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PRE-GREECE 
 

Lance Corporal James Say, Kings Royal Rifle Corps 
 

We have no specific data ref James Say prior to his sailing for Greece.  However: 
 
Wikipedia states rather briefly and dismissively of the KRRC: 
 
“The 9th Battalion (The Rangers) were deployed to the Mediterranean theatre as part of the 1st Armoured 
Brigade in the 7th Armoured Division.  It saw action in the Greek Campaign in April 1941 before being 
disbanded in August 1942.” 
 
The Battalion Association website states the following about their involvement in the Greek Campaign 
(again lacking in any detail): 
 
“In October, 1940, the Italians attacked Greece.  British troops were landed in Greece and Crete.  Early in 
1941 a German invasion of Greece from Bulgaria became imminent and the British Government decided 
to send further assistance.  A force was dispatched from Egypt, with Lieutenant-General H. Maitland 
Wilson 4 (Rifle Brigade) in command, in March 1941.” 
 
More from Wikipedia ref Maitland Wilson:  “Wilson was appointed to lead a Commonwealth expeditionary 
force (“W” Force) of two infantry divisions and an armoured brigade to help Greece resist Italy and the 
subsequent German invasion in April 1941.  Although the Allied forces were hopelessly inadequate 
Churchill's War Cabinet had thought it important to provide support for the only country outside the 
Commonwealth which was resisting the Axis advance.  Wilson completed the evacuation of British troops 
from Greece on 29 April 1941.  He was appointed a CBE on 4 March 1941 and promoted to full 
General on 31 May 1941.”  

 

 
 
Parallel Experiences of a Fellow KRRC Rifleman 
 
The following extracts have kindly been donated by Mary Burke, daughter of Rifleman John Eldridge, 
KRRC.  Much of the fine detail herein would equally have been experienced by James Say and his mess-
mates at the same times and in the same places. 

 

Extracts from letters from John Eldridge to his wife Frances Eldridge 
November 1940 – March 1941 

 
6896838 
H.Q. 
1/Rangers K.R.R.C. 
 
Letter 1 
 
November 14 1940 
 
I am now on a troopship. We left the town we were in (Archivist – probably Liverpool) very early in the 
morning. Actually it wasn’t worth going to bed really because I slept on the floor with on blanket and if the 
hardness of the floor had allowed me to sleep, the coldness of the night would have kept me awake.  
Last night I slept in a hammock very comfortably – much better than the floor. My goodness, you should 
see the general condition under which we have got to live for an indefinite period. We are herded together 
in a very confined space where we have to eat, sleep and live. 
I don’t know where we are going and if I did I could not tell you; as you know, all my letters to you will now 
be censored.  (Archivist - Convoy WS4B to Suez via Freetown & Durban). 
Sunday Nov 17 1940 
 
As today is Sunday, Divine Service was held on board by one of the Army Chaplains. I attended this 
service but I found it most unsatisfying. To begin with it was held in one of the larger messes: secondly 
the chaplain was not always audible, and lastly the fellows who went were told to go. That destroys for me 
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much of the atmosphere which I like for a service. You know the sort of feeling one has, when there are 
others at a service who were told to go and who are not at all sincere in their utterances. Many make 
obscene and irreverent remarks whilst the service is in progress. I shall continue going in the hope that 
these services will improve. 
I am finding quite a lot of time for reading at the moment, and I can quite see that my modest library I have 
bought with me will not go very far. 
 
Mon 18 Nov 1940 
 
This morning there was a fine sunrise. A sunrise at sea has a definite advantage over one seen on land.  
It can be seen in its entirety whereas on land it is usually obscured by one obstacle or another.  
The sea has been rather choppy and many men have been a little ill...We are being escorted by a goodly 
number of warships and an aeroplane pops over occasionally to see if we are still afloat. ... 
One of our own men has brought a portable gramophone with him and has some fairly good records. 
Many of them are the lighter sort of classic. Much better than the continual jazz. I wonder when we shall 
both go to a really good concert again?.......... 
 
Nov 20 1940 
 
It is quite dark on the deck now it being about 8 o’clock in the evening. I’ve been watching the sea as the 
ship slipped through it. I’ve just seen that curious phenomenon of the sea – luminous stars in the water 
which the ship has just churned up.  It is most fascinating to watch these stars appear and disappear.  
All today the sea has been quite rough the smaller warships which are protecting us are making very 
heavy weather of it. Sometimes their bows disappear beneath the sea completely only to rise again with 
water pouring off their decks.  
 
Nov 21 1940 
 
The weather is getting noticeably warmer. I do not think we can be far from (Mary - the Azores) censored.  
Owing to having fallen rather heavily on the wet deck yesterday whilst doing P.T. I could not do any 
gymnastics today. My shoulder and ribs are rather stiff and pain me a little but I expect it will pass off in 
time.  All our wireless sets have had to be handed in for safekeeping to the Quartermaster.. They must not 
be used. With them has gone another source of good music for me. 
 
Nov 22 1940  
 
..........I have just heard with great joy that I may be able to post this letter to you with in the next two days. 
We are apparently putting into a port to refuel. ......... 
 
Letter 2 
 
Nov 29th   (FREETOWN SIERRA LEONE) 
 
Today we arrived at our first port of call for refuelling. Now we are in harbour it is even hotter. As soon as 
we had anchored lots of little canoes paddled out by Negros came round the ship who commenced to try 
to sell their goods – bananas, oranges, scarves etc. These scarves are obviously cheap print things not 
worth 1/6 but for which the natives wanted 4/-. Anyway they were most entertaining ; some of them dived 
for money. They all seemed a happy sort of people. 
We cannot go ashore – this part of the world is known as ‘the White man’s grave’. It is malaria which has 
apparently won it it’s name. 
 
Dec 1st 1940 
 
As I write we start steaming for the open sea again. Naval vessels dip their ensigns in salute as we pass 
and people on board vessels within ear shot shout their good wishes. I’m glad we are moving, because it 
may be cooler now.  
 
Dec 5th 1940 
 
The last 3 days have been dull grey days just like those we have in London sometimes. They have 
brought a welcome relief from the heat and today it is definitely much cooler. I gather from this that we 
must be well south of the equator. 
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Lots of things are being done to make our journey as pleasant and bearable as possible. There are all 
sorts of competitions and societies of various kinds have been formed. There is being held at the moment 
an Art competition. One of our sergeants has done a very good painting of the convoy at sunset. I wish 
you could see it I feel sure you would think it a good effort.  
Yesterday we completed three weeks on this ship. It seems so much longer, especially when I think of 
you. The strain of being in the company of some people is for me quite intense. 
 
Letter 3 
 
Dec 12th 1940   (Mary - CAPE TOWN – worked out this must be where John was and found account 
of a convoy arriving here a year later.  (Archivist - Not so, actually Durban) 
 
Many happy returns of today. This memorable day was marked by our arrival at the second port of call.  
Within a few hours of tying up alongside the quay we were allowed to go ashore for about 8 hours. It really 
was a great relief to me to be able to get away from the close quarters of the ship and to move about 
freely on the solid earth. The weather was perfect just like an English summer day – one of the hottest 
variety. I did not feel so very warm in my tropical kit.  
I was very much impressed by the town itself. It is a busy thriving modern town. I did not see any buildings 
of any great beauty. It is true that there are a few what might term skyscrapers but there are just tall boxes 
with so many holes for windows. There are many well-laid our gardens with palms and brightly coloured 
flowers. I wish you were here to tell me what they are all called. 
How lovely to see the lights of a town again! No black-out here and, of course, no rationing. There is a 
chance of posting this letter to you before we leave. I’ll write again as soon as we put to sea again. 
 
Mary - 1940s CAPE TOWN picture and abstract from someone in a convoy found on the web. 
 

 

“December 9th 1941:US army report 

The convoy had arrived safely in Cape Town`s Table Bay, they had sailed more than eight thousand miles 
since leaving Halifax, much needed shore leave was granted. Luckily none of the convoy had fallen prey 
to the wolf packs or lone raiders of the Kriegsmarine, although there had been many reports of submarine 
sightings, was it luck or judgement? 

Earlier in May 1941, HMS Auberita, Bulldog and Broadway attacked and forced a U boat, U 110, to 
surface after heavy depth charging. The U-boats commander, abandoned his boat after setting off 
charges to scuttle her, she never sank. The British boarding party, not only captured U 110, but also the 
secret German deciphering machine used to vector U boats to allied convoys, the Enigma machine. 
Enigma enabled the Admiralty to read German radio traffic. This capture was to be one of the biggest of 
the entire war and was to be kept secret for the next thirty years. 

(The Admiralty knew where every enemy submarine and raider was operating, this secret was not known 
however to the U.S. Navy at the time of William Sail`s voyage, Roosevelt was not told by Churchill until 
the January of 1942). 
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Captain Beary, the convoys commodore, was advised by the Admiralty, as to the safe courses throughout 
the entire voyage. William Sail had been safely guided to all ports, a fact unknown to anyone in the 
convoy or the United States. 

So here they were in Cape Town`s Table Bay, the 18th Division, the 55th Brigade, the West Point and 
Albert Morrell. The conditions they were to experience in Cape Town, were to be very different to those 
back home in dreary war time Britain, with a warm welcome to match.” 

 (The first of my recollections for “Welcome to Cape town” comes from Les Pearson. 
http://www.britain-at-war.org.uk/ww2/alberts_war/html/welcome_to_cape_town.htm) 
 
 
Letter 4 
 
13 Dec 1940 
 
I have not written anything for 3 days because for that period we were in port and I have quite a good 
amount of shore leave. I made the most of this leave by visiting places of interest in the town and enjoying 
the hospitality of the English people. I don’t think anyone will regret having been to this town. The 
kindness of the population to the troops was really extraordinary. I cannot tell you very much about this 
port.... 
One means of transport is the rickshaw here. These vehicles are drawn by native ‘boys’ who run with this 
contraption plus 2 or 3 people for quire long distance. They are quite content with a few pence for this 
service. I did not like to see these natives used as beasts of burden. But I may be excessively sensitive on 
this point. There is no necessity for them because there is an abundance of modern transport. The whole 
attitude to natives in this country is quite un-Christian. They are considered as inferior to white people and 
every effort is made to keep them so. Of course I don’t know all the facts of the position but on the face of 
it it is definitely wrong. 
 
17 Dec 1940  
 
The weather has been simply perfect – blue sky and sea, moderate breeze and brilliant sunshine It is 
beginning to become unbearably hot below deck. The old routine is in full swing – P.T etc and various 
lectures on several subjects.... 
 
By the way did you get the cable I sent from....(Durban?) 
 
There are many words of criticism I should like to make but do you know we have been ordered not to say 
anything that is disparaging to His Majesty’s Forces. Just another chain to the many hanging about us.  
 
I have not heard any music since leaving our last port of call except a few pieces played by Capt X of 
wireless fame. He played some the Bach and Brahms but concentrated on English composers – Stanford, 
Parry, Elgar etc. 
 
19 Dec 1940 
 
I do not think we shall be very much longer on board this ship, thank goodness. The sooner we land and 
get some fighting down the sooner we shall be back home.  
We hear the news daily on the radio. I must say that I am very pleased that the air raids on England have 
eased off considerably altogether the news lately has been very cheering indeed. It looks as if there will 
not be much for us to do in the Western Desert, if we go there. 
I often wonder if Lloyds has been bombed in Leaden hall St. It is a tremendous building but I suppose a 
well placed bomb could do quite a lot of damage to it. Just fancy, if I had not joined the territorial army I 
might still have been attending the office each day with one difference- I should have gone to an office at 
Bray near Maidenhead where most of the staff now live and work.  I do hope that after the war I shall not 
find my brain has become useless through inactivity and render me unfit for my occupation. It is true I do 
clerical work now in this battalion but it does not involve much deep thinking or great intelligence. Perhaps 
I shall      be able to find a job in the army where one can learn things and where the brain can be kept 
more active. I wish now that I had kept up my Italian, but I’m afraid it is a very poor, rusty thing at the 
moment. I tried to buy an Italian Grammar at the last port of call, but I could find one anywhere. A 
knowledge of Italian may have got me a better job. 
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 25 Dec 1940 
 
We on board ship had quite an enjoyable day. There was Divine Service in the morning, which I attended. 
I would have given any thing to have been able to go to a church. Our service was held on one of the 
open decks.  
Our meals today were supplemented by various little extras. We had Christmas Pudding, although there 
was no turkey or chicken. Altogether we had quite an enjoyable day. A general knowledge paper was set 
by the officers on board for everyone’s amusement. I think it is quite a good paper and I’ll try to send you 
copy with this letter. I must admit that I could not solve it all on my own. But I went into partnership with 2 
other fellows of my mess. We have done over 90% of it.  
We sighted land this afternoon. Whenever land is sighted at sea, it causes quite a good deal of 
excitement on board. People hazard guesses as to where we are and rumours spread like a forest fire. I 
don’t think we shall be much longer on this boat.  
 
(26 or 27) Dec 1940 
 
I think that today has been the hottest day I have experienced during the voyage. The sun was so hot that 
I have sought out all the shady and cool places in which to sit and avoid its fierce rays. As I live in a semi-
nude state, it is as well to keep in the shade as much as possible to prevent painful sunburn. I would 
welcome now a little of the freezing weather we had last Christmas. Yes and I should like to be back at 
Rotherhithe and the Surrey Commercial Docks. I should at least see you sometimes. 
 
I am reading at the moment Galsworthy’s ‘In Chancery’ – one of the Forsythe Saga. I have read this book 
before, but lack of reading matter has forced me to read it again. The whole Saga is well worth reading.  
 
28th Dec 1940 
 
Today Saturday we again have land very close to us – rocky, mountainous land on the port side. As far as 
I can see there is no vegetation on theses slopes at all. They are all brown of various shades. I cannot 
liken this landscape to anything I have seen in England or on the Continent.  
The weather is a little cooler today. Apparently it is winter in these latitudes. 
 
29th Dec 1940 
 
After 6 weeks on this ship we have at last reached our port of disembarkation. The weather is much 
cooler here – something like an early English spring.  Of our immediate plans I know very little. I suppose 
we shall do some training in the desert before we go into any actual warfare. 
Today I heard a record of a piece by a modern – Holst.  It was part of Holst’s ‘Planets’. And like most 
modern pieces I disliked it, although, of course I might learn to appreciate it in time. 
(This letter reached Frances on March 4th 1941 – 6 weeks later)  
 
CABLE SENT FROM DURBAN 31 DEC 1940  (Archivist - Should surely be from Suez) 
MANY HAPPY RETURNS AND MERRY XMAS AM QUITE WELL SINCEREST LOVE = JOHN 
ELDRIDGE 
 
Letter 5 
 
Jan 4th 1941 
 
I am now once again under canvas. This time however our tents are pitched in the desert. We are miles 
from any towns and there is nothing to see except sand and sky with an occasional mirage. As far as I 
can see, the only plants are prickly thorn bushes. These stand about a foot high and are dotted about the 
sand here and there. I can quite understand why the old Biblical characters went into the desert to pray 
and meditate – there is absolutely nothing to distract one’s attentions there. 
It is winter time here now but during the day the sun is very hot. At night the temperature falls very 
noticeable. It is so cold that I need just as much clothing at night to keep me warm as I did last winter in 
England. 
I must say that I was very disappointed at not receiving a letter from you when I arrived here. No doubt 
you have written but the army post office people have not seen fit to deliver them yet. 
Our remarkable successes in the Western Desert have bucked everyone up immensely. If all helps 
towards bring this beastly war to an end and with it our seeing each other the sooner. I am glad when a 
day is over and I can say ‘a day nearer the end of the war.  
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There is a possibility that I shall have a short leave to visit a large town some miles away (Cairo?). May be 
48 hours. If I do, I’ll try to send you a cable from there. By the way I think there is a scheme in England 
whereby wives of soldiers may send cables at a much reduced rate. If this is so I should be glad if you 
would send me a message by this means occasionally. Just think nearly 8 weeks since I saw you last and 
not one word from you during that time.  
The camp of which ours forms part is an enormous one stretching for miles. We have a small cinema 
which I have not yet visited and there are numerous canteens. Tell Cecil the beer here is very good and 
cheap 1½pints for approximately 7½ d. I am glad to say that I can get oranges galore in the camp at about 
½d each. Most of the small necessaries of a soldier are to be had quite cheaply from these canteens. 

 
Letter 6 
 
Jan 12th 1941 (apparently there is no objection to the date being shown now) 
 
An uneventful week except today we had a sand storm. These storms commence with a very strong wind 
and then great clouds of fine sand blow across the desert making visibility almost nil. I closed the flap of 
my tent and the two holes which serve as windows but in spite of that the sand found its way in and in a 
short time the place looked as if it had not been lived in for a hundred years. The storm covering 
everything with a coating of sand which looked like the dust of a century. The terribly high wind almost 
blew down the tent. I had to go out in the storm to hammer in some of the pegs as I had a vision of the 
tents being lifted bodily and leaving me with no covering at all. Of course this fine sand gets into one’s 
eyes, ears, nose mouth in fact everywhere. Contrary to my expectations the cooks did prepare a dinner 
for us and when one considers the conditions under which they had to work they did remarkably well. The 
fun started when we had to eat the food. My ability to eat fairly quickly (at least so I am told by someone I 
know) proved to be of good use because I was able to eat a smaller amount of sand than a slow eater. 
Think what a predicament you would have been in had you been here! 
All is peaceful once more. There is a large full moon shining down on us very brightly.  
We have no wireless here and my only source of music is the cinema. You know what they usually play at 
cinemas. Well, this place is no exception to the rule, but I forgot - there is just one other source from which 
music occasionally springs – we have a number of natives working for us in the camp and sometimes one 
who works very close to my tent bursts into melody of the eastern sort. To my Western ear it sounds as if 
he is just jumping from one note to another haphazardly without any thought of rhythm of harmony. We 
have Divine Services here on Sundays but I simply cannot go to a cinema for a service. It is too 
incongruous.  
A cinema has been built quickly enough, it is true. it’s only a wooden affair but one does not expect more 
out in the desert but not a word is breathed about a church.. 
 
Letter 7 
 
Jan 19th 1941 
 
My last letter to you was written exactly one week ago after a heavy sandstorm. On almost every day 
since then we have had sandstorms of less severity. One day we actually had some rain, just a few spots. 
This is unheard of out here so the natives say.  
Talking of the natives reminds me that I haven’t told you very much about them. They are on the whole a 
shifty crew. One cannot trust them to do anything. They will promise you all sorts of things to stop you 
complaining but those promises do not mean anything. They all speak Arabic and many can speak very 
good French. I had a chance to try out my little French the other day when I went to a central N.A.A.F.I. to 
buy some goods. The man there had difficulty in telling me what he wanted to in English but finally 
managed it in French. The natives dress in a variety of styles. There is the well-to-do man who wears 
western clothes with a red fez. These are mostly business men or Government officials. Then there is the 
native who dresses as his forefathers have done for centuries – long white shirt and small round cap with 
no shoes. After that comes the low class people who dress in whatever they can get hold of. It is very 
funny to see some the strange combinations of dress. I’ve seen army officer’s boots, army trousers torn in 
sundry places, brightly coloured shirt not tucked in, with a towel for a turban all on one person. All these 
people never look clean; some are quite revoltingly dirty.  
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Letter 8 
 
January 26th 1941 
 
Would you believe it possible for the Army Post Office to be so slow – I have not yet received a letter from 
you. It really is dreadful not having heard from you for so long, darling. I know you have written, but where 
are the letters? 
Out here in the desert where it is so quiet and where there is nothing to distract my attention I have the 
atmosphere for thinking of you so much and wondering if you are safe and have some work to occupy 
your mind.  
I am still doing Major Boileau’s work, but I have a fair amount of free time in which to read and write. I am 
still reading Galsworthy’s the 'White Monkey' a book which is proving much more interesting than I at first 
thought it would. It is all about life a few years after the last war. I think it is the last book in the Forsyte 
Saga. 
The green envelope in which this letter is enclosed is one of the blessings of active service life as you see 
I am put on my honour not to mention anything but private matters. Its great advantage lies in its not being 
censored by one’s own officers but is liable to censorship at the base. The thought of my own officers 
reading my letters to you is not at all pleasant. That an unknown officer at the base might read it is not so 
bad.  
I have not mentioned anything about a commission yet. Somehow I can’t summon up enough interest in 
this horrible war business. I like map reading and navigation which we have to practice now we are in the 
desert, and there are no landmarks at all. One has to find one’s direction by the sun and compass and at 
night by the stars. Most interesting. But there is not very much work I really enjoy doing. My one great aim 
in life now is to return to England and you. 
We are still in the same spot we came to when we first arrived. Miles from any towns 
We had a minor sandstorm this morning. It was nothing like the one we had a fortnight ago. Our good 
fortune in Libya still seems to be holding, thank goodness. We had some men to see us in camp who 
were in the Bardia attack. They said that the Italians on the whole were very poor fighters. They offered 
little resistance. Of course I don’t know but I expect we shall move up to the fighting zone sooner or later - 
I hope the spirit of the Italians does not undergo a revival in the meantime. 
At the end to the week there is every possibility that I shall have 3 days leave in one of this country’s 
largest towns. If so, I shall most definitely send you a cablegram. I am also going to buy an Italian 
Grammar and try to brush up my Italian of many years ago. It may be useful. As it is there is a large 
prisoner of war camp not far from here and we often have batches of prisoners in our own camp to do 
some of the heavy work They don't seem unhappy as I believe they are quite well treated, 
We have received many comforts form the Army Comforts Fund in England. All sorts of thing which are 
and will be most useful. Amongst them are pullovers & helmets of wool. People may not think so but they 
are the things one needs out here as the night and early morning are perishingly cold usually. 
 
My musical education is going to the dogs. My hopes were raised when the officers bought a wireless set. 
As their mess is next to my tent, I could quite easily hear the radio from there. Unfortunately some clever 
stick broke a valve as soon as the set arrived, and as valves are difficult to get out here, I suppose I shall 
have to whistle for my music. I may hear some music when I go on leave as I see from the newspapers 
that there is a symphony orchestra in this town which plays at various intervals. 
 
Letter 9 
 
Feb 3rd 1941 
 
Today I returned from 3 days leave in Cairo. I am pleased to be back and out of that town of filth and 
squalor. I have often thought in the past that some parts of London were rather insalubrious but some 
quarters of this eastern town make those parts of London quite healthy spots in comparison. There are, 
however, some fine buildings and old mosques which are well worth seeing.  
Yesterday evening I found the new English cathedral of unusual design. I cannot compare it with anything 
I’ve seen in England. It is built of white stone and has a microphone system installed which I think, spoils 
the acoustics of the place completely – there are alas many echoes. The building itself is rather squat. It 
has a broad, shallow dome over the nave, it is a modern church and I do not like it. In spite of these 
defects I thoroughly enjoyed being present at Evensong. Every seat was taken before the service 
commenced and many people stood at the back. The congregation was made up of mostly soldiers with a 
fair sprinkling of English civilians.  
I sent you a cable when I was in Cairo – I hope you received it safely.  
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I had a good look round the book shops (reminded me of our visit to Foyles) and would have bought no 
end of interesting books if I had somewhere to put them. As it was I satisfied myself with a copy of 
Longfellow’s Hiawatha. I’ve always wanted this book. I tried to find an Italian Grammar but could not get 
one for love or money. I should like to brush up my Italian of former times. One rogue tried to sell me a 
Spanish Grammar saying he was sure it was Italian.  
 

 
“1:2:1941   In Cairo, on leave” 

“Hill, MacMaster, John Eldridge, Cecil” 
 
FEBRUARY  4TH 1941 TELEGRAM: 
HAVING SHORT LEAVE AM VERY WELL HOPE YOU ALRIGHT NO LETTER YET PLEASE CABLE 
SINCEREST LOVE = JOHN ELDRIDGE 
 
 
Letter 10 
 
Feb 16th 1941 
 
Our victories in Libya have been most encouraging. It was quite a tonic to see we were taking the 
offensive at last.  
I often wonder what is happening to our friends in Germany. The Black Forest district has been subject to 
fairly intensive bombing I believe, whereas Bavaria where my friends live has escaped the attention of our 
bombers to a large extent. Hans is without doubt in one of the fighting forces. He was expecting his 
calling-up papers when I was there last. I hardly dare to think what has happened to Frau Deininger 
because of the calling –up of her son. She had already had a nervous breakdown as a result of the effects 
the Hitler Jugend was having on Hans.  
I have still had no letter from Mr Fourman, but I’m going to write again, in case he did not receiver my two 
previous letters. I do not want to lose touch with him if I can help it. He was such a good friend to me. His 
son was at Guys studying to become a doctor I think I told you. He has most likely passed out by now. If 
you come across Dr Patrick Fourman remember me to him. I warn you he is very charming and good 
looking. 
Yesterday there was a Hockey match and Football match. These Saturday afternoons of sport remind me 
of the many very happy times we used to have playing tennis at the club, and of course the huge teas you 
used to eat in the pavilion (here I smile to myself). Quite impossible to play tennis out here in the desert. 
But I hope you will play this year. Try to win another prize as you did the year before last. Those delightful 
Saturdays with you will always live in my memory even if I live to be a hundred. The evening at Mrs 
Boursnell’s or at ‘32’ were perfect endings to perfect days. Do you remember my slipping off before your 
brother returned home? I always laugh when I think of that.  
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Letter 11 
 
Feb 23rd 1941 
 
Last Thursday was the happiest day for me since leaving England for I received a letter from you – the 
first communication of any description I’ve had from the old country. This letter of yours is dated 6/12/40 
and  is obviously a successor of several others which I have not yet received but may do eventually.  
I am still doing Major Boileau’s work. It is quite interesting still. I have to deal directly with the natives and 
know all their cunning tricks and bluff. They seem to have one principle in life and that is to extort as much 
money as possible from people for as little work as possible. I often have to make excursion to towns to 
buy sundry commodities and visit the bank.  
Last evening on lifting up my blankets to make my bed I discovered a scorpion reposing on the sand. 
They are horrible looking things with two pincer-like forelegs capable of giving a nasty nip and a wicked 
looking tail which fires a dangerous and painful but not fatal sting. I managed to induce him into a tin box 
and took him to the medical tent, where we burnt him. 
Recently I have been reading some of Kipling’s verse in my spare time and I have found one or two I 
really like .I have typed two little poems of his out on our little typewriter (which is receiving some very 
rough wear). I like them because they mention places I know very well in Sussex. 
 
Letter 12 
 
Feb 28th 1941 
 
Many thanks for sending the cable which I received yesterday morning. I was very very glad to know that 
you were alright and that you had received my first ‘air mail’ letter. 
Today has been a most extraordinary day for the desert. We have had a heavy thunderstorm and hail and 
rain. The rain fell so heavily that even this dry desert could not soak it up quickly enough, so that in a few 
minutes the ground looked like a sea with a few islands here and there. Reminded me of a fortnight at 
Beaulieau. 
A few weeks ago I spoke to Major Boileau about promotion for myself. He gave me a most attentive 
hearing and agreed that I should have promotion of some kind. He strongly recommended my applying for 
a commission and he is going to speck to the Colonel personally about me. He probably has by now. It 
takes a long time for things like that to go through so I’m waiting patiently.  
I still manage to find time to do some reading. Lord Raingo by Arnold Bennett is holding my attention at 
the moment. It is a story of the last war from the point of view of a Minister of State.  
We have some humourists among the members of this unit. Last night one fellow told me that he had 
been issued with boots by the Quartermaster which were too small for him. He said he was glad in a way, 
because at night when he took them off, he had a wonderful feeling of relief which gave him pleasure in 
an otherwise unpleasant existence. A bit of a philosopher this chap I couldn't help laughing at him. 

 
Letter 13 
 
March 19th 1941 
 
Once again I have been moved and because of that I have not written to you for a fortnight. As I thought, 
we have come to Greece – just another country to the list I have visited. I always wanted to travel and 
now I am with a vengeance, although of course, not as I should like to travel nor with the most desired 
companions.  
 
The voyage out here was not a long one but my goodness, it was very rough. The roughest weather I 
have yet experienced at sea. Even the North Atlantic was not so rough and stormy. But I managed to 
keep down my luncheon Bully Beef and Biscuits of which I’m sick of the sight. After Egypt this Grecian 
country is like Paradise. My camp is in wooded country surrounded by mountains. There is plenty of 
grass, although the land is rather rocky- the result of volcanic eruptions years ago. On the grassy land lots 
of little flowers grow such as daisies, buttercups and a little blue flower the name of which I don’t know, 
but they are so pretty. I do so wish you were here to enjoy this wonderful country. We could do so much 
together in such perfect surroundings. Although I’m in Greece I’m in a fairly safe position. You see I have 
been left behind by my unit for the time being and am working in the Camp Commandant’s office. Of 
course all hope of getting a commission or promotion of any kind had been knocked on the head for the 
time being.  Most annoying but I would willingly forgo all prospects of advancement if I could hear from 
you a little more often. 
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I am still living under canvas but there is a possibility that I may move into a well situated white villa in the 
near future.  
 
 
Mary - NO MORE LETTERS OR DIARIES AVAILABLE UNTIL SEPTEMBER 1941 FROM POW CAMP 
 
 
 


