
Abridged address given by David Sanderson at 80th NMA anniversary service 

 

“My father Trooper Eric Sanderson joined the 4th Hussars in 1938. In early 1941 he found 

himself in northern Greece, and on 5 April 1941 he celebrated his 21st birthday. I imagine he 

woke up with the hangover many men experience the day after their 21st birthday, but he 

also woke up to learn that Germany had invaded northern Greece.  

 

Over one and a quarter million Axis forces (by which I mean Italian and German forces) were 

involved, against a combined Greek and Allied force of around 500,000. The German forces 

were not only larger, but were also better equipped, and crucially they had control of the 

skies. 

 

The decision was taken to leave Greece for Crete, and so a long journey started to the 

southern ports of Nafplion, Monevasia, Raffini and Kalamata. This was a perilous retreat, 

and soon became another Dunkirk. This time however, there were not hundreds of boats 

waiting to take our forces away - only the Royal Navy. 

 

In short, the Navy did a magnificent job, getting away around 52,000 of the 60,000 or so of 

our forces. Unfortunately, as a tank driver at the rear end of the retreat, my father was one of 

around 8,000 men left behind. He took to the Taygetos mountains where some 800 men 

attempted to make their way further south hoping that a boat would come to take them to 

safety. Most of these “evaders” were caught pretty quickly, and like the other captured 

POW’s taken by the Germans to Stalag 18a in Wolfsburg, Austria. We have with us today, 

Ian Brown, who established the Stalag 18a website, and who has done so much to 

remember those men who ended up at Wolfsburg. Great to see you here, Ian. 

 

Eventually the Germans passed control of southern Greece to the Italian forces, which is 

why, when my father was eventually captured, late in October 1941, he was taken as a POW 

to Italy, although he too eventually ended up being taken by the Germans to Germany, 

following the Italian collapse in September 1943. 

 

Like many veterans, my father rarely spoke about the war. I pressed him once, and he told 

me the names of places he had been through, and which fortunately I wrote down. In 2011 I 

made my first trip to the Mani region of Greece, to find some of those places. 

 

Fortunately for me, I subsequently came across the Brotherhood of Greek veterans in 2013, 

where I was so lucky to meet two of the surviving veterans, Jock Watt and Frank Gill. 

 

Jock Watt was a tank commander in 3RTR. After being left behind, Jock stole a boat with 

others, and made his own way to Crete. After yet another debacle in Crete, Jock ended up 

fighting with distinction in North Africa, being awarded the Military Medal for bravery. He then 

joined the campaign in Normandy after D Day and fought through France into Germany. He 

was one of the first to witness the horrors at Belsen concentration camp. He was incredibly 

modest about his war, always saying that the real heroes, were those who didn’t return. He 

was truly one of the most remarkable men I’ve ever met. 

 

Frank Gill was bombed on the ship HELLAS in Piraeus harbour, where he suffered severe 

injuries. Frank was taken as a POW and did all he could to be uncooperative to his German 

captors. He very much resented the loss of 4 of the best years of his life as a prisoner, but 



his humour must have shone through even in those difficult days. Frank truly had a 

wonderful sense of humour, and he would be very proud to see his daughters Lorraine and 

Tricia here today.  It was great to help Frank celebrate his 100th birthday, and to see his 

delight in receiving a card - from a German - Jürgen Klopp, the manager of his beloved 

Liverpool FC! 

 

I would like to thank Noah Scott who unfortunately is unable to attend this year, for all his 

great work in relation to the Brotherhood’s archive. Noah carried out a great deal of original 

research, and carefully checked contributions received from veterans and their descendants. 

His archive is a treasure trove for anyone interested in learning more about the Greek 

campaign. 

 

Much of Noah’s work would, however, have not been recognised had it not been for the 

tremendous work done by my wife Mary, who not only set up and runs our website, but who 

earlier this year spent months putting the stories of over 540 veterans on the site.  

 

Our members Buster Beckett and Phil Evans have recently established a very successful 

Facebook page, which has also helped members get in touch with each other sharing stories 

and information.  

 

It is claimed that the Greek campaign was not a complete disaster. By committing some of 

his best divisions to Greece, Hitler delayed his planned invasion of Russia by six crucial 

weeks. That delay meant the Germans hit the Russian winter, which undoubtedly 

contributed hugely to a Russian victory on the Eastern Front. I for one like to believe that is 

true, and that our parents/grandparents did not go through what they did in vain. 

 

It is very important that we remember the men who lost their lives, or who were badly injured 

doing what they were required to do for their country, and for our freedoms today. 

 

Thank you all for doing that, by being here today. “ 

 


