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PRE-GREECE 
 

Major Patrick Leigh Fermor DSO, Intelligence Corps & Special Operations Executive 
 

As a rather privileged young man in his early twenties “Paddy”, as he preferred to be known, had spent a 
large part of the mid and late 1930s travelling around Bulgaria, Romania, European Turkey and mainland 
Greece.  He had a natural talent for picking up local languages and charming his way into influential 
people’s hearts and homes.  By the time Britain declared war on Germany he had, more and/or less by 
chance and/or serendipity, established a wide range of contacts and friends in high (and not-so-high) 
places in and around the Balkan melting pot. 
 
On hearing the news he immediately headed back to England with the intention of obtaining a commission 
in the Irish Guards (for romantic and ancestral reasons).  Not having had the approved education path (or 
indeed, not having had much interest in an educational path at all) Paddy had to rely very much on 
influential contacts at home to even get him as far as a Cadetship at the Guards Training Depot, 
Caterham, with a view to joining the Irish Guards if he passed out of the course successfully.  He reported 
for training on 14 November 1939 and hated every aspect of it from the very first moment. 

 

 
 

Caterham Barracks & Drill Square 
 
In December he developed scabies, rheumatism and influenza that progressed into pneumonia.  On 8th 
January 1940 he was admitted to Redhill County Hospital and thereafter made a slow recovery and 
convalescence through into February.  He was dreading a return to Caterham where he would be ‘back-
coursed’ and have to start that awful routine all over again right from the beginning.  He was saved by an 
entirely unexpected offer (subject to the necessary training, of course) of a possible commission in the 
Intelligence Corps, making full use of his near-fluent knowledge of French, German, Romanian and Greek 
languages. 
 
In early May Paddy joined 168 Officer Cadet Training Unit at Ramilles Barracks, Aldershot.  Now 
somewhat better prepared for the physical and emotional shock and stress of junior officer training 
regimes, he passed out on 12 August 1940 in the rank of 2nd Lieutenant.  One comment on his final 
assessment report stated Paddy to be “Quite useless as a Regimental Officer, but in other capacities will 
serve the Army well.”  Such praise is praise indeed! 
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Ramilles Barracks, Aldershot, 1945 

 
He then went on to a further two months of specialist instruction at the Intelligence Training Centre at 
Matlock, Derbyshire, hidden away in Smedley’s Hydro, of all places.  One of the instructors was the 
renowned Greek scholar and archaeologist, Stanley Casson, who insisted in addressing Paddy only in 
Greek. 

 

 
 

Smedley’s Hydro & Turkish Baths, c 1911 
 

On completion of his training in Derbyshire Paddy was despatched to the War Office to join Casson’s 
Greek Military Mission.  He was immediately issued with two service revolvers and a rail warrant to 
Glasgow with orders to take passage to Gibraltar forthwith.  On 23rd December he boarded the cruiser 
HMS Ajax for the voyage to Alexandria, arriving on the 24th.  He then continued on to Suda Bay on 6th 
January and thence to Athens, where he joined the British Military Mission. 
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HMS Ajax 


