.C. priest in that camp. One morning two of us went for a stroll to discover the 

remainder of that very large camp which had housed prisoners of many nationalities and we found a large 

memorial made of concrete with a huge star on the top in a small cemetery. It was obviously Russian and 

probably made in the camp by Russian prisoners of war. Eventually we found a grave with a cross bearing 

the name of a British soldier. The area was overgrown with long grass and we tidied up the grave area, by 

plucking the grass with our hands. Having made it look respectable we went in search of a padre, who we 

thought would be interested and note the location and report it when he arrived home. The only padre we 

could find was a Roman Catholic and he accompanied us to the site of the grave and to my absolute 

astonishment he exclaimed, "He was a Jew". With hindsight I should have replied "and so was Jesus". I 
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asked him what difference it made; we had all been engaged in fighting the common enemy, but he was 

not interested. He was a horrible man wearing the uniform of a padre. I do not know whether he was 

British or American, but he had disgraced his calling. 

 

I sent my first letter home on 15th May 1945 and the second, a little later. I now have them and I found 

them useful in providing a record of my thoughts at the time. They now, of course look very much tattered 

and torn. Soon after the arrival of the U.S. army, we received their rations in cardboard boxes; there were 

two kinds, C rations for one man and K rations for five men. Those parcels even had toilet paper in them - 

trust the Americans to think of that luxury. 

 

One afternoon another chap and I found a very large communal shower building and we wasted no time at 

all in going back to our tent and collecting our washing kits. After indulging in a wonderful shower, the 

likes of which, I had almost forgotten (the last one was at that railway siding in Greece in 1941). I think 

we were sitting on a bench doing up our bootlaces when I saw a few bedraggled looking individuals enter 

the area. They looked filthy and unshaven. I spoke to them in German (the common language) thinking 

that they came from Eastern Europe and had been badly treated by the Germans, but to my surprise, they 

were Americans and they did have a sorry story to tell! They had been prisoners for four months and had 

no washing kit. Oh dear, we told them that we had been prisoners for four years and if they wished they 

could borrow our kit and have a shower and shave. I cannot understand, even now why they did not have 

those basics to keep themselves clean. All British soldiers in action carry on their backs a small pack, 

inside which is a change of under clothes, washing kit, water bottle and mess tin. They emerged from the 

shower looking quite human again and they were very grateful for our hospitality. We remained friends 

for the rest of the time we were in that camp. One afternoon one of them came across to our tent and 

asked us if we would like to go and join them and have "afternoon tea"; that sounded quite civilised. They 

lived on the far side of the camp, across the small river, which flowed through the middle of the camp. 

When we arrived they had a very large can, holding about a gallon of tea brewing on their fire. They 

really thought that we would drink their tea like some men would drink beer, but it was their way of 

saying "thank you" to us. While we were there they told us about an American soldier who was killed 

while messing about with a "bazooka", a hand held anti tank weapon. Silly man, he never lived to go 

home. American officers had arrived at their camp soon after we were released and they had issued orders 

for their soldiers to parade and drill. I am sure that we would not have taken kindly to that idea and our 

officers never even tried. We were in no mood to accept any kind of military discipline except that which 

would be necessary for our journey home. 

 

I spent many hours with the typewriter, which I took from the German anti-aircraft train, sitting at our 

table by the tent typing out poems which chaps had written on scraps of paper during their captivity. I kept 

a carbon copy of each and a few years ago had them printed in a small booklet. A copy of that booklet and 

the original carbon copies are now in the Poem Section in the Imperial War Museum in London. 

 

I was typing one afternoon when some schoolgirls came into the camp and were watching me type and we 

chatted. They had been evacuated from their home towns and may well have been billeted in our camp. 

On another occasion, I saw a group of them sitting in a circle with one of our chaps who was showing 

them photographs, probably of his family. I thought that was wonderful, because good friendly 

relationships were being developed between British soldiers and Austrian and perhaps German children. I 

hope that they would always remember those times when after the turmoil of war they could relax and 

laugh with their former enemy. Another gesture of good will was that all of the German rations intended 

for us were diverted to them after we had received American rations. 

 

Later, I spent a few days in the Company office helping type lists of the names of our men for repatriation 

to England. Each list comprised twenty-five names, the number to be allotted to each lorry and aircraft. 

The Germans must have been very efficient in having the names of all of us who had been moved from far 

and wide to that camp. 

 

About 25th May we were told that we would be going home soon and two of those girls must have heard 

the news and came to me and asked if they could have my typewriter, paper and carbons when I left. Of 

course I agreed and they kept in touch each morning and on the day of our departure they were very 
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excited. I gave them the typewriter etc. as well as some soap, towel and other odds and ends. I said 

“aufwiedesehen” to them and I went in the opposite direction. I wonder what happened to those girls and 

whether they remembered the Englander who befriended them? 

 

The procedure for the departure from St-Johanne of nearly 3,000 men was exceptionally well organised. 

Near the place of departure along a narrow area were markers every forty feet or so numbered 1 to 115. I 

have forgotten the number of my lorry, but right on time, 115 American double six lorries arrived. A 

double six lorry had six wheels and the back two were doubles. Twenty-five of us climbed aboard our 

allotted lorry and off we went, again to an unknown destination. We travelled along country roads and I 

was curious to see where we were going and some white dust from the road blew into my eyes and they 

were very sore, but that was not a worry, I was going home. We eventually arrived at Salzburg aerodrome 

and were expecting to leave that day, but our aircraft did not arrive. I had my eyes treated by an American 

medic and we were given food. I cannot remember very much about it except that I had diced beetroot and 

iced coffee when all I really wanted was a tin of army corned beef and some biscuits, but the American 

rations were far more sophisticated than ours. Their equivalent of our N.A.A.F.I. was a mobile shop. I 

went to obtain a packet of spearmint and was given a carton of 500 packets. That was American 

hospitality. 

 

It was now obvious that our departure was to be delayed and we would have to sleep in the nearby woods 

that night, but during the evening the Americans arranged a film show nearby with a large screen and 

some popular films. Early the next morning Dakota aircraft started to arrive, flown in by the R.A.F. The 

pilot said he was very sorry that he had no beer on board, but he had to take off unexpectedly, the weather 

in England was bad and the Americans would not fly. Believe that if you wish. The aircraft were equipped 

to transport paratroopers. Inside there were wooden seats along each side, facing inwards and above and 

down the middle of the aisle was a cable, which ran to the exit door at the rear. We were told that 

paratroopers would hook their parachute cord on to that wire and proceed in single file to the door where 

they would be despatched when the green light glowed above the exit door. I wondered how many men 

had travelled on their last journey in that aircraft? Before we left we were each given a small tin of meat 

about the size of a small tin of baked beans. I opened mine and ate the contents quite soon before we took 

off and I kept the tin. After a while the pilot told us that we were passing over Mannheim. My immediate 

thought was "well I'll leave a memento as I fly over." Each of the small windows had a round hole a little 

larger than my tin, with a rubber plug in it. I removed the plug in the window nearest to me and 

despatched the tin with a fond farewell and then replaced the plug. It was a silly thing to do, but the idea 

came to me on the spur of the moment and I did it without any more thought. 

After about two hours, we landed at Brussels and of course we were still dressed in well-worn battle dress 

with prisoner numbers on the blouses and looking very scruffy. After landing we were de-loused by 

British medics but it was really unnecessary. A very large powder squirter gun with a long nozzle was 

filled with D.D.T. powder. The nozzle was placed up each trouser leg and powder was squirted up. The 

same procedure was used for each arm and my neck, chest and back. We were then given some money 

and I think it must have been a free handout because no entry was made in my pay book, which I had kept 

throughout the war. I was then free with all the other scruffy soldiers to explore Brussels. We wandered 

around, but I cannot remember much about it, except that I found a barber's shop in the evening and had a 

good haircut. I did hear stories of military policemen reprimanding some of our chaps for not being 

properly dressed in Brussels. Their response must have been unprintable. 

 

Probably during the following morning, we all went to a large store where all kinds of clothing etc were 

laid out on counters and we were free to take whatever we wanted. I was happy in my old battle dress and 

the rest of my clothing, D.D.T. powder as well, and I cannot remember taking anything. My old clothing 

had a history and we were attached to each other! However I had to say goodbye to it all a little later when 

I arrived in England.  

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 

The White Cliffs of Dover 
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It was a beautiful sunny morning, our aircraft was crossing the English Channel and I could see in the 

distance the White Cliffs of Dover. I cannot find the words to express my feelings after all these years, but 

I suppose, it was a kind of muted excitement. 

 

We had left Brussels on about 26th May 1945 in a Dakota aircraft. Some of our chaps had actually 

travelled home in bombers and sat on the bomb doors! I have never found out where we actually landed 

but it was somewhere in Sussex on a small landing strip. The Dakota came to a halt near a large building, 

the doors were opened and I clearly remember walking down the gangway from the aircraft and seeing a 

group of ladies waiting to welcome us home. I learned later that they were volunteers in the Womens 

Voluntary Service. They escorted us into that building and there was a wonderful sight of tables laid out 

with tablecloths etc ready for our welcome home meal and I remember it was steak. That was an 

unforgettable experience. 

 

I cannot describe my feelings now that I had actually landed in England, I suppose I still had that feeling 

of muted excitement and of expectation about what lay ahead, but I will have to leave it at that. After our 

meal, we boarded a British army lorry and even then, we were not told our destination - an army habit. 

We travelled through beautiful countryside, and the fields seemed to be much greener than I had ever seen 

before, but were they really? After about an hour, we arrived at an army camp in Sompting near 

Worthing. The entrance was near a housing estate and as our lorry came to a halt, a number of boys came 

running up and asked for souvenirs, but I had none. Then we went into the camp and I was very impressed 

with the very efficient way in which our Army had prepared for our reception. We were split up into small 

groups of about six men and a corporal escorted us into a marquee. Inside, wonders of wonders, not a 

grass floor but wooden floorboards, the beds were well spaced out and each had real bedding, white sheets 

and pillows etc. On each bed was a washing kit and a blank telegram form. Our corporal asked us to 

complete the telegram form with the address of our next of kin and a short message saying that we would 

be home in a few days. The telegrams were collected immediately and I suppose my parents knew of my 

arrival in England within a few hours. I think that we then had another meal of steak. My goodness we 

had been welcomed home in style, but no military band! 

 

The following morning we were all issued with new uniforms etc, and the campaign medal ribbon for the 

theatre of operations we were in when captured. In my case that was the Middle East and I received the 

ribbon for the Africa Star. I received that medal later and also the 1939-45 War medal and the Victory 

medal. Very much later, in May 2000, I received from the Greek Government the Hellenic Republic 

Commemorative medal for Campaigns in 1940-1941 in Greece and a Diploma. It took a long while to 

arrive mainly, I believe, because the British Government would not co-operate with the Greek 

Government in providing the names of the men engaged in that operation - perhaps they had no reliable 

records? 

 

After receiving our new uniforms and looking quite respectable, we had a medical examination and later 

intelligence staff interrogated us about our treatment during captivity. I had no complaints and felt that I 

had generally been treated fairly. Of course there were quite bad times, especially in the early days, but on 

balance I had no real cause to complain. In the evening, we were taken to Worthing and stayed an hour or 

two before returning to camp. The next morning, 29th May 1945, I was issued with a pass, railway warrant 

and money for my journey home. I remember arriving at Worthing station with chaps I had been with for 

a long time and strangely, I do not remember saying goodbye to any of them. I cannot explain my 

behaviour, perhaps it was because psychologically I had not really "tuned in" to being free at last and had 

one object in mind and that was to arrive home. 

 

I caught the train to East Croydon station and when I arrived, I walked down George Street to the bus stop 

at the bottom of the hill; nothing seemed to have changed since I was last there. I found the usual bus stop 

and shortly afterwards a 630-trolley bus destined for Mitcham, my hometown, arrived. I went upstairs, sat 

down and offered my fare to the conductress - a woman indeed collecting fares. That was new to me. She 

ignored me and I was left holding out my hand with the fare. I was told later that quite often some 

conductresses would not collect fares from servicemen and allowed them to travel free. 
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I arrived at the "Swan" at Mitcham and walked down Eveline Road, knocked at the door of No.63 and my 

Mother opened the door and greeted me. I then went into the living room to meet my dear old Dad and he 

had changed. He had been ill and was just a shadow of the Dad I had left behind in 1940; he was only 63 

years of age. The war had indeed taken its toll. At last I was home. I had no time to sit down before my 

Mother asked me if I would go up the road to the bakers and buy a small loaf. She knew in advance that I 

was coming home and I wondered why she had not done that before. I think all was to be revealed later. I 

walked to the top of Eveline Road and crossed the road to the baker's shop. Then to my surprise, Joyce, 

my former girl friend was standing on the pavement as if she was waiting for me. I clearly remember just 

looking at her as if she was a complete stranger, walked past her and into the baker's shop. I had no 

feelings whatsoever for her, but that occasion concerned me in later years. Why on earth had I behaved in 

that shameful way? I have no explanation except that I had only just experienced that sudden transition 

form captivity back to my home and I was "off balance". I do not really know.  

 

Joyce and I had parted through correspondence in 1941 when I was a prisoner of war in my first year of 

captivity. She wanted to know my intentions about marriage. What a question to ask me in my situation 

when I did not know if or when 1 would be going home and any case I had never had any thoughts about 

engagement or marriage. We were just very good friends, I liked her very much, but I do not think 1 ever 

loved her. The Germans were at that time victorious on all fronts and I could understand her feelings. 

Why should she wait for me to come home, the war could last a long time and she had her young life in 

front of her without any commitment from me. I am afraid that I sent her a very curt reply, when with 

hindsight I should have chosen kinder words. Joyce never replied and I was not surprised. I am sure that 

when she waited at the top of Eveline Road she wanted to speak to me and welcome me home and nothing 

more. 

 

I never mentioned Joyce when I got home and shortly afterwards my Mother suddenly told me that Joyce, 

was engaged to be married to a Canadian soldier. I never thought any more about her. But in later years I 

really wondered whether I "had been set up" and the meeting outside the baker's shop had been planned 

with Joyce. I shall never know. She was married in 1945 and emigrated to Canada. Strangely, Dorothy a 

friend of my wife Nancy, had also been a friend of Joyce and had corresponded with her over the years 

and later told us that she was happily married. I really wonder why I am relating my encounter with Joyce 

except that it may in some way illustrate that I really needed time to settle down into a new mode of life in 

suburbia. On reflection I seemed to have returned to an uneventful life and it must have taken me some 

time to be rehabilitated, and then I met Nancy when I went to dig up the Anderson air-raid shelter in the 

garden of her Mother's house. I was re-born. 

 

I had quite a long leave and eventually I was called back for further training because I was still eligible for 

service in the Far East in the war with Japan. Fortunately, Japan capitulated in September 1945 after two 

atomic bombing raids. I was posted to War Office Signals (now Ministry of Defence) and finally released 

from the Army on 25th May 1946 and placed on the Army Z Reserve. I had completed six and a half years 

of war service, perhaps I am "richer" for it, but not in any monetary sense. 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 

Some final thoughts 
 

It has taken me over two years, on and off, to complete this story which is by no means one of literary 

merit. I have thought about writing it for a long time and hesitated, wondering whether any of my family 

would be interested but eventually, I felt compelled to tackle it - my "hour glass" is running out. 

 

I came from a relatively poor family and one that was typical of most in those times. My Dad had served 

in the Royal Navy for fifteen years from 1904 until 1919 and later worked on the maintenance of trams 

and trolley buses. My Mother did dressmaking at home to supplement my Dad's wages. I had a young 

sister, Nora. My family on my Mother's side were Methodists and one relation was a local preacher. 

 

I left school at the tender age of 14 years and 5 months and my education continued in the world of work, 

pleasure and the Methodist Church. My standards were, I suppose, first moulded in the Wesleyan Church 
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at the Fair Green in Mitcham. Incidentally John Wesley once preached in a small chapel at the Cricket 

Green. Our family moved to Mitcham from Dagenham when I was nine years old and I have affectionate 

memories of that town. 

 

I have always tried to be "true to myself” and to be honest. I have at times been outspoken because I could 

never remain silent if I thought I had something useful to say. I cannot really recall my thoughts and 

emotions during 1939 and 1945 and my story may lack substance because of that. 

 

My war was a relatively easy one compared with that which others endured and I am thankful. I survived, 

some of my section did not and I am humbled. I remember Ken Potter particularly. We had been together 

for about six months and were only separated in early April 1941, when we were allocated to provide 

communications at different beaches during the evacuation of our troops from Greece. He was killed to 

the east of the Corinth Canal, while I was at Kalamata beach west of the canal. My parents were told that I 

was last seen running from a burning lorry; the writer must have thought that I was with Ken who was 

probably driving that lorry when he was killed. 

 

My years as a prisoner of war working on various farms in Austria were of course not bad and so far 

removed from the plight of our men captured by the Japanese in the Far East. They were ill treated and 

had a terrible time. As I look back all feelings of utter despondency in the early days have gone - time 

does heal. I have no hatred for the enemies who I personally met over the years except that wretched S.S. 

officer during our March to Freedom. I never killed anyone. I am ever thankful for the professionalism of 

the two German soldiers on their motorcycle/sidecar who surprised Alec and me and captured us at 

gunpoint. They could easily have killed us. The Battle of Kalamata followed shortly afterwards and I 

wonder if they survived? 

 

To my wife, children and grandchildren and others who may follow the family line of ancestry and who 

may read this story. I hope that they can live in peace and never be involved in war. 

 

 Let us, then, be up and doing, 

 With a heart for any fate; 

 Still achieving, still pursuing, 

 Learn to labour and to wait. 

 

(From the Psalm of Life by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow) 

 

ILLUSTRATIONS to KHAKI & COWDUNG 
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Nancy, 1943 

 

 

 

 
 

Me, Charlie Avery, Ken Potter, 1940 

in Palestine (now Israel) 
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                     My parents, 1940               My sister Nora, 1940 

 

 
 

Joyce, Dorothy, Betty, 1940 
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Austria 1941 

 

 

 
 

Mitzi, my friend at the Jobstl farm in Austria, 1943 
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Guards with our Red Cross parcels, 1942 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


