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POST-GREECE 
 

Trooper Eric Rockliff Sanderson, 4th Queen’s Own Hussars, RAC 
 

Campo 59, Servigliano, Italy 
 

On his capture in October 1941, Eric’s Italian custodians sent him to Naples and then to Bari and 
ultimately to Campo 59 at Servigliano.  From here he may have worked on fruit farms near Bolzani 
(Archivist couldn’t locate Bolzani - nearest spelling would be Bolzano, in the Italian Tyrol, several hundred 
miles from Campo 59).  On the 11th November 1942 Eric sent at least one hand-decorated Christmas card 
- to a Mrs Hardy in Doncaster.  He still refers to himself as “Trooper 320875” but includes a “P.M. number” 
after “59” - is this his unique Italian PoW identification? 
 

     
 

Posted early for Christmas (11.11.1942) 
 
Eric’s son reports “About 3000 prisoners escaped into the Tenna valley heading towards the Sibyline 
Mountains. After a few days however the situation was once again under the control of the fascists and 
the German Army who occupied the Servigliano camp and seized the supplies and gift parcels from the 
Red Cross. With the arrival of the Allies and the flight of the Germans in spring 1944 the camp was 
closed.” 
  

 
 

Campo 59 as it was at the time 
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Camp 59 on the Internet: 
 
A comprehensive American website on Campo 59 exists at “camp59survivors.wordpress.com”.  Here 
follows a brief extract. 
 

 
 

“After the Armistice (between Italy and the Allies) of September 8, 1943, 3,000 Allied prisoners escaped 

through the opening they had dug on the west side of this camp.  They will forever be grateful for the 

immediate and courageous generosity shown by the Italian people.” 

 

Indeed, it is our hope that these kindnesses will be remembered by the servicemen’s families for 

generations to come.  Despite the number of prisoners recorded on the plaque, the number of escapees 

is generally thought to be closer to 2,000.  Some escaped though the hole knocked though the brick wall 

at the rear of the camp, others escaped through the front gate, which was opened on the night of 

September 14, 1943.  

 

According to the International Red Cross, Camp 59 was one of 52 main camps in Italy, served by 18 

hospitals and a number of work camps.  Although many prisoners were transferred north to Germany after 

the signing of the Italian Armistice, as many as 50,000 men left the camps in an attempt to reach freedom. 

Some were sheltered by the poor Italian farmers—the contadini—of the Tenna Valley. Others made their 

way north to Switzerland or south to the Allied lines. 

 

Copyright for stories and personal images rests with the contributors to the Survivors of Camp 59 site. 

These images, provided by Ian McCarthy of Associazione Casa della Memoria, show the camp as it 

appears today. 

 

     

 

Inside the walls (today used as a field for sports) 
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The patched escape hole in the wall, but still the barbed wire on top 

 

     

Two surviving buildings outside the camp walls that were used as barracks for guards 
and/or storage 

 

    

  The brick-built infirmary    Memorial plaques 
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When the Italians sued for peace in Sep 1943 the Germans took the interred PoWs through the Brenner 
Pass to Udine.  In sidings in Udine Eric saw British planes bombing Germans. 
  
He went via Innsbruck and on to Stalag IV B (for one month), then went on to work in camps (pits - coal?) 
living in corrugated roofed huts near Chemnitz. 
 
Stalag IV B, Muhlberg, Germany 
 

     
 
        Main Gate                 Watch Tower 
 

     
 
            Main Street in summer                   Main Street in winter 
 
 
Stalag IV F, Hartmansdorf, Germany 
 
A “parallel life story” exists on a website called “thebarrowboy.worldpress” tracing the experiences of a 
British soldier captured at Tobruk, making his way through various Italian Campos, eventually taken over 
by the Germans on the capitulation of the Italians in September 1943, and the journey on to Stalags IV B 
and/or IV F shortly thereafter.  Eric’s experiences would have had a lot in common with those related in 
the website article extract. 
 
“After the invasion of Sicily and the Allied assault on Italy, the prisoners expected a backlash from the Italians, 

though none came.  After the capitulation of Italy on the 8th of September 1943, the camp inmates received orders to 

stay and await liberation by Allied forces, but the day after the Italian guards had fled, the camp was surrounded by 

German armoured cars. 

We were ordered to pack up what we could carry and were then marched to the nearest railway siding where 

awaiting engines stood… We were ordered into these – about 50 men to a truck with a loaf of bread and a bit of 

cheese per man.  As soon as the train was loaded it set off on its journey to Germany. 
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Peter was taken to Stalag IV ‘F’ at Hartmannsdorf near Chemnitz.  It was a huge camp with several thousand 

prisoners of different nationalities.  The camp seemed unprepared for new arrivals and they were penned in a 

compound until the next day. 

The next morning the Germans began processing us in groups of a hundred.  We had our heads shaved… the next 

stage was delousing and bathing, where we stripped and our clothes went through a stoving machine to kill any 

lice, whilst we were painted with delousing ointment in all our private places and passed forward into the shower.  

Here we had a soapless shower and dried ourselves as best we could on the bits of cloth which the Germans 

provided.  We were then reunited with our clothes and possessions, got dressed and the processing continued. 

Having noted our army number the Germans then gave us our German Prisoner of War number.  I now became 

No. 247892.  It seems such a little thing but after the first few days as a POW had passed I think that this was one 

of the most depressing things to have happened.  I no longer felt to be a British soldier but rather a German POW. 

After having been given our numbers we were next finger-printed and photographed with our numbers in front of 

us.  When the processing was complete we were admitted to the British prisoners’ compound and allotted a hut. 

Soon after their arrival, Red Cross parcels began to arrive weekly and morale in the camp improved.  The inmates 

talked about their wartime experiences and their plans for the future and in the Spring of 1944, some brass musical 

instruments arrived and a small band was established.  The evening concerts became very popular. 

These concerts soon caught the attention of the German civilians taking their evening strolls and their numbers 

soon attracted the attention of the German authorities.  The guards were ordered to make us put blankets up on the 

barbed wire, the sight of British POWs enjoying themselves was not good for the German morale, or so they 

thought.  D-Day gave a big boost to our morale which had already started rising with the turn of the tide and the 

increasing severity of the bombing of German cities, even the Polish slaves looked happier in their misery. 

As the early months of 1945 passed, the daylight sky on many days was filled with the lace like tracery of the 

condensation trails of American planes on their daylight raids.  This was a beautiful sight, both visually and from 

the point of view of morale, tinged with a great sadness when one of these spearheads burst into silver fire and 

started twisting downwards to earth like a falling leaf.  Sometimes little toy-like parachutes could be seen floating 

down in the distance but other times there was just a flash and then nothing. 

With the increased air-raids the prisoners were made to dig trenches.  On one occasion a bomb was dropped about 

half a mile from the camp, after a raid on Dresden, but no-one was harmed.  By the end of February the bombing 

of transport facilities affected the delivery of mail and parcels. On the 21st of April, the Americans arrived. 

There were scenes of wild rejoicing as an American tank and two jeeps came driving up the valley to the camp 

gates, and the odd tear as their crews were greeted, – five years had been a long time.  Our two guards had now 

disappeared into the countryside with our blessing, as they had not been so bad on the whole.  The Americans 

provided K rations and gave orders for them to remain and keep order between the foreign and slave workers. 

On the 25th of April the Americans told us to commandeer what transport we could and then make our way to 

Gera, where we could be picked up by army trucks and taken to Erfurt to be flown from there as soon as an 

aircraft was available.  The next morning the convoy set off, several vehicles crammed with very happy British 

soldiers.  Reaching Gera by early evening after a very pleasant drive in warm, spring weather we were billeted in 

private houses for the night.  What a luxury it was to sleep in a proper bed after all these years – even if it was a 

rather peculiar German bed. 

The next morning we climbed up into big, three-ton, American trucks driven by the Transport Corps, who drove 

long hours on what was known as the ‘Red Ball highway’, a route reaching back to the stores depots in France.   

On this highway they had complete right of way but were now becoming extremely tired.  We were bowling along 

quite nicely towards Erfurt when, all of a sudden, the truck started to lean to the right and after a few moments the 

lean became more and more pronounced until eventually the truck came to a halt, remarkably gently, on its side 

with everybody inside all of a jumble.  The driver had dropped asleep at the wheel but fortunately the roadside 

ditch was wide but not very deep and our descent was very gradual.  The driver was woken by the accident and we 

soon managed to get the truck back on the road and resumed our journey. 

They arrived at Erfurt in the late afternoon of the 26th of April and a nominal roll was taken.  The next morning 

they were flown to Brussels and then to England.” 



 6 

 

 Locations of Stalag IV camps 

    

                      British “Camp Staff” team at Stalag IV F     Queuing to register with the Yanks  
         before being flown home 
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Eric’s PoW Registration forms fropm Stalag IVB and IVF 

 
 
David Sanderson adds the final personal touches:  “Have wedding photo of (his) sister Eileen sent to (Eric) in 

Stalag IV F (Hartmonsdorf, Chemnitz) - POW number 262060. 
 

    
 

Photograph sent as postcard to Eric at Stalag IV F 
 
Eventually stopped work when Germans knew the end of the war. 

 

Got out of the camp and went to a farmhouse and met up with Russians who took them to Chemnitz where handed 

over to Americans. 

  

Flew back by Lancaster bomber from Brussels.” 

 


