
 1 

GREEK CAMPAIGN 
 

Sergeant Stan Prout, Royal Marines 
 

Because we have no data from Stan’s war diary prior to his incarceration, it is assumed here that his 
experiences were not dis-similar to those of his close pal Sgt Tom Hawksworth, RM, whose archive 
account is displayed here: 
 
May 9th . . .  
 

    
 
      SS Nieuw Zeeland in her pre-war prime               Torpedoed 11 Nov 1942 
 
Next day we embarked in SS Nieuw Zeeland (Dutch) for Crete fully expecting the greeting we were given. 
It was nightfall and we hadn‘t reached harbour before Jerry sent out his fighters to welcome us but we 
managed to beat them off leaving one of their number on fire in the water. Now we were to know there 
really was a war on. We had hardly set foot on the island before we were bombed again. For a few days 
life seemed to be nothing but dodging about among the olive trees making oneself as small as possible. 
We were in the ridiculous position of being in the middle of a war as a Bofors Battery with no guns. 
However, within a few days we took over the Bofors from the army on Maleme airdrome. 
 

     

 

NZ A/A gunners, Maleme, 18 May 1941          The enemy arrives by air 
 
 
From now on events moved so fast life was just a blur in my memory so continual was the fighting. But no 
efforts of ours could stop Jerry finishing off what few of our planes were left. After incessant attacks by air, 
he accomplished this and on May 20th he began his invasion by air. The sky was literally blacked out by 
thousands of planes towing their gliders and escorted by hundreds of fighters. What a beautiful and awe 
inspiring sight were the first two thousand “Fallschirmjager” as they floated down suspended from their 
white parachutes.  They didn’t look quite so beautiful when I thought these fellows are out to get me.  
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I’ve no wish to set down a detailed account of the fighting, things moved too fast for any incident to 
register on the mind, but of this I am certain, given air support the tale of Crete would have had a very 
different ending.  How many times did I hear during the battle of Crete men say “Oh, if we could only see 
just one British plane up there”! As soon as we thought we were beginning to hold them down, up would 
go their red signalling ribbon pointing out the particular obstacle they were up against and overcame the 
fighters and Stukas like so many hornets to blast us out of it.  
 
Once surrounded by Germans I and about 60 others had the hair raising experience of creeping through 
the German lines at night and escaping back to Suda Bay. After being re-kitted we moved back up the line 
under a new officer. It was quite easy to see by now several of the fellows cracking up under the terrific air 
attacks. Forced to give ground more and more, the order was given at last to evacuate the island. This 
was to be carried out on the other side of the island at a town called Esphakia. So marching over the 
mountains hungry, tired and thirsty we made our way to this town.  
   
May 27th . . .  
 
Before we reached Esphakia, however, the marines were ordered to fight the rearguard action. It was with 
very mixed feelings that I took my party of men to a position immediately in the enemy’s path. I well 
remember the army fellows cheerfully shouting “Up the marines! Good luck!” as they marched through us 
on the way to the boats. Each day that passed was to be the last that we must hold out and plenty of 
promises that the rearguard would get off the island as soon as the others had gone. By now the food 
question was definitely acute but we just had to manage. During this action I saw General Freiberg (who 
was certainly a good example to his men) never turning a hair as trench mortar shells burst all around and 
Jerry planes machine gunned us from the air.  
 
May 31st  
 
At about 20:00 hours we withdrew from the last position and were told that only 7% (should this be 70?) of 
us would be able to get off. Captain King decided to take the nucleus of a new battery. I was one of the 
lucky ones but when we got down to the beach we knew it was hopeless to try and get through the tightly 
jammed men. At 3 o’clock on June 1st, we watched the last destroyer fade into the black night. We had 
“missed the boat”.  
 
The bottom seemed to drop right out of my stomach as we destroyed our arms, papers etc. The thought 
of my being a prisoner of war had not occurred to me until the last few hours and even now it was a 
certainty, I couldn’t believe it. However, there was nothing else for it and with many worried thoughts of 
home, I settled down to see what daylight would bring.  
June 1st 1941 
 
Dawn on the “Glorious 1st June” revealed all the rabble of a beaten army … broken arms everywhere and 
large bonfires of pay books and all papers that would tell the enemy anything.  
 
Here I had a terrible decision to make. Two open boats were being prepared for sea with a fair chance of 
being picked up by British ships, but as they were to leave in full sight of Jerry, they were almost certain to 
be attacked by Stukas. It would be a very chancy business even without an attack from the air as there 
was no food and only sufficient water to go in each man’s bottle. More than 200 men were piling in the 
boat as I stood debating whether to take the chance or not. I must resign myself to being a prisoner – 
there’s another life soon to be dependent on mine, so I stood away and watched them go.  
 
1½ hours later I watched the Stukas go over to try and send that boat to the bottom. Whether they 
succeeded in doing so has been a controversial subject with us Crete prisoners ever since. With nothing 
else for it but wait until Jerry fetched us, I stretched out with some other fellows for the first time for many 
days and must have fallen asleep from sheer exhaustion, when a sudden shout of “Planes!” made me 
open my eyes to see a stick of bombs already on the way. They landed a few yards away and I escaped 
with nothing more than a small stone in my knee. Now we were in for it. Huddled helplessly together in a 
small ravine, without arms, we were at the complete mercy of Jerry and he made the most of it with a 
strafing from the air and anti-personnel bombs. The reason for this attack after we had officially 
surrendered about 8 hours ago through H.Q. Cairo still remains a mystery. Had the planes left their base 
before notification of surrender came through or was the attack simply to completely demoralise us 
thereby make us easy to handle?  
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Immediately following the attack, we were herded together on a hilltop and searched for weapons. Many 
fellows lost personal belongings here … watches, wallets, rings etc. About 4 o’clock we started on the 
long weary trek to the other side of the island. Never will I forget that journey. After 12 days continuous 
fighting, with little or no sleep or food, we were in a sorry state at the outset. The Germans deemed it 
necessary to keep us moving for they gave us no rest until it was a physical impossibility to go a step 
further without sleep. Stan and I had by now decided to stick it out together and after a short snatch of 
sleep we were aroused at dawn and off again. By continually promising us water, Jerry kept us going to 
the next village but his troops were on guard at the wells so we had to carry on. In this way we passed 
village after village until water was our only thought. At last we were allowed to drink and fill our bottles but 
still no food till at last, about 8 o’clock, we had one tin of bully and one packet of biscuits between nine 
men. Here we got a bit more sleep. Stan and I were lucky, as we had picked up a blanket on the way. 
Next day we were off again. Despite the bitter cold of the nights it was sweltering during the day and the 
smell of rotting bodies was awful. Stan’s heels were simply raw by now and he had to hack away his boot 
to ease it a little. Fearing dysentery I went several miles further sooner than drink bad water. After one 
more issue of bully and biscuits at the same ratio, we arrived at the burned out 7th General Hospital at 
about 7 o’clock. At last we got a whole night’s sleep and after meeting several men of the battery we had 
believed dead, moved on several miles inland to Skeynes Camp, passing released Italian POWs on the 
way. Contrary to my expectations these fellows bore us no ill will and they gave several of us bits of fried 
dough and a few tobacco leaves.  
 
June 4th 
 
Skeynes “Camp” turned out to be nothing more than a dried up riverbed with no shelter from the sun 
whatever. After all my precautions to ward off dysentery, I was struck down with it within 24 hours of 
entering here. The British doctor with no equipment was unable to do anything for us except give us 
advice and charcoal. What a pal Stan proved himself to be here, drawing all “rations”, collecting wood etc. 
when every movement of any of us demanded a great effort of will. Many of us dysentery cases got 
weaker and weaker and my recollections of Skeynes are extremely hazy on that account.  
Many fellows showed up in their true light in this camp … snivelling to Jerry for food and others 
racketeering food for themselves out of other men’s rations. One would have thought there was no such 
thing as pride to see some of them. We lived on lentils and rice here.  
 
I had picked up a red dress and a pair of underpants on the journey. The underpants we used as a food 
locker and the dress I found plenty of use for while with dysentery. In this camp were about 2000 
Australians and 800 Marines.  
 
June 16th 
 
We had been hoping we would get a move from this camp even though it meant another march and today 
about a thousand of us marched to Suda Bay and waited on the quay for the transport ship “Cordillias” 
(sic – see picture below). It was strange to see the Italian prisoners, allies of Germany, being forced to 
work by their German masters. While waiting for this ship, I learned quite a lot … I was sitting a little apart 
from the rest when a young German paratrooper came and sat with me and asked me many questions 
about the treatment we were receiving …. I told him plenty. He then explained how they had found many 
of their comrades crucified and mutilated and had at first attributed this to the British, but since found out it 
was the Greeks. This he said was the reason for our harsh treatment so far. He was sure from now on 
things would get better. Upon leaving he handed me a packet of cigarettes. At least there are some good 
Jerries. We were all stowed down a small hold and before long, as we were not allowed out of the hold, 
the stench was awful. My dysentery seemed to be leaving me now, but I was left little more than a 
skeleton. 
 
June 19th 
 
Some of the lads had been cherishing the hope that we would be intercepted by our navy but no such luck 
and after two days on the ship, we arrived at Piraeus and from there to Athens where we were put into 
some barracks near the Acropolis. On the way we saw many evidences of Greek kindness and German 
brutality.   It seems the Germans must pick out special men for the army of occupation because the front 
line men were very different from these brutes.  
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SS La Cordillera 
 
June 21st 
 
Left Athens for Salonika. We were issued with 5 biscuits and a tin of meat. I felt sorry for the fellows with 
false teeth, as the biscuits were quite impossible for them. As we waited to take the train, the Greeks 
wanted to help us by giving us food etc. but were afraid. They had evidently already felt the weight of the 
Nazi heel. Eventually we were herded into cattle trucks in 50’s. We were unlucky in ours for we had 55. 
For five days and five long nights we were locked in there with very brief periods to fetch water. The 
longest we were without water was 36 hours. Once, when Stan was filling our water bottles he saw a 
civilian with a loaf of bread under his arm which Stan promptly snatched and was belted by Jerry all the 
way back to the van.  
 
June 26th 
 
Arrived at Salonika and spent the night in a transit camp and on the next day we were off again, still 50 in 
each truck. We were so crowded it was a relief to stand up for a rest … every bone was aching, we took 
turns to stand by the little windows for air. Leaving Greece behind, we travelled through Bulgaria, 
Yugoslavia and Hungary. Our few glimpses of the people showed them to be subdued completely. I must 
pay tribute to the German Red Cross at Belgrade for they gave us all tea and bread.  
 

 
 

 


