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POST-GREECE 
 

Signalman Victor Beardow, Royal Corps of Signals 
 

Very little is known about Vic Beardow’s activities, except that he built a radio receiver for clandestine 
(and grossly punishable) Stalag 18A PoW use. 
 
The following extract is taken from the as yet unpublished work by the Archivist – “Dad – Prisoner of War”: 
 
3.4.4 Notes on Prison Camp Radios 
 

(a) “Building a Radio in a PoW camp” 

Originally narrated by Ralph Corp, RAF, and taken from the People’s War website. 

 

Archivist’s Note: Dad made (and presumably used) a key for a clandestine radio hideaway 
for at least one of his encampments.  The skeleton key is made from a sawn-down hacksaw 
blade – but what would it have been used to gain access to?  

 
My father’s “radio” key 

 
“The building of a radio and its maintenance in a prison camp is an accomplishment, which many 
people will disbelieve, but it happened. Despite the frequent searches that the living quarters were 
subjected to, which were 100% efficient, a radio was built and maintained. In addition, it was 
transported from the camp in which it was built, to another camp more than 200 miles away. . 
This, in my opinion, was a very good piece of work, especially when one realises that, on leaving 
one camp, every man and his baggage were searched minutely. The same procedure was 
adopted when entering a new camp. Such searches were not conducted by soldiers, but by the 
Italian police who were, so we were told, the elite of the world’s policemen. 
 
The first part of my story takes place in a prison camp in southern Italy near the village of Gravina. 
The camp itself was still in the process of being built. When completed, it was to hold 10,000 men 
though at the time, it contained only 6,000. All the men lived in stone built barrack rooms to which 
the Italian police had access at all times. 
 
Life in the camps was very bad; food was scarce and . . . was the worst. Many men died there, 
and hundreds suffered the agony of Malaria, simply because there were no medicines. If I’d never 
seen living skeletons before, I saw them there among a group of men taken prisoner in Greece.  
 

 
 

 Diagram of the radio receiver 
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However, this has nothing to do with the main narrative, yet, there was one thing we all missed in 
the P.O.W. camps and that was genuine news. The Italians did sometimes permit their 
newspapers into the camps, but only when things were going badly for the allies. There was a 
paper in English, printed in Italy and chock full of fascist propaganda, issued to us about once a 
fortnight. But to return to the story, which begins in November 1942: one evening, after the usual 
light meal, I was sitting with my prisoner friend, when suddenly, he said, “Do you think it would be 
possible to build a radio in here?” Well, after all, I was only a policeman and being a P.O.W. at 
that time, I aired my views, in no uncertain manner. To begin with, we were at the wrong side of 
the fence, we could speak very little Italian and the police saw to it that we didn’t get too familiar 
with any Italians working around the place. Furthermore, we could not get of any Italian money 
and even if we did, it would mean bribing Italians to bring the necessary articles into the camp. 
 
My friend had had many attacks of Malaria in the camp and I thought it was one of the usual 
brainstorms before he commenced his first sweat. I was wrong; the Malaria didn’t develop and for 
many weeks afterwards, he was engaged in building up an acquaintance with an Italian soldier. 
And what an Italian. A more villainous specimen of humanity I have yet to see. The man was not 
one of the ordinary sentries, but he was employed as an electrician and in this capacity, he had 
almost free run in and out of the prisoners’ quarters. He was frequently permitted to enter the 
camp without being searched. He was interested in radio; this and many other things were taken 
into consideration by my friend. By offering a cup of tea (when we had any to offer) to this man, 
plus a few cigarettes, a friendship began to open up. One day in December, the Italian confided to 
my friend that he was of Communistic tendencies. From that moment, the two of them became 
the closest of friends.  

 
During all this time, I was in the British Camp Police, although a difficult job, it had its 
compensations. From time to time, I had to visit the Italian police office on the other side of the 
fence. Now, normally, I don’t walk around with my eyes closed, but being a P.O.W. increases 
one’s powers of observation enormously, so much so that one day, whilst in the police office, I 
espied, lying in a corner, a small coil of insulated wire. Before I continue, I must state that the 
Warrant Officer of the East Yorkshire Regiment had given orders to make as much trouble as 
possible for the Italians. Also, in a P.O.W. camp, stealing from the enemy wasn’t a crime, but 
rather a commendable act. So, if I were to take that coil of wire, it may cause little trouble to the 
Italians, but it would come in handy if our radio plan matured. I returned to my sleeping quarters in 
the highest of spirits. My friend had received a promise from his Iti friend that he would get some 
parts for us. So far, so good. But Italians are the same the world over, this one wanted paying 
before he would bring in the stuff. My friend had made out a list of the parts he needed and the ‘Iti’ 
agreed to get them, but he wanted 1,000 liras first. That was the snag. 1,000 liras was like asking 
for a rifle and ammunition. Besides, our pay was only 1 lira 40 cents per day and we were paid 
with paper money that could only be used inside the camp.  
 
And so the radio idea reverted to the background for some weeks. Life went on in the usual way, 
with the searches and roll calls etc. The radio was forgotten, when one day, I was talking to one of 
the camp policemen, a Greek who spoke several languages, when the word ‘radio’ cropped up. 
Obviously, in P.O.W. camps, one keeps one’s ideas to oneself; we knew that there were spies in 
the camp. But in this case, the radio idea had fallen through, so I told the Greek about it, although 
I didn’t mention any names. When I had finished speaking, he very calmly drew a piece of paper 
from his pocket and said, “You can pay me back after the war if you wish. I stared at the slip of 
paper after unfolding it. It was a 1,000 lira note. Never having seen one before, I was a little 
unbelieving, but he carried on speaking, saying, “If you can pull this off, it’ll be a smack in the eye 
for the Iti’s.” 
 
I hurried back to the W.O.’s quarters and was just in time for a spot of char, freshly made on our 
new blower. Blower was the name given to a charcoal-burning machine. It was made from old bits 
of wood etc. and by turning a wheel continuously, a current of air kept the charcoal red hot. The 
prisoners constructed these themselves and there were all shapes, styles and sizes and always 
much competition among the builders. My friend had been working on his particular model for 
several days. It was constructed entirely of empty milk tins from the Red Cross parcels. It 
embodied a new principle of air supply under pressure. When I arrived, the tea was made; the 
water had boiled in 7 minutes from the word ‘go’.  
 
Having sucked down several mouthfuls of the steaming beverage, I very gradually turned the 
conversation round from ‘blower’ to ‘radio’, whereupon he said, “We haven’t a cat in h---‘s chance 
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of getting a pukka 1,000 line in this camp.” I grinned at this remark; then very proudly, I handed 
him the 1,000 L note. His face was well worth writing home about. With an expression of disbelief, 
he examined the slip of paper, turned it over, held it to the light, and then, pushing his hat to the 
back of his head, he sat down. “What’ve you done now?” he asked, stuffing the note into his 
breast pocket. He listened in silence to the story I had to tell. Needless to say, despite the 
blower’s popularity, for the rest of the day, the topic was radio. Where should we keep it? How to 
avoid its discovery by the Iti’s etc. etc. From then on, radio was the talk, morning, noon and night.  

 
There was much trouble with the Italian electrician who was to buy the stuff. He brought up many 
excuses, but W.O. West kept him to his promise. The Greek was brought into the scheme owing 
to his excellent knowledge of Italian. A plan was devised which we hoped would get the parts into 
the camp undetected. It worked, too well, I believe for the Italian electrician. He was very nervous 
about the whole affair and begged us not to mention his name if the stuff was found. We gave him 
our word, and from that very moment, the building of the set commenced. We now had in our 
possession, one pair of headphones, one coil, two valves (not new ones), 12 dry batteries (pocket 
lamp size), one cat’s whisker and some five or six terminals. All our energies were turned to radio 
construction. A condenser was made from an old aluminium mess tin. A bed for the coil was 
made from another piece of mess tin, bits of wood and candle wax. I am not a wireless fan and 
understand very little about them, but was able to render a little assistance in the making of tools.  
 
At this stage of the radio episode, one thing troubled us much: where to keep the set when it was 
completed. Many schemes were put forward and rejected, until in the end, a member of the Royal 
Engineers came forward and volunteered his services. Being in charge of the British prisoners 
working inside the camp, he turned out to be the ideal man for the job. He made us a locker with a 
sliding back door. It was made from the wood from red cross boxes, but before he fixed the locker 
to the wall, he removed one of the stones, thus leaving a small recess, sufficiently large to hold 
the complete set. The Greek was the only outsider who knew of its existence. Our camp leader 
was very interested and gave us his assistance. He even went and ordered a locker to be placed 
behind every Warrant Officer’s bed in the sleeping quarters. That assisted the deception 
remarkably well. There were 16 lockers in the W.O.’s quarters but only one with a sliding back. At 
long last, everything was ready for a trial.  
 
It must be said that the results of our efforts didn’t look much like a radio. It was just a box of tin 
and cardboard, but everyman was excited. Guards were placed around the quarters to give 
warning should any Italians approach the building. W.O. West switched the set onto the main 
electric current and began fiddling with the dials of the set. Everyone crowded round; no talking 
was allowed, at least, not on wireless subjects. By looking at their faces, one could easily imagine 
what kind of questions they were wanting to ask, such as: “Can you hear anything?” “Is it working 
OK?” There was no encouragement from our operator. After about ten minutes silence, he turned 
away saying, “It’s a flop! Anyway, what did you expect, it’s only made from cans and cardboard.” 
He’d no longer said this when there was a dull flop from the set’s direction. W.O. West in trying to 
boost up the current, had overstepped the mark. One of the valves was done for. He removed the 
headphones and informed us that the set had been dead all the time he had been listening. There 
was a murmur of disappointment from the men gathered there. We experimented on one or two 
occasions, but without result. Finally, W.O. West said that it was necessary to have a transformer 
before the set would function, so he again saw his communist friend, but the Iti had had enough. 
He refused point blank to have anything more to do with the scheme.  
 
Shortly after the unsuccessful attempt with the radio, my friend and I were involved in an escape 
attempt and after our recapture and subsequent 30 days rigorous punishment, we once again 
found ourselves back in our old sleeping quarters. We were subjected to severe supervision and 
therefore, our activities with regard to the radio were of necessity, forgotten.  
Once or twice when our quarters were raided by the Iti’s, the wall locker was emptied of its 
contents and examined, especially on one occasion. The Italians were making a search for gold 
rings, gold watches, British and allied currency etc. Unfortunately, we didn’t know the object of 
their visit and thought it was just one of those routine searches for home made knives, 
compasses etc. All prisoners by this time, were old hands at the game, but on this memorable 
occasion, we were taken completely by surprise. You can imagine my anger when my signet ring 
was wrenched from my ring finger. They told us that our troops had been stealing such items from 
Italian P.O.W.s, so they were now doing the same in retaliation. Two rings and some money were 
discovered. Much ‘old English’ was used towards our searchers. We didn’t like the latest piece of 
gangsterism on the part of the Iti’s. But naturally, we had to be discreet; only fools argue with fixed 
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bayonets, nevertheless, we did manage to convey our contempt for their methods. Disapproval 
was so manifest throughout the camp, that the Italian authorities decided on this occasion, to 
issue receipts to all prisoners who had been relieved of their property. I kept my receipt for two 
years, then used it as cigarette paper.  
 
On or about the 12th of May 1943, some 700 men were warned to be ready to proceed to another 
camp. Both mine and my friend’s names were on that list. In fact, all the sector’s bad boys (the Iti 
view) were listed for transfer. All warned men began packing their few belongings. In our case, it 
was difficult; we had the radio. Getting the set into camp was difficult enough, but getting it out 
was going to be a man-sized job. Besides, we were both marked men. The W.O.s said it would be 
only right to leave the set in the camp and that they might be able to find someone who could 
make it work, and that it would be suicide to try to take it out etc. etc. We were discussing the 
affair, when the Italian electrician, who had heard we were leaving, came to see us. He told us 
that he was willing to purchase a transformer for us now. But as usual, he wanted paying first. He 
wanted a gold watch as payment. We hadn’t a watch, but we knew where we could get one, but 
we were not prepared to hand one over until we got the transformer first.  
 
In the meantime, we devised a scheme to get the radio out of the camp. Two wooden boxes were 
made, one for each of us, but they had false bottoms, sufficiently large to hold the various 
essential parts of the set with the addition of the transformer. The Iti arrived the next morning with 
the transformer. He was fixing a bell in the sector hospital at that time and could walk about with 
the transformer in his hand without being questioned by the police. The complete set was placed 
in the false bottoms of the boxes. The set, up to that time, had cost 1,000 lira plus a gold watch. 
The pro rata exchange rate would have made the watch worth about £3.00 and the total value 
was about £15.00. I could have bought the lot in Britain for about 15 bob (75p). 
 
I sent for the two camp policemen; they were on the list for export. The scheme was put to them. 
The idea was this: they were to take the boxes through the search room as their own property. 
The kit inside was clothing of a general nature. I enlightened them as to the radio parts and that if 
they were discovered, they were to say that the cases were my property and that I had ordered 
them to take the boxes out of camp. They were pleased to render their assistance.  The process 
of passing through the search area was a very slow affair. My partner and I were among the rear 
files of the 700 prisoners. The two policemen with the cases were four or five files in front of us. 
Experience had taught us that by the time the police were getting to the end of the 700 men, they 
would be getting tired of the proceedings. We waited many hours before we got to the door of the 
search area. The two camp policemen had already been through and on coming out, had given 
us the pre-arranged signal. 

 

The chief of police was a little man and when he saw me, his mouth sort of flickered at one 
corner, which I took to be his idea of a smile. We were not friends, I remembered the twice I had 
stood in that same room before him and five or six others. He found nothing to confiscate. He 
allowed me to proceed; it was nearly 1 a.m. when the last files came through the search room. 
Until about 4 a.m. we lay on the ground with sentries, to see we did not escape. We then marched 
to a railway siding about a mile away. At about 8 a.m., a train arrived and after being counted and 
rechecked, we got on board. Curtains on all windows were drawn and we were forbidden to look 
out of the windows. Naturally, that order had little effect on the P.O.W.s. I remember seeing the 
Leaning Tower of Pisa, but most of all, I recall the oil tanks blazing after a night raid by the R.A.F. 
The roaring British cheer split the air as we passed. It was an exhilaration that did not at all 
improve our relationships with the fascist officer in charge of the party.  
 
At about 9 a.m., the train arrived at Chiaveri, a small town some 30 km south of Genoa. During 
the journey, 10 men plus their luggage had been piled into each compartment; not a comfortable 
arrangement. Then came a 15 km march to the camp and it was a sweltering hot day, but to 
make matters worse, it was all uphill. Some of the P.O.W.s had never been outside a prison camp 
for over a year and many were suffering from Malaria. Long before we arrived at the camp, the 
prisoners, likewise the Italian sentries were staggering along like drunken men.  
 

The sentries kept us away from the other prisoners when we arrived at the camp. Shortly after 
arrival, my name was called out to enter the search room. I was ushered into a large room in 
which were placed several tables. Behind each table stood an Italian policeman. One of the 
fateful boxes was now in my possession and W.O. West had the other. I decided to get things 
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over with as soon as possible and I deposited the case under the policeman’s nose at the nearest 
table. I gave him every assistance in the examination of the contents. When he’d finished the 
examination, I placed the case on the ground and allowed him to continue with the personal 
examination. In about 15 minutes, I was free. My friend followed soon afterwards and together, 
we went to our new quarters. Here, we did a war dance; all the occupants of the room looked 
sideways at each other, but said nothing loud enough for us to hear. They knew nothing of the 
radio. One doesn’t shout such news around, especially when entering a new camp. The last of 
the 700 men came through the search room at about midnight. We’d pulled it off right under their 
noses, and remember, they said they were the elite of the world’s police, but really, they’ve a lot 
to learn. “I hope you lot do better than that back in G.B.,” said my friend when we were talking 
things over later that evening. 

  

In a short time, we had contacted an old friend of ours. He had been in charge of a prison break 
some months earlier, but the attempt was nipped in the bud by the Iti’s. Still, he had plenty of 
contacts and was liked by all. His local knowledge was nigh perfect and he soon placed us in 
contact with the right people. We eventually finished up in the camp store, the best place to be. 
We arranged to be in attendance there between 9.30 and 10.00 every evening, during which time 
the overseas news was broadcast. Lights out in camp was 10 p.m. but the W.O. in charge of the 
store were given a certain amount of liberty in this respect and had an independent light switch in 
his room. A South African W.O. was in charge of the place and he gave us every assistance. The 
side of one of the boxes in the store was removed and the false compartment made into which 
the set was fitted. . The box was then filled with Italian soup and placed beneath a pile of old junk 
in a corner of the room. 

 

 For several evenings, we tried to get something on the radio, but were unsuccessful. Finally, 
W.O. West decided to construct a new coil. Three new coils were made in fact. They were rough 
jobs, but were fitted to the set. The clothing store was all set and we reported thither one evening 
in June, 1943, all hoping, yet expecting the same results as before. The door of the hut was made 
secure from the inside. I fixed the aerial and earth into position. There were four more persons in 
the room including myself. We watched the face of W.O West attentively. Silence was always the 
rule. He changed the coils and would make adjustments here and there. After about 10 minutes of 
fiddling, we were about to give up the ghost, when suddenly, the R.A.F. man motioned us to 
silence with his hand. You could have heard a pin drop. A few seconds later, he looked up from 
the set, his face wreathed in smiles, and said, “Scottish Regional.” 

 

I can never hope to be able to put my feelings into words at that moment. I would have liked to 
shout the news to the farthest point of that prison camp. Every man in that room was bubbling 
with excitement and almost bursting to ask questions. “Billy Warren is on now,” said our operator. 
We each listened in turn to the variety programme being broadcast that evening.  

 

A short time later, the news came on and the R.A.F. man handed me one of the earphones. I took 
down as much as possible in my shorthand. I got the principle events — our fighters were doing 
great things over France and Germany. But best of all, the news in which we were mostly 
interested was that our troops in the Middle East were going from success to success. After the 
news, the set was dismantled and stored away in its hiding place.  

 

After nearly six months of waiting, hoping and experimenting, we had at last brought to a prison 
camp, the British news. I honestly believe that that was the only radio ever constructed and 
maintained by P.O.W.s in a P.O.W. camp during the war. It had turned out to be a success thanks 
to the untiring efforts of W.O. West.  

 

We did not spread the news among all and sundry, but only to W.O.s whom we could trust and to 
men who knew of the set. The two New Zealand medical officers were also kept up to date with 
events. From then onwards, everything went like a breeze; we listened in every other evening. It 
was essential that we preserve the dry batteries and for this reason, the set was only used during 
the time when the overseas news was being broadcast.  

 

W.O. West and I were considering yet another prison break. It consisted of crawling through a 
sewer to a riverbed some short distance away. It was to be done in the nude, naturally; clothing 
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being taken along in waterproof containers. From my own particular point of view, it couldn’t be 
done and in any case, it wasn’t a job I relished, yet, I was always game for anything in the line of 
escapes. My companion was going to make an attempt at escaping, then so was I. I’m pleased to 
say however, that the attempt was never made. 

 

In September 1943, a rumour started in the camp to the effect that Italy had signed an armistice. 
This rumour came from a reliable quarter and refused to die. W.O. West and I scuttled across to 
the clothing store earlier than usual to try to get something genuine on the situation. It was true, 
Italy had capitulated. Every person in camp was virtually mad. There was singing and shouting; 
battle cries filled the camp from end to end. Everyone was happy. The Italian colonel in charge of 
the camp sent for the British camp leader and told him the news officially. He said he wanted the 
men to behave like Britishers and not to break out of camp or cause any disturbances. When 
asked what would happen if the Germans arrived, the officer stated that he would resist with 
every means at his disposal and the prison gates would be opened to permit the prisoners to 
escape. The camp leader was satisfied and returned to camp. He called a general parade and 
instructed the men to remain calm and not to break out of camp etc. etc. The men were informed 
that the Italian Colonel had given his word to resist if the Germans arrived. That was sufficient for 
the men, they were happy. The singing and dancing continued into the night.   The Italian’s word 
however was useless; the Germans arrived next morning and were received with open arms. Not 
a single shot was fired. The Italian police surrounded the camp before their arrival and put paid to 
any chance of escape. In other words, we were given the famous double cross. 

 
But the radio, what happened to it? The last time I saw it, it was sitting snugly in the fake bottom 
of a travelling case en route to Germany.  W.O. West said goodbye to it, somewhere in the north 
of Italy. Another escape had been arranged.” 

 
(b) Radio Benefits at Stalag XVIII A 
 

A great worry for any POW was not knowing how the war was progressing. This was solved in 
Stalag 18A by 'acquiring' a small radio. The discovery of this radio by the guards would have led 
to serious punishments. It was hidden in the wall of the boiler room under the watchful eye of 'The 
Two Ernies', Ernie Mack and Ernie Carroll. Eric Fearnside was given the job of listening to the 
BBC broadcasts and then touring the huts to pass on the information with the aid of maps. 
This became known as 'Searchlight'. Because of his predictions as to the future progress of the 
war, he became known as ‘General Fearnside’.  
 
At the working camps news was scarce (but Dad obviously had access to a radio somewhere); 
perhaps one or two larger camps may have cobbled together a radio, but mostly all that was 
heard was from local work gaffers who insisted – until about summer, 1944 – that they were 
clearly winning the war.  

 

 
 

Fig 3.4.18:  ‘General Fearnside’ delivering a clandestine War News Bulletin 
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But in Stalag, there was: THE NEWS - At first a squad wandered round each barrack with a brief 
report summarized from the hidden radio. Later however, the presentation was given in the 
theatre rivalling today’s BBC’s Peter Snow explaining election trends. The peripatetic version was 
maintained by a Kiwi sergeant, Hec Myers whose version was from the same source, though 
sometimes we wondered; viz: “Last night many fires were started in Hamburg after the RAF 
dropped insanitary bombs.”  
 
Then of course there were rumours and shit-house rumours, of varying content:  
 
‘Pakete morgen’ (Red Cross parcels tomorrow) - sometimes true  
‘Hauptmann Schaefer (the Security boss) has asked the SS to take over the camp.’ Never noticed 
‘The Americans are only ten miles away’- the Long March contradicted that one.  
Give a medal to the lads who built the radio (and provided the service) - they kept the morale up!  
 
There were also the German loudspeakers that from time to time would give their versions of air 
battles in Britain:  
 
Germany: We shot down 846 RAF fighters. Our losses were 15.  
Britain: 55 German bombers shot down, or badly damaged. 20 fighters lost.  
Take your choice – BBC or Goebbels.  
 

 
 
 
 
 


