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GREEK CAMPAIGN 
 

Sergeant Alec J Langley, Royal Corps of Signals 
 

Virtually no specific data for Alec Langley prior to 28th April 1941.  However, from Jack Ansell’s 
comprehensive personal account “Khaki & Cowdung” comes this narrative leading up to Jack and Alec’s 
first and last direct confrontation with the enemy on Kalamata beach that fateful night: 
 

The Road to Kalamata 
 

“Early one evening, probably on the 21st April, we were split up into small groups of six men; ours 

included an officer and 5 men. We were all addressed by Major Mills who told us that we were going on a 

mission of great importance, which will not be without much danger and upon us would depend the lives 

of thousands of troops. What was this all about? We were to be beach signals for the evacuation of our 

troops - another Dunkirk perhaps. Our lorries were loaded with signals equipment and ammunition, but I 

cannot remember any food. I did not know the officer, but he was like all the other junior officers who 

seemed to remain aloof from their men. We moved off at dusk. Our officer did not communicate with the 

four of us in the back of the truck and we eventually arrived at a beach. I think it was probably Megara, 

because there were a lot of tiny islands to the East. I had mixed thoughts about my future and wondered 

whether I could reach one of those islands if things went wrong. A stupid thought really because I now 

wonder what I would have done after reaching an island. It was soon very dark and we went in single file, 

holding the belt on the overcoat of the man in front through a wooded area to another beach. Then we 

came all the way back again and were not told why. I do not recollect that any signals equipment was set 

up to communicate with other sections. We were the only troops at this beach, just the six of us and I now 

wonder if we came to the wrong beach and the mystery remains in my mind after all these years. 

 

We went to our lorry, the only vehicle there apart from an ambulance; it was a military ambulance bearing 

large red crosses. The engine of our lorry would not start, goodness knows why, because we had only 

arrived in it from Athens about two hours previously. Our attention then turned to the ambulance and "hey 

presto" the engine started first time. We loaded all of our gear into the back of the vehicle and quite 

contrary to International law, used it for our onward journey. If we had run into the enemy, we would 

have been shot. 

 

Why was there an empty ambulance there when the beach was deserted apart from the six of us? I have 

done some research for this story and I recollect reading that sick and wounded troops had been evacuated 

from Megara before we arrived. Had we arrived too late to provide them with signals support? 

 

We travelled along the coast and at one point stopped and perhaps stayed the night. A wireless aerial was 

erected but the operator could only receive messages in German, perhaps the enemy had entered our 

G.H.Q. in Athens or were the Germans nearer than we thought? Further along the coast, when crossing a 

large plateau, all on our own, we stopped at a village and our ambulance attracted a lot of attention with 

the locals peering in the back of the vehicle. We must have scrounged some eggs because I can remember 

that we had a fry up, the last meal for a very long time. We eventually crossed the Corinth Canal, where 

my pal Ken Potter was killed and thence to Kalamata. 

 

It is said that many stories have a happy ending and our ambulance story certainly did. I find it remarkable 

to this day and wonder whether providence played a hand. A few miles from Kalamata we were waved 

down by a British medical officer who was standing by the side of the road with a pile of wicker baskets 

bearing the Red Cross beside him. He needed an ambulance and we gladly obliged him. I cannot even 

guess how he came to be there with all of his medical supplies. We loaded all the baskets in the back of 

the vehicle and he got in the front. On arrival at Kalamata he was the owner of an ambulance and it was 

probably put to good use a few days later. 

 

We had arrived at the eastern end of the beach on high ground near olive groves. I often think of those 

groves when I see bottles of Kalamata olives on supermarket shelves, but they were not ripe when we 

were there. Alan Austin and I, friends from our days at Rhos on Sea, settled down under an olive tree, 
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which was our base for the next few days. We had not received any orders from our officer who seemed 

to have disappeared. The harbour was about a half mile along the coast westwards. 

I had arrived at our embarkation beach, the most distant from Athens. Alan and I felt that we were 

"unattached" and had no idea of what was really happening apart from the fact that we were waiting for a 

ship and our officer had still not spoken to us. There are two unanswered questions about our journey 

from Athens. Why did we go to the first beach at Megara and why did we destroy our signal equipment 

later before we arrived at Kalamata? I had the feeling that I was without mission or signal equipment and 

had no idea about what was happening. 

 

A chance meeting with two of my old section sergeants in 1991 through correspondence with the 

Brotherhood of the Veterans of the Greek Campaign enlightened me about the situation at Kalamata soon 

after we arrived. Neither Alec nor Charlie were with us on the journey from Athens. Unbeknown to me at 

the time was the fact that I then belonged to 81 Base Signals - that was indeed news, I felt so critical of 

that officer's attitude, but perhaps "there was a need to know" situation and humble Alan and 1 were not 

required to know that we now belonged to a different unit or about the organisation that existed. 

 

At that meeting I learned that 81 Base Signals was located on a hill overlooking the harbour and about 

half a mile from our olive grove. Shortly after arrival, they were briefed about the plan for the evacuation 

and I still wonder why I was not privy to that information because it concerned me? Wireless operators 

were in contact every hour with four other beaches, Port Rafti, Navplion, Rafia and Tolon. There was to 

be radio silence at all times except for hourly contacts. Athens G.H.Q. had closed down. At a secret 

location there was a wireless van, which was in contact with London and Middle East Command in Cairo 

and the secrecy of the position of that wireless station was vital (Archivist’s Note:  probably where Edgar 

Harrison was operating from.).  Despatch riders were going to and from those beaches. The Naval Officer 

in charge of the beach at Kalamata was in contact with ships and 81 Base Signals. 

 

Of course in that kind of situation there were rumours of German sympathisers among the civilian 

population who were sabotaging our telephone lines, which had been laid along the beach road. Sergeant 

Alec Langley (my section sergeant) from whom I was separated in Athens told me that he had an 

evacuation section comprising wireless operators, linesmen and an instrument mechanic. His 

responsibilities were to provide communication to the beachhead and back to the Commanding Officer 

Troops, who controlled the number of troops to be sent to the beach when the evacuation began. He also 

had to assist the Royal Navy Officer at the beachhead. Before the first evacuation on 26/27th April the 

Germans landed an airborne force at Corinth and some 800 parachutists were dropped and there were 

severe casualties among the New Zealand troops. I believe that it was here that my pal Ken Potter was 

killed. 

 

After the successful evacuation from Kalamata on the night of 26/27th April and the failure on the 

following night, Charlie's men were told that after the next evacuation they should close down their 

signals station, destroy everything except their wireless set and proceed to the beach with it, where the 

Beach Officer would give them priority in their evacuation. At our meeting and lunch in Brighton in 1991 

Alec told me that he had received the same orders. 

 

It was very interesting hearing about all of this so long after the event and I must say well done lads and I 

am sorry that I was not more involved with 81 Base Signals during the times you explained. However 

towards the end I was very much involved in my small way. 

 

Between 24th and 28th April some 15,000 British and Commonwealth troops were assembled in and 

around Kalamata and concealed in woods and olive groves and I am certain that if the Germans had 

known about that large number of men being assembled for evacuation, they would have bombed and 

machine gunned us more severely than they did. The RAF came in for much slanging because of its 

absence - complete absence. We had no air cover at all and were at the mercy of the German Luftwaffe. 
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Allied Troops entering Kalamata, 26 April 1941 

 

Alan and I came in useful after all during the late evening of 26th April. I cannot remember where Alan 

was but I was posted along with my D.3 field telephone, at the Quay alongside a British destroyer, which 

was shining a searchlight all around the area at a distance of about a quarter of a mile. The telephone link 

was supposed to be used to call troops to the beach for evacuation, but I never made or received a single 

call. I learned later that the line had been sabotaged. Nevertheless, the troops were coming along the beach 

road in good order and boarding the destroyer. As I sat alongside that destroyer, I must admit that I had 

thoughts of joining them, but I stayed at my post. About 8,000 men were evacuated that night to Crete and 

at about 4am I left the quayside with others and went back to the olive grove for the rest of the night. With 

that large number of men coming down to the beach, I feel sure that there must have been other telephone 

posts like the one I was manning. I have recently read that on that night HMS Defender took 250 men and 

the Crown Jewels of Yugoslavia away to safety. I wonder if they went up that gangway near me? 

Altogether that night three merchant ships and three destroyers were used in the evacuation from 

Kalamata; a total of 17,000 troops were taken off at all five beaches. I was impressed at the orderly way 

our troops queued to board that destroyer which was docked near me. It was remarkable and illustrated the 

military discipline of our troops in those circumstances. 

 

On the evening of the 27th April I was again posted to the quay as previously. The troops assembled, but 

the ships never came and about midnight the Signals men were led up a hill near the harbour and we slept 

in a stone-walled sheep pen for the night. I wonder now whether we stayed the night in the vicinity of 81 

Base Signals. 

 

The day dawned for the 28th April, a date etched in my memory. During the morning, Alec had 

discovered that one of the telephone lines to the harbour had been sabotaged and about midday an officer, 

yes, one suddenly "came out of the woodwork", and a few of us went in a lorry along the seafront to the 

harbour, presumably to lay a new line. We did not reach our destination before some Stuka dive-bombers 

spotted our lorry and dived to attack. Those aircraft were fitted with sirens, which screeched when they 

dived, a very frightening noise. We jumped from our lorry and as I lay face down in the road I prayed like 

mad "I am too young to die". Anti-personnel bombs were dropped around us and missed! These small 

bombs exploded on impact and scattered thin shrapnel along the ground to cause maximum injury to 

troops. There was a lot of noise and that awful acrid smell of the cordite. The attack went on for some 

time, but the pilots were rotten shots because our lorry was not hit and neither were any of us. During a 

lull, we ran to take better cover in the basement of a nearby building until the attack was over. When we 

came out of "hiding" we found scores of small bomb holes in the road nearby and a few unexploded 

bombs. We then immediately returned to the olive groves. 
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I am finding it difficult to try and explain my feelings while we waited to be rescued from the beach. 

Never one of despair, but of optimism that, we would get away. I suppose it was really just taking one day 

at a time and not thinking of the morrow. And so the waiting continued with German aircraft bombing 

further along the beach from us for the rest of the early afternoon. Late afternoon, we assembled along 

with Cypriots, Yugoslavs and other nationalities on a slope near the olive groves, just sitting and waiting. 

Then came the order "Be prepared for street fighting this evening". Our section Sergeant, Alec Langley, 

then asked Alan and I to accompany him to lay a new telephone line along the beach road. As we set off I 

heard machine gun fire towards the town, but there were no enemy aircraft about. I realised later that 

Germans were entering the town and surprising our troops. We arrived at the beach and Alan was told to 

stay there and connect his D.3 (field telephone) to the end of the large reel of cable, which I had over my 

left arm. 

 

Alec and I proceeded along the road and he was about seven or eight yards in front of me examining the 

existing line by running it through his left hand because he suspected that it had been sabotaged again. I 

was laying a new line in the gutter behind him. Our destination was the quay where I would connect up 

my D.3 and await the arrival of the Navy as I had done on previous nights. I was concentrating on 

watching my line fall into the gutter as it unwound from my reel of cable and what happened next puzzled 

me and it was not until I met Alec in 1991 that I learned about what really happened. This must sound 

very strange but it is true. 

 

Something ahead of me made me look up and to my surprise I saw Alec walking across the road towards 

about four or five of our chaps who were facing a German sergeant who was pointing an automatic 

weapon at them. I suppose I must have hesitated and just as I moved a pace or two in that direction, and I 

do not know why, I was aware of a "giant" German soldier to my left, he fired a burst from his automatic 

weapon alongside me and I came to my senses and realized that I was a prisoner of war. I had a large reel 

of cable over my left arm, my rifle over my right shoulder and my D.3 in my right hand and a bandolier of 

fifty rounds of ammunition hanging round my neck. I dropped the lot otherwise I was dead. This must 

have happened very quickly, but it all seemed to be in "slow motion". After the initial shock I really 

wondered where those two Germans had come from because as far as I was aware the beach road was 

deserted. 

 

I now know after all these years. The enemy entered the town unhindered and arrived at the Quay. Not 

knowing the strength of our forces, they sent two soldiers on a motorcycle and sidecar to find out. The 

German motorised infantry used motorcycles to probe ahead of an advance. Alec and I were caught 

unawares and he wrote a vivid description in his diary: - 

 

"Now reader, just picture A.J.W. walking along the beach, pipe in mouth, rifle over one shoulder, D.3 

over the other shoulder and an empty carton of 20 cigarettes to stop my hand from blistering as I ran a 

cable through my hand. All was going well, no sabotage of the line. In the distance I could see a 

motorcycle approaching. I could see that the rider and pillion passenger were in uniform, but at that 

distance could not make out what uniform, so assumed that they were just a couple of Yugoslavs who had 

been lucky enough to get so far and thought no more about it, going on investigating the line. Eventually, 

the motor cycle drove up beside me. No not Yugoslavs, but a couple of Jerry's. The chap on the pillion 

seat pointed an automatic weapon into my guts, saying " For you the war is over sergeant." My reply 

"Thank you very much". There was absolutely no reaction to my remarks, so I assumed that those 

comments were just a stock phrase. Now this Jerry could have plugged me as easy as wink. I was a sitting 

duck, but he did not, hence my remark "Thank you very much." And for which I've always been truly 

thankful." 

 

So there we were, bemused, but strangely, I had no fear, but completely numbed. We were marched along 

the seafront towards the quay and after about two hundred yards or so, we approached a German field gun 

which was pointing in our direction. A young blonde German gunner, about my age, came across smiling 

and said to me in good English "Our day today, maybe yours tomorrow." Later I will refer to the battle, 

which took place after our capture. That gun crew were attacked by New Zealand and Australian troops 

and either killed or wounded. I wonder whether that young German soldier, although my enemy at the 

time "had a tomorrow"? 
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We were assembled by the Customs House at the quay along with other troops from the 4th Hussars who 

were over-run by the Germans on the other side of the town. There were about twenty of us altogether. 

We were ordered to sit on the road and shortly before, an excited German Officer started firing his pistol 

in the air, presumably to frighten us, but hard luck. I imagine that he only succeeded in reassuring himself. 

We probably looked very hostile.  By now I was quite relaxed, having got over the initial shock of capture 

by German troops who were not expected until the next morning. So much for our intelligence, standing 

in front of us was another German Officer and a young British officer from the 4th Hussars who wore a 

yellow silk scarf around his neck and was standing astride with his hands in the pockets of his jodhpurs. 

He acted as interpreter and said "all long knives and razors to be  thrown into the road. If any of you try to 

escape you will be shot". We now knew who was the "boss". I kept my jack knife, threw out my cut-throat 

razor, a lethal weapon, but I first badly blunted the cutting edge. I had shaved with that razor since I began 

shaving. My Father bought it for me and it met its end on the road at Kalamata. 

 

While all of this was going on coloured tracer bullets were flying over us from our side, but we did not 

know that a serious attack had began by our troops and we were quickly hassled away. I reached a road 

junction and felt a hand on my shoulder and it was pulling me back. In the dark I had almost walked under 

a German armoured vehicle. That was a good deed by a decent German soldier. My Guardian Angel must 

have been watching over me, as indeed He did from a picture, which used to hang on the wall over my 

bed when I was about four years old. My Granny gave it to me. Was he still watching and guarding? The 

next German soldier I came across slapped me across my bottom with the flat side of his bayonet because 

I was dawdling and I had no wish to be co-operative. 

 

We spent the night lying face down on the flat top of a hillock. We were told that if we moved we would 

be shot. I slept well. I woke up to a lovely sunny morning, the 29th April, and on looking down to the 

nearby road, I saw an endless column of British troops marching in threes in good military order to a 

nearby field. This column of some 7,000 men had been surrendered to the Germans in the early hours of 

the morning. I spotted Alan, who I had last seen on the beach when we were laying the telephone line and 

I went down to join him, and so began our four years as prisoners of war.” 

 
 
Alec remained in Jack’s company for the next few weeks before eventually leaving Greece for Stalag XI-B 
in Germany.  Here is Jack’s continuing account after their capture in Kalamata: 
 

“Corinth & Salonika 
 

“We arrived at Corinth after a relatively short train journey and then marched to a large barrack 

compound, perhaps a half-mile or so away from the station. It was late evening and we were directed 

inside the buildings and told to lie down and not move or we would be shot. That was pretty frightening, 

particularly as I had not had the opportunity to go to the toilet which incidentally, I found out the next 

morning was a slit trench about 50 yards long! Of course in the night, I could not contain myself any 

longer and wet my trousers - a very warm feeling. 

 

The next morning the discipline was relaxed and we were allowed to find our own spaces in the barracks. 

Alan and I found a space with some other chaps from our section, which was away from the barracks and 

in a garage. The mattress was not very springy, it was the concrete floor! I think it was now about the first 

week in May and the weather during the day was very warm, if not hot, but at night quite cold. We had no 

bedding, just our overcoats and Alan I buttoned together our two coats to make a "top blanket". At night 

we would take off our boots and tie them together with the laces and use them with our backpacks as 

pillows. The idea was that if anyone in the night tried to steal our boots then we would be woken, just a 

precaution. 

 

We were now lousy as well as being hungry and thirsty, that was something I had not experienced before 

and had to endure for some time to come. It was not surprising because none of us had washed for some 

weeks and must have smelled "sweet". But when we were all in that state, it was not really noticeable. 

Somehow, I had managed to shave since arriving in Corinth with a borrowed razor and I grew a bushy 

moustache, like many others, just for fun. After morning roll call which took a long time, because the 
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Germans either could not count or our chaps moved about a bit to cause confusion, it would be "de- 

lousing" time. I used to sit cross-legged with my shirt on my lap and kill lice with the two thumbnail 

method. They were small creatures with a red spot on their backs - probably my blood. I crushed scores 

every morning, but more were ready to be slaughtered the next morning. Oddly I cannot remember any 

irritation or perhaps I have forgotten. 

 

We were now beginning to get small issues of food and black ersatz (substitute) coffee in the new mess 

tins issued to us. The coffee was served from two mobile field kitchens located in the middle of the large 

sandy parade ground. We queued at the same place at mid-day for a ladle of potato soup, carefully 

watching and hoping for more potato than watery gravy. It was there that I met a chap who had been at 

school with me at Western Road, Boys' Central School at Mitcham in the early 1930's. I met him again, 

four years later on our homeward trek across Austria, but I do not remember his name. A small world 

indeed! 

 

Sometimes there was a meat and potato stew at mid-day, probably horsemeat. We then began to receive 

other food supplements e.g. lentils, honey and cooking oil for "do it yourself” cooking. In addition we 

received quite regularly a large biscuit about six inches in diameter and an inch thick. I cannot remember 

what we did with the lentils and I imagine we boiled them in water to make some kind of soup. Of course 

to cook we needed a fire and Alan who had been a scout was well versed in the making of fires. He went 

on the scrounge for wood, then dug a small hole, got a light from another fire nearby and we were all set 

to cook. We did not want to just gnaw the biscuits and somebody had an idea, I think it must have been 

Alec, a regular soldier who had served in India. He suggested that if we crushed the biscuits we could 

cook chapattis, but how? If I removed the skullcap from my steel helmet by removing the screw in the 

crown and then replacing it, we would have a mixing bowl. I crushed the biscuits with a large stone and 

mixed the "flour" with water to make the mix. Somebody scrounged a piece of tin, it was amazing what 

odds and ends could be found, and we had a griddle pan. Then our chapattis were cooked and spread with 

the small amount of honey which we had received. My memory fails me when 1 try to remember what 

they tasted like, but I am sure we were satisfied and the operation would have been repeated many times. 

 

The Germans were pretty lenient and allowed us under supervision to visit some Greek stalls, which had 

been set up outside the main gate. Alan, Alec and I had some Greek drachmas and we purchased figs and 

other fruit. The figs were on strings of about twenty and seemed to have been dusted with a white powder. 

I recollect eating a whole string full and felt quite well afterwards, but others got the "runs". Our money 

was soon used up and so were we from a physical point of view. I felt quite dizzy when I bent over to the 

ground and some soldiers from the Friends Ambulance unit told us that we were living on a diet below 

starvation level. Of course we knew that but they had worked out the calories. Incidentally, the men in the 

Friends Ambulance Unit were Quakers who had served in Greece. One of them told me that they "did not 

take sides", their mission was to save lives with either the British or German armies, but I could not 

imagine the Germans accepting them. They were probably repatriated to Britain. 

 

I am now relying on a sight of Alec's diary, of which I now have a copy. He gave me this when we met 

about eight years ago in Brighton. He said that about eleven of our men from 87 section were in Corinth. 

That was about a fifth of the total number. I think that Alec must have written his diary in Corinth because 

one part about his capture wrongly missed me out. He must have suffered a mental lapse and some kind of 

"shock" as indeed I must have. I had always blamed him in my mind for our misfortune because he had 

not identified the two Germans who were approaching us on a motorcycle and sidecar. In Brighton we 

relived the events, which led up to our capture at gunpoint. The story of what actually happened is 

recorded in an earlier chapter and is based on Alec's story of the events, which deprived us of our liberty 

for four years. The mystery had been unravelled. 

 

I recollect that I made a calendar on a piece of post card at Corinth and I have now found it on the front 

part of an "Active Service" envelope. The calendar began in April 1941 and ended in December. Some of 

the dates are highlighted with a circle. The 28th April is obvious, the day I was captured in the prelude to 

the Battle for Kalamata. The 1st May could have been when we moved to Corinth. Alec later told me that I 

had made a draughtboard and how we used bits and pieces for the draughts. Goodness knows what I made 

it with, but it is said that necessity if the "mother of invention." Apparently Alec beat me four games to 
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one. Towards the end of May more ruthless individuals replaced the guards. Alec recalled that on 1st June 

one of our men was shot making six in all. So the drill was never to make eye contact with any of them 

and keep out of their way. 

 

Much of our time was spent parading, chatting, de-lousing, and eating what little food there was, dozing 

and so on. Sometimes in the evenings, Alan I would wander around the perimeter of the camp, keeping 

away from the wire. One evening one of our chaps deliberately started walking towards the wire and as he 

did so the gun on the armoured vehicle on the outside started to point at him. Goodness knows why he did 

it, the gun was not fired, and thank goodness otherwise many of us would have been blown to 

smithereens. He was led away by a guard. It was a silly thing to do for fun and I wonder whether he had a 

mental lapse? 

 

Quite often when we were in our sleeping places the guards would make snap inspections of our personal 

belongings and on one occasion I had my jack knife taken and Alec his screwdriver. Both of those items 

should of course been thrown into the road at the request of our captors at Kalamata but we kept them, 

only to lose them now in Corinth. 

 

In a spare moment and there were many of them, I thought that it was time that I read the New Testament 

which I had carried in my breast pocket since 1939. It was presented to me in 1938 when I became a 

member of the Methodist Church. Alas, I read some of it but never completed my reading. Alec told me 

later that during his captivity he read the whole Bible and when he was at Corinth he had reached Judges. 

That really puts me to shame. 

 

Some time in mid May, an armada of German Junkers aircraft flew over Corinth on their way for the 

German airborne invasion of Crete. A few days later our daily food ration was withdrawn as a reprisal, 

because the Germans claimed that some Maori troops in Crete had cut off the ears of their German 

prisoners of war. If that had been true I am sure that the German reprisals on us would have been more 

severe. I do not know whether it was during that day, but once, Alan and I attempted to relieve our hunger 

by imagining that we were having a lovely roast beef dinner, that thought makes my mouth water now! I 

wonder if it helped, but at least those few minutes were spent more wisely than thinking about how 

hungry we were. 

 

My last and most memorable thoughts are of an event when a church service was held as the evening 

drew to its close. It was led, by an army padre and I can now visualise that scene, the barren sandy soil on 

this bleak site and the barrack blocks bordered by the barbed wire perimeter fence and the guards. This 

was all within the neighbourhood of the town of Corinth where St. Paul set up his first Christian Church 

and later wrote about the conduct and misbehaviour of its citizens. 

 

We sang the hymn "abide with me", the words of which are part of our heritage: - 

 

Abide with me fast falls the eventide, 

The darkness deepens Lord with me abide, 

When other helpers fail and comforts flee, 

Help of the helpless, Oh Abide with me.. 

Swift to its close ebbs out life's little day, 

Earth's joys grow dim; its glories pass away; 

Change and decay in all around I see, 

Oh thou who changest not, abide with me. 

I fear no foe, with thee at hand to bless, 

Ills have no weight, and tears, no bitterness, 

Where is death's sting? Where, grave, thy victory? 

I triumph still, if thou abide with me. 

Hold thou thy cross before my closing eyes; 

Shine through the gloom, and point me to the skies; 

Heaven's morning breaks, and earth's vain shadows flee; 

In life, in death, Oh Lord abide with me. 
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Emotional? Yes, but so realistic in those circumstances. Whenever I sing that hymn now, I remember 

Corinth and a tear runs down my cheek. An old man reminiscing! Yes, to some extent, but I saw no future 

then. When would this war end? When would I go home, if at all? I was not downhearted but ever defiant, 

as we all were. We were British and proud of it. The one good thing about Corinth, if that was possible, 

the weather was fine and very warm. The time came to leave and at 4.30am on 1st June we marched out, 

but to where? Just like the British army, a soldier never knew his destination. I cannot remember all of the 

details and I am relying on Alec Langley's diary. 

 

We marched about 12 kilometres to the other side of the Corinth Canal and it was rather warm so early in 

the morning. We passed many Greek civilians wearing army clothing. One of them gave Alec a handful of 

grapes and another a clean vest. They all did what they could for us: bless them. We left in the usual cattle 

wagons at 0950 hours and arrived at Athens at 1250 hours. At Athens we met some sailors from HMS 

Gloucester, which was sunk at Crete and incidentally, one of the cruisers, which took us to Greece. Later 

in the day we heard that Crete had fallen at 3pm. We left Athens at 0430 hours a day later, again by 

courtesy of "Pullman" travel and we arrived at our next stop, which was Gravia at 0230 the next day. The 

next part of our journey was on foot and we commenced our trek at 0300 hours. It turned out to be a 40 

kilometre trek over the mountains because our engineers had either blown up a bridge or a tunnel in our 

retreat. Alec said that we arrived at Lamia at 1300 hours with only one stop at 1100 hours, adding that it 

was the hardest "hike" of his life and that some Austrian guards were absolutely whacked. He then had a 

shave. 

 

I remember that trek very well, a long straggling line of very exhausted men but incidentally I did not find 

it too exhausting. Alan certainly did and he wanted to drink all of the water in his bottle until I persuaded 

him otherwise. It was so hot that I threw away my steel helmet, gas mask and gas cape leaving me with 

what "I stood up in" plus my side pack and water bottle. As we descended the last slope we came to a 

stream and Alan and I stopped and sat down on the bank, took off our boots and socks and soaked our 

weary feet in the cool water. An Austrian guard started shouting at us and ordered us to get up and carry 

on. We ignored him for as long as we dared, probably telling him "to get stuffed" in good army language. 

We then went to the railway yard where our train was waiting for us. But on the way I spotted a 

waterspout where locomotives filled up with water. I found out how to turn on the water, we then stripped 

and had the most wonderful shower, the first really good wash for about six weeks. It is a pity that the 

scene was not photographed! We were apparently at Lamia. I remember that a few of us made our way to 

the front of the train and one chap had the bright idea of making some tea. What a joke? But he produced 

some tea from his side-pack and the engine driver some water from a tap on the side of the engine and we 

had our tea. A wonderful addition to our shower, and I felt like a new man, but for how long? 

 

We had arrived safely at Lamia, but I wonder what happened to that sailor from HMS Gloucester who 

Alec saw at Athens and I saw on the trek? When we passed him he was dressed in just his trousers and 

shirt, no footwear, just his bare feet. I saw an Aussie soldier pass him by and he had a spare pair of boots 

and did not offer them to the sailor. My goodness, how selfish, the Germans offered to take him further on 

a lorry, but he refused and told them in no uncertain language "what they could do with their transport". 

He was a very brave man who had obviously suffered some terrible experience when his ship was sunk 

and he just would not accept that offer from his enemy. He walked on in bare feet, but I never saw him 

again. 

 

We had travelled in cattle wagons for many days since leaving Kalamata and I do not recommend it, but 

far worse was to come. I have read stories of men having tummy upsets and out of absolute necessity 

having to cut holes in the floor of the wagons with their knives to relieve themselves. We had only 

received one small tin of meat after leaving Kalamata and we were very hungry. Some men would 

conserve food and eat a little at a time, my attitude with food, when it was available, was to eat it and 

enjoy it and suffer the pangs of hunger later. 

 

We finally left Lamia, according to Alec's diary, at 1450 hours. Each wagon was filled with fifty-two men 

and we were virtually "packed like sardines in a tin". Sometime later we boarded another train at 0550 

hours, firstly with forty men in a wagon but five more were pushed in; that was an improvement on the 

last journey! 
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We eventually arrived at Salonika in northern Greece on 9th June, 1941. We marched through the streets 

in good military order. We were not downhearted and still defiant. Civilians who offered us food lined the 

streets, but our guards were very strict and actively stopped them. I have only a few memories of that 

place but soon after our arrival at a Greek army barracks, we paraded and we were addressed by a German 

feldwebel (sergeant). He was an older man and he said " I vos a prisoner of var in ze first vorld var and ze 

English treated me well. You vill have an egg for breakfast in ze morning." I have tried to type that 

message phonetically because the Germans cannot pronounce the letter "w" and "th". We went into the 

barracks and slept on the floor. The next morning, Alan who was fair, had been badly bitten by bugs in the 

night. I had few bights, perhaps because I have a greasy skin and have dark hair. For breakfast we did 

have a boiled egg (hardboiled) but no eggcup or toast soldiers! That was wonderful. The roll call parade 

followed with the Germans having the usual difficulty in counting and arriving at the correct number of 

prisoners. I doubt if they ever got it correct. When they got in a muddle, partly because our chaps slyly 

moved about, we suffered a lot of shouting for a while, to our amusement of course. 

 

Alec and I went our separate ways here and he eventually ended up in Germany while Alan and I stayed 

together and ended up in Austria. We left Salonika about 14th June in the usual cattle wagons with about 

fifty men in each and we were issued with a small tin of processed meat. We had no idea where we were 

going or that we were destined to a five-day journey with the wagon doors closed for most of the time. 

Occasionally the train stopped, the doors were opened to enable us "to water" the side of the track.. On 

our previous journeys the wagon doors were open all the time. Guards were stationed on platforms at the 

rear of some wagons and they had a view of all the carriages in front. That journey was dreadful and I 

cannot find words to describe it. 

 

I think it must have been on the fourth day that the train came to a halt, the door of our wagon was opened 

and to my astonishment we had stopped at a platform in a large railway station - it was Belgrade. The 

station was well lit and there was a long line of ladies standing near the edge of the platform and they 

were giving out large round loaves of bread into each wagon. Again words cannot express my feelings as 

I type this. It was absolutely wonderful, wonderful. The brief glimpse of that scene remains so indelibly 

clear in my memory. The wagon doors were closed and off we went again. 

 
 


