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GREEK CAMPAIGN 
 

 Nursing Sister Jane Pugh TANS, 26th British General Hospital, Athens 
 
 

Minimally edited from David Grant’s Family History website – referring to his mother Jane: 

On 10 November 1940 the 26th General Hospital was posted to Greece, and went by train to Alexandria 
in Egypt, and hence by troopship to Athens in Greece, arriving in the early hours of 17 November 1940. 
The hospital was opened on 26 November 1940 with 110 beds and was at Kiffisia on the northern 
outskirts of Athens.  Initially life was very pleasant.  The Greeks were pleased to see the Sisters and they 
were received cordially everywhere.  Here Jane developed a taste for Mavrodaphne wine, a sweet 
fortified wine produced from a grape of the same name.  She also became engaged to a British officer.  
He was later killed in the retreat from Greece.   

The nursing staff were housed in three private hotels, which were very comfortable, except in the early 
days when there was a bitterly cold winter and no heating.  As the weather got warmer, water supply and 
drainage became a problem, "it was nothing to meet a cesspool in the kitchen". 

The brief of 26 Military Hospital was to set up a hospital to treat the Greek casualties from the guerrilla 
war that they were fighting against the Italians.  The British were given the use of three hotels for their 
hospital, Cecil (surgical cases), Olympus (dental, ENT), and Aphergis (medical cases).  The hotels were 
emptied of furniture, and the large rooms made suitable wards.  Jane Pugh was based in the Cecil Hotel 
caring for the surgical cases. 

Princess Marina of Greece visited the hospital on 10th December 1940.  Christmas 1940 was a time for 
celebration and rejoicing.  They had 105 patients up to the dining hall for lunch, which "went with a swing". 
Air Vice Marshall D'Albiac visited the hospital on Christmas morning (with the Italian attack on Greece in 
1940 D'Albiac had been promoted to Air Vice Marshal and appointed commander of the meagre air forces 
in Greece).  The Greek Girls Youth Movement sang songs to the patients and brought a present for each 
one in the evening.  They listened to King George VI's speech at 4pm. 

On 2nd January 1941 they heard they were to take in Greek wounded.  Medical care for the Greek 
fighters in the mountains had been virtually non-existent.  It took a week to get the wounded down from 
the mountains, where often snow was starting to fall.  Their wounds were often septic, their bodies 
crawled with lice and fleas, and many suffered from frostbite as well.  The men had to be shaved, washed, 
disinfested, and dirty bandages replaced by clean, before they could be taken into the wards.  16 January 
1941, General Wavell inspected the hospital.  18 January 1941 Air Chief Marshall Longmore, AOC in C, 
Air HQ Middle East/Middle East Command inspects it. 

Air raids started on 19 January 1941.  Greek wounded first arrived on 24 January.  At first the atmosphere 
was rather strained, the Greeks not knowing what to make of their British nurses.  Feeding them was a 
problem, quantities of bread and food soaked in oil was all that was required.  But after a week there was 
an extraordinary change in the patients' attitudes.  Washing was not popular with the Greeks, but the 
Sisters persevered.  Matron reports going into one ward and finding a whole row of patients stripped to 
the waist.  One was having a shampoo and he appeared to be enjoying it!.  Their wounds were very grim 
and they were "fortunate to lose only one patient".  The Aphergis was used for the Greeks and the Cecil 
for the British.  The nurses found the language difficult, "but it was wonderful how soon we made 
ourselves understood". 

11 February 1941 saw a visit from Princess Fredrika, wife of Crown Prince.  There was an air raid in the 
middle of her visit.  Then on 15 February a visit by Princess Nicholas and Princess Katrine.  The former is 
said to have had a wonderful sense of humour.  She tasted a meat pie in the kitchen, and pronounced it 
"very good".  On 1 March there was an earthquake further north in Greece, but the hospital was not 
affected by it.  

In March 1941 German troops crossed into Bulgaria, and took up ominous positions along the Yugoslav 
and Greek borders. 
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The invasion in a nutshell – 3 weeks and you’re out 

Jane’s retrospective synopsis of this period from her ‘Queen Mary’ postcard (see “Pre-Greece”.) 

“Many, many bombings followed 9our arrival in Athens).  In Kiffisia from November to end of April 1941. 
Germans arrived.  Left by rowing boat to find British warship.  Eventually arrived in Crete.  Slept out in the 
open.  Tended hundreds of wounded in tents and on the fields.  Germans arrived there too - by parachute. 
Left and went to Cairo with absolutely nothing!”  

On 3 April, 3 days before Germany declared war on Greece, there were over 600 patients in the hospital.  
The anticipated German attack (Unternehmen Marita) began on April 6 1941, against both Greece and 
Yugoslavia.  The resulting "Battle of Greece" saw the fall of Athens on April 27 and ended with the fall of 
Kalamata in the Peloponnese on April 29, the evacuation of the Commonwealth Expeditionary Force and 
the complete occupation of the Greek mainland by the Axis.) 
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By 7 April there were 709 patients, which stretched this 600 bed hospital.  Miss Sharpe, the Matron, 
reported "we had patients lying everywhere - on mattresses on the floor, on stretchers, in any odd corner. 
In one ward whose usual compliment was 46, we had 92 patients".   A lack of proper laundry services and 
the paucity of army transport compounded their difficulties.  In one period of 3 days they had 700 patients 
in, and 400 evacuated. 

Within days of the German invasion 26 General Hospital was the only functioning military hospital in 
Greece.  Soon bed space was scarce, tents were erected in the grounds as extra wards, and these had 
neither water supply nor sluices.  The nurses worked like machines, admitting patients, preparing them for 
surgery, washing, feeding them then evacuating them.  German air attacks on the Thessalonica to Athens 
road increased, and the sound of guns could be heard at Kiffisia.  In addition to wounded allied soldiers, 
wounded German soldiers were being nursed.  Doctors operated day and night and wore revolvers all the 
time.  There were air raids, but the hospital itself was never bombed, although being close to Menidi 
Airfield, bombs fell close by. 

On 24th April Greece surrendered.  Matron reports that on April 24th Deputy Director of Medical Services 
(DDMS) told her that it was wiser that they remained in Greece, than risk getting away - "Personally I was 
far too busy to worry about it, and accepted it quite calmly".  Later that day the local cook attempted 
suicide with quinine and aspirin, which had to be treated by stomach pump. 

Finally on 25th April the hospital was evacuated.  DDMS rang at 10am to say a destroyer might be 
available later in the day.  Any wounded who could be moved, were taken under air attack to the coast. 
There remained about 40 nursing sisters.  A silence fell as the allied guns had now all gone, and little 
stood between the advancing Germans and the hospital.  At 7.30pm an order came through for the sisters 
themselves to evacuate.  They climbed into trucks and drove for 5 hours, lit only by the thin beams of 
blacked-out headlights over very bad roads, for a rendezvous with a ship at Megara Bay, some 25 miles 
west of the hospital.  They arrived at the beach at 12.50 am. 

 

SS Thurland Castle 
Archivist’s Note:  5900 personnel were evacuated from Megara beach that night –  

the vast majority on the cargo liner ‘Thurland Castle’ 

The freighter anchored there had 3000 wounded already aboard.  The nurses waited in a ditch in total 
silence, until it was their turn to board.  They scrambled out of the ditch and walked along the beach to a 
tiny jetty, and from there by small boat to the freighter (the destroyer did not materialise).  It sailed at 3am 
with a Royal Navy escort.  The ship was packed and the nurses had to climb over sleeping men.  The 
ships officers gave up their cabins to the nurses, and they slept 8 to a cabin for 4.  
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However as dawn broke the ship was attacked by German dive-bombers, and the raids were virtually 
continuous for the voyage to Crete.  "The noise was terrific, and it was not very pleasant".  Although there 
were casualties among the men on the open decks, the vessel itself was undamaged, and was able to 
make a safe anchorage at Suda Bay in Crete at 5.30pm on 26 April 1941.  With an irony that only the 
British Government can accomplish, her service records states that she had a temporary posting to 7 
General Hospital, Crete (the nurses were in Crete only 3 days!).  The nurses went straight back to duty at 
British General Hospital 7 there, which had been run entirely by male staff up till then, and lacked, 
according to matron, the "female element".   

When the tented wards in the hospital filled with new casualties, the nurses gave up their own 
accommodation and slept in the open.  There was a service of thanksgiving for their deliverance from 
Greece, held in front of a rock draped with the Union Jack as the altar with a simple cross and two jam 
jars with wild flowers.  Nurses, doctors, patients (some wheeled out in their hospital beds) all joined 
together to sing "Oh God our help in ages past". 

By now the only Greek territory remaining free was the large and strategically important island of Crete, 
which was held by a strong Allied garrison.  To conquer it, the German High Command prepared 
"Unternehmen Merkur", the largest airborne attack seen to that date.  It was decided to evacuate the 
Sisters from Crete. 

 

General Hospital, Crete, May 1941 

The Sisters were awakened at night and told to prepare for evacuation at dawn on 29th April 1941.  They 
prepared the walking wounded and made their way to the harbour.  There an old Greek freighter, the 
Ionic, with a solitary Greek captain and no crew awaited.  Two Australian soldiers volunteered to do the 
stoking, and it sailed for Alexandria with 160 women on board.  The sisters were given the few available 
cabins.  They were resting places, but proved very hot and stuffy under blackout conditions at night. 

The voyage was a slow one.  There was one air raid at the dockside before they left Crete.  The first night 
was one of apprehension for there was an encounter in the middle of the night with an enemy E-boat, but 
later a strong naval escort was provided and the rest of the voyage was calm and quiet.  They lived on 
tins of bully beef and biscuits.  There was no water for washing, and tea was made in kerosene drums. 
Amazingly all the nurses who served in Greece were successfully evacuated.  They reached Alexandria 
on May 1st. 

Archivist’s Note:  Ionic formed part of convoy G.A.15.  She sailed from Suda Bay at 1100 on the 29th April 
carrying 450 walking wounded, 237 nurses and 157 troops. 
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Matron’s Report 

 
A large part of David Grant’s re-telling of his mother Jane’s experiences is taken from an informal report of 
the Athens’ hospital activities written by its then Matron Miss P.G.C.Sharpe to her superior officer, Matron-
in-Chief “Miss Jones”.  By the time of writing in June 1941, Miss Sharpe was Matron of another hospital in 
Egypt (63rd was in Cairo, 58th in Alexandria).  This report (held in the National Archives) is included here in 
full because it is a verbatim first-hand account by an eye-witness who was not only there but was there in 
a position of authority and responsibility.  From the Archivist’s point of view, it just doesn’t get any better 
than this! 
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