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Chapter One

The End of the Beginning

Was he a rotten shot or was I just lucky? As I lay wounded on the ground, the German soldier kicked back my tin hat and aimed his revolver between my eyes. The gun was about 18in away; it should have been impossible for anyone to miss. I must have moved my head at the last minute and the bullet went in over my right eye. I remember a socking great thud at the back of my neck and passed out.

I’d joined the 4th Queen’s Own Hussars before the war as a musician, playing clarinet and piano in an army band, and come to Greece a long way round from Eastbourne bandstand. The regiment had dug in by the bridge at Corinth, waiting for the Royal Navy to evacuate us. At first light on the morning of 26 April 1941, the day we were due to leave, we were bombed. It had happened before, but this was different. It started with large planes flying very high, dropping large bombs. Then there were smaller, more numerous planes dropping smaller bombs, and then there were hateful dive-bombers with frenzied shrieking bombs. In common with nearly everyone else in the regiment, all I had in defence was a small .38 revolver with six rounds of ammunition. When these were issued, we’d been told, quite seriously, not to waste them! If some soldier hopefully tried to bring down a bomber with a carefully-aimed pistol, we wouldn’t have thought it wasted …

The noise became more frightful and seemed to go on forever. After the lighter bombing came machine-gunning, and when heavy planes reappeared in the sky, we thought of more bombing and took what cover we could. After a slight lull I looked up and saw what appeared to be hundreds of paratroopers, in various colours, coming down and landing all round the bridge. I made a beeline for my nearest cover, an old 30cwt truck. Under the truck I waited for someone to come within range of my .38 pistol and be fired at, until suddenly I was yanked out by my feet.

Contrary to what I thought I’d been told, fighting troops are not in two tidy lines opposite each other, where it’s fairly easy to know who the enemy is and in what general direction to fire. With paratroopers landing all round you, tidy battle lines are as much things of the past as colourful cavalry charges. Perhaps if I’d been more war-conscious I would have worked out such things earlier, but I wasn’t and I hadn’t!

After being pulled out unceremoniously, I stood up and found I was facing two of them. They were loaded with weapons and necklaces of ammunition almost to their feet; small grenades hung from their waistbands, knives were strapped to their legs, and they held small lethal-looking machine guns. One of them kept his gun trained on me while the other relieved me of my modest pistol and six rounds, and searched me. They were probably expecting me to be as well-armed as they were, though I doubt I could have stood up with such a weight on me. Compared with them I was naked, and felt like it.

All the Germans found on me to excite them was a bunch of keys. I’d always collected keys when I came across them and most of these fitted various pianos I’d played. For some doubtless military reason, the Germans seemed to think that somewhere on the key ring would be the ignition key of the truck we were standing by. Despite my predicament, it amused me to think of them trying to start a truck, in the middle of a battle in Greece, with the key of some old NAAFI piano in England. Anyway, I knew that truck, an ancient Austin, would never start with a key. One had to mess about under the dashboard with loose wire for ages before the engine would so much as cough. The driver always said his lorry was made in England before trucks were invented!

When the Germans realized they were wasting their time, the one with the machine gun motioned me to move. I needed little persuasion. He pointed to a cave-like opening 200 or 300 yards ahead, the place where our cooks had been attempting breakfast before the heavens opened over Corinth. I started walking towards the cave, hands above my head as requested, in the usual Wild West manner. Fighting went on all round us and paratroops were still landing. It was very noisy and unpleasant, to say the least, and I never reached our cookhouse. Walking, hands up, followed by the soldier with the gun, I was hit, stumbled and fell awkwardly. I’d been shot from behind. The bullet entered my left arm on the elbow and, we found out months later, exited from the front. Since that day I’ve said, and been told more often than I can count, that to be hit on your funny bone is not funny. I fell, with my left arm doubled up underneath me, and went out like a light.

When I came to, the fighting was still going on. It must have been about an hour later, because the sun was well up and shining in my eyes. I couldn’t move my left arm and since I still had my tin hat on, I used my right to pull the helmet over my eyes to shield them from the sun, hoping to see what was going on. Obviously some German soldier saw this movement and came over to investigate. He stood above me and kicked the tin hat back. Now he screened the sun from me, I looked up and found I was staring straight down the end of his revolver. It looked a lot more efficient than the one I’d recently surrendered! The range couldn’t have been more than 15 to 18in. I’ll never know whether the tin hat – its crown on the ground allowing me to move my head – saved my life, or if the paratrooper was just a rotten shot.



Chapter Two

Tidying the Desert

We were issued with pith helmets before we sailed from Liverpool in late October 1940, and older regular soldiers thought we were going to India. The troop transport for my regiment, the 4th Queen’s Own Hussars, was a peacetime luxury liner of the Orient Line, but there was no luxury for us. We were part of a large convoy of troops, materials and vehicles bound, probably, for the Middle East, wherever that was.

This was my very first boat trip and in the first week I was so seasick I wouldn’t have minded dying there and then. I wondered if such a death would be classed as ‘on active service’; my stomach was certainly active. It was winter in the north Atlantic and most of us temporary, ex-civilian, soldier landlubbers were equally miserable. The seasoned sailors on board took great delight in informing us that there were hundreds of enemy U-boats looking to torpedo us. No wonder we felt sick!

In the midst of our discomfort, we were called on to organize boatdrill. For the sake of order and military discipline, the chief army officer commanded more than a brigade of troops to assemble for inspection, as in church parade, on one side of the boat only. Under the weight of most of the troops and half the crew, the boat keeled over to such a dangerous angle that we landlubbers, in army boots, with lifebelts, had our work cut out just to stop slithering, ignominiously, over the side into the water. All the rails on the side of the boat had been removed for drill. I thought everyone on board, apart from the sailors, might perish within a week of embarkation and wondered what explanation the ship’s captain would offer the War Office, but all was well. The navy captain took over from the army, all troops were quickly and efficiently shuffled to their correct boat stations, and no-one was lost from our boat, from enemy actions or our own. The one boat in the convoy that was hit managed to limp ashore somewhere or other.

We steamed west towards the United States before turning south, well out of reach of U-boats. In the warmer tropical weather our Medical Officer (MO) gave a lecture about the issue of lime juice, an unlikely beverage for a British soldier. We’d end up in Egypt, said the MO, where there were lots of brothels, and the army, which thinks of everything, issued lime juice to all ranks to cool the blood.

There followed detailed instructions on how to avoid venereal disease and, if this was unsuccessful, how to avoid being punished for it as a ‘self-inflicted wound’. These instructions, and talk of brothels, came as a great surprise to the very young, newly-called-up, raw recruits, of whom we had a few; some 18-year-olds had not long left school. It must have seemed a strangely exciting part of being in the army with the men, away from home for the first time in their young lives. Few of those born since the war would have the innocence, wonder and optimism most boys and girls under 20 had in those days.

In due course we turned left again, round Cape Town, South Africa, and put in to Durban. Allowed ashore for a few hours, two of us wandered around the city, sampling and deciding that we didn’t like ice-cold beer. We ended up in a park where a military band was giving a concert, sat down to listen and, after the beer, quickly fell asleep. We were wearing khaki drill shorts for the first time and my legs got badly sunburned. To the army this was another punishable self-inflicted wound, if found out. Luckily we knew a helpful medical orderly, a saxophone player in the band, who supplied us with the soothing treatment our legs needed, and we kept our burns hidden from the army.

Also in Durban I met someone from the local broadcasting station, a relative of the bar steward from the boat. He’d been told I was a musician and pianist and, short of musicians to broadcast, suggested he could help me ‘miss the boat’. He’d hide me at his house in the hills for a week or two and then get me a job at the radio station for the duration! Indignantly I told him I hadn’t joined the army and sailed round Africa, during a war, to broadcast from Durban. These were patriotic sentiments and thoughts, of course, all very proper and commendable, but months later, imprisoned and not helping the war effort one tiny scrap, I often thought of this offer and my contemptuous dismissal of it.

We sailed from Durban towards Egypt. It was getting near Christmas and the officers served the troops with a traditional Christmas dinner: turkey, roast potatoes, sausages and the usual trimmings. One of my mates remarked that this was the sort of thing he could easily get used to, but for me such food in such heat was something I could do without. We disembarked somewhere near the Suez Canal and went into the nearby desert for organized recreation, living in a vast camp of tents. The colonel and the adjutant believed that the best way to get us back to fighting fitness, after our ‘lush’ life on the boat, was through football, and a large piece of unwanted desert was selected for a pitch.

A lot of Italian prisoners had recently been taken by our side and Allied regiments were told such prisoners could be ‘indented for, for certain fatigues’. My regiment put in for 100, and for some reason known only to the military mind I was designated to collect them. At the large prisoner-of-war ‘cage’, another slice of desert with a fence round it, there was trouble with the sergeant in charge. According to him I needed an army form to authorize ‘leasing’ the prisoners. If there was a form for that particular purpose, typically, I didn’t have it. Up to now the British hadn’t taken many prisoners and it was unlikely that special bumf had already arrived in the desert. The only book of forms we had between us was an AB108, to the uninitiated just a receipt book. I signed the sergeant’s chit for 100 Italian prisoners of war and left with them. The sergeant was satisfied and, since I heard no more about it, I assume the military authorities and office wallahs in Cairo, Aldershot or wherever were also satisfied. I can assure them that although I didn’t myself return the prisoners, I don’t still have them either.


I shan’t forget my first sight and sound of these ‘kriegies’ (PoWs). From hundreds of yards distance I heard them singing: SINGING! Not just singing, but singing Verdi: VERDI! One chorus followed another, segue il coro: the Rigoletto quartet, segue ‘Ah quel amor’ from La Traviata, seguendo, the gypsy chorus from Il Trovatore. A bene placito. Solo arias were not forgotten, sometimes sung by a warm Italian tenor voice, but more often than not in unison. Tutti fortissimo! It sounded as if the entire male chorus from all the opera houses in the world, led naturally by La Scala, were called for vocal rehearsal in the middle of the desert. A joyous sound! All through the march back to the camp, a Scherzo Robusto e Amoroso, the singing went on. Only when we reached the proposed desert football pitch and they’d reached a suitable double bar at the end of a chorus did the singing stop. The desert was a duller place from then on.

The chorus was brought down to earth with a bang when a nonmusical second lieutenant told them their singing was unseemly for prisoners of war. Their job was to clear stones and rocks from the desert, making a rectangle of straight lines to be used as a football pitch. We were British and there was a bloody war on. After much talking, gesticulating and demonstrating, 100 requisitioned Italian opera singers went to work ‘tidying the desert’.

Since that day I’ve never been able to hear ‘La donna e mobile’ from Rigoletto without conjuring up a picture of 100 Italian kriegies tidying a small section of a very large, dirty, menacing, mainly useless desert, so that soldiers from even further north could play football in the heat. This turned out to be a job for the duration. Nearly every evening strong sandstorms blew, obliterating the carefully-drawn and scrupulously measured stone side-lines. It was indeed fortunate that the British and the Allies had captured enough fit kriegies at that point in the war to enable the task to continue. I hope it was only our regiment, with nearly 300 years’ experience in finding men ‘useful’ things to do between battles, that had such brilliant ideas as this.


An incident just before we left Egypt shows how young and innocent we all were. Four of us were on a seventy-two-hour pass in Cairo, away from the regiment for the first time in months, bent on enjoying ourselves. The accepted leader of the group was Corporal Joe Foster who I’d known since the beginning of the war. Short and stocky, blueeyed and energetic, he had an air of devil-may-care toughness about him, unlike most of us. At 23 he was the eldest and married, always good company, with a great sense of fun and curiosity. He and I had planned our three-day leave already, for we were determined to have a final fling at the fleshpots before we were moved into the desert proper, where we expected to begin fighting in earnest.

The other two, from the orderly room, both very young and green, joined us at the last minute. Ken – tall, thin, dark and sleek – had just started accountancy studies when he was called up. He was single, quiet and, suitably for an accountant, very careful with money, working out the exchange rate before spending a penny. The other was Jones ‘68’. He hated that name, but as the fourth Jones in the regiment he had to tack the last two digits of his army number onto his name. His full name was Benjamin Franklin Jones, so as Joe frequently pointed out, his initials would be worse ID than ‘68’. He would have been ‘Jones, B.F.’

Jones 68 was very large (mainly puppy fat, but a big breed of puppy), very young (just 19), and very clumsy, always lumbering into people and things. His father was a boffin somewhere or other and he lived in Wimbledon with his mother and sister. He had a girlish baby face, still unshaven, and came to the regiment on call-up, more or less straight from school.

We had money to spend and seventy-two hours to sample the delights of Cairo. At the beginning of 1941, Cairo was packed with troops, top brass and top politicians from many nationalities, as well as its normal Egyptian population: a thriving wartime city in the middle, as well as on the edge, of many things. We drove around the city, we travelled on camels and we shopped for souvenirs to send home to our loved ones. I bought a couple of brooches and an ornate, empty jewel box with a cleverly concealed secret catch, which the Arab proprietor promised to send to my wife in London. The others thought I was mad to pay good money for such a thing, but months later the box arrived in Fulham. It couldn’t be opened because of the secret catch and by the time I got home I’d forgotten the secret myself. When I finally managed to open the box and found the forgotten brooches, they were typical tarnished tourist tat.

Jones 68 bought a box of Egyptian cigarettes for his mother, and Ken bought a few postcards to send home; the normal thing to do on holiday, he said. We visited the pyramids and at Joe’s insistence, Ken and 68 joined him to climb to the top of one. I stayed on the ground, ostensibly to photograph them at the summit, but in truth I was too lazy to take such strenuous exercise. I did take some photos, which I still have, but fell asleep during their climb down, which took much longer than their ascent. In short we acted like any group of young men on the town without parental control, teachers’ discipline or nosy army sergeant, and we managed to forget the war and what might come after the leave.

While we were having a few drinks on the third day, Joe told us our education wouldn’t be complete until we had tasted the delights of a Cairo brothel. Up to that moment, all we’d seen in Cairo of that side of life were ‘exhibish’: small stages where girls performed various incredible acts, among themselves or with well-endowed men. We’d just watched, but now, according to Joe, we should prove that we were grown-up men. There was nothing to be afraid of; Joe knew one brothel in particular that we’d never forget!

Joe now took the reluctant Jones under his wing, calling him ‘B.F.’ rather than ‘68’. Joe said B.F. didn’t stand for Bloody Fool, which Jones certainly wasn’t, but for Baby Face, which Jones certainly had. Jones was very pleased with this. Joe knew the way to the famous Cairo street of the war years, where he said all the manly pursuits were available: sex, guns and beer, and he was right. In that notorious street were a great number of shooting galleries, rifle and pistol ranges, of the type usual in fairgrounds, with bottles as fixed targets or ducks on an endless belt as moving targets: handy for those who had gone through the army musketry course and wanted extra practice in good time.

Also at street level there were glittering drinking establishments and bars of every type and price, but we couldn’t see any brothels. In fact, I didn’t know what a brothel looked like from the outside or the inside, but Joe knew everything. The brothels were mainly on the first floor, he said, over the shops, galleries and bars, reached by stone staircases between the shops. We all fired off several rounds at bottles and ducks at a shooting range Joe knew, then at his indication, made to move upstairs. Jones 68 wanted to be counted out: he’d improve his marksmanship in the shooting gallery, he said, till we returned. Ken, anxious to be off and perhaps test his bargaining prowess in a new field, said 68 was chicken but I thought he was shy and embarrassed. Jones was adamant and unmoved, so we left him shooting ducks and went upstairs.

Joe knew what to expect but Ken and I didn’t. My mind ranged over a rag-bag of lewd possibilities, and in the small, square, dimly-lit, heavily-carpeted upper room with doors leading off it, I was surprised to find a large, motherly Egyptian woman of about 60 sitting, smoking and engaged in elaborate embroidery. On the table beside her was a glass of what looked like beer, and on another chair, an oldish man in typical male full-length white tunic. Two doors opened, each revealing a girl. Nobody spoke, but the bigger girl beckoned to the seated Egyptian and led him into her room. I later found she was called Lotus Blossom.

The pretty, dark, slimmer, younger girl, Annette, smiled at all of us and had a grin for Joe, who introduced her to Ken. They chatted and Ken left with her. Joe had told Annette that Ken was young and innocent. Now Joe and I were alone with Madame and she offered us both a drink. She seemed to know much more about the war than we did. Suddenly Joe caught a glimpse of someone who took his fancy and disappeared in the direction of the others. I tried to make conversation with Madame but found it heavy going. After another beer I decided not to stay: I was chicken! Madame refused my offer to pay for the beer and wished me good fortune in the war as I left.

I felt a fool and it was comforting to think I could join 68 downstairs and wait for the others. At the range 68 was nowhere to be seen and the proprietor, laughing, said the large boy had gone to ‘the other side’. He pointed across the road, ‘to Mademoiselle Fifi ’. So Baby Face had succumbed, the crafty devil! I waited nearby and soon 68 rushed across the road, picked up a rifle and carried on shooting as if his life depended on it. Only I, and the proprietor, knew that 68 hadn’t been at the gallery all the time.

When we all met up Joe and Ken ragged 68 unmercifully until finally he snapped back ‘Why don’t you all mind your own bloody business’ and the ragging stopped. Later that night, on our way back to the camp, Joe and Ken were in a heated argument over what they’d paid their respective girls. I asked 68 if Madame Fifi had been any good. He looked hard at me, wondering what I knew. I told him his secret was safe and he said she was very good, very kind. ‘She made me feel very grown-up and man of the worldish, if you know what I mean….’ ‘No, what do you mean?’ I asked. ‘Well, she let me practise my schoolboy French on her. She really is from France, just outside Marseilles. She’s wonderful, beautiful; lovely clothes, and smells gorgeous, really, no kidding. I’ve promised to see her again; hope I can get more leave!’

I said the chances of that were minimal but 68’s thoughts were far away. ‘She’s nothing like my sister’s friends in Wimbledon. I wonder what she’s doing in Cairo.’ I decided to hold my tongue again.



Chapter Three

A Rotten Shot

As soon as our squadron football matches were satisfactorily completed, our desert recreation was over. All our tanks, trucks and motorcycles had been painted sand colour for desert warfare and now the entire regiment was sent urgently to Greece, where there is no desert! Hurriedly all vehicles and personnel had to be re-camouflaged, back to the same colours and uniforms we’d been in when we left England.

There turned out to be plenty of time because in Greece we weren’t allowed to fight. The Greeks were doing well and didn’t need outside help fighting the Italians who had invaded their country. It wasn’t our fight. We were there in case the Germans decided the Italians needed help and themselves attacked and invaded Greece. Everyone wanted to be in the Mediterranean that year! Politically, that is. While we were waiting for the Germans to make up their minds – perhaps Hitler looked at his crystal balls? – we were encouraged to get friendly with the natives, as the British have done since time immemorial. This wasn’t a matter of gifts of glass beads, but of planning a combined concert, with half the items performed by British and half by Greeks. The Greek half promised to be the best, since it was to be entirely female.

We went into rehearsals with a will and one of my jobs was to teach three young and lovely Greek girls to sing, in English, the old song ‘Oh Johnny, oh Johnny, how you can love’, which had been suffering a revival when we left England. None of the girls knew English so I had to teach them phonetically, a pleasant task. For some reason that eludes me, we decided to rehearse daily halfway up a handy hill the girls knew, quite isolated. I found the solitude in the warm spring afternoons, up that Greek mountain close to Larissa, aided considerably in making memorable music. The trio wasn’t quite word- or melody-perfect by the time of the concert, but their impact more than made up for the lack. Their rendering of ‘’ow you can love’ and ‘’eavens above’ delighted our side.

Unforgettably, the Sunday of the concert was the day the Germans decided to invade. The war was on in earnest and there were remarks about the Germans’ lack of sportsmanship in starting a war on a Sunday; typical enemy action! However, the concert tickets had been issued, so the British, who like to finish everything they start, rushed through the concert at breakneck speed. In the final rehearsal I’d taken photos of the better acts, and of ‘my’ girls singing. I left the film at a local shop for developing and printing. By the time it was due to be collected, I was hundreds of miles away, never to pass through that town again. I hope the girls managed to get hold of the pictures. All I was left with was the official photo of the whole group and memories of Olympian efforts at making perfect harmony.

We were so untrained, inexperienced and poorly-equipped that starting in northern Greece when the Germans invaded, we lost most of our tanks and trucks and were back in Athens within days. It was indeed a blitzkrieg. In many battles since the seventeenth century, our regiment had proved themselves very tough and remained a crack cavalry regiment until a few years before the war. Now in 1941, some of the soldiers, previously grooms, still talked of ‘mucking the tanks out’, and only when we left England six months earlier had ‘stables’ for trumpeters ended. Some officers still wore swords and sabres and tried to charge into battle as if on horseback. For those of us who hadn’t spent our lives with horses, these capers seemed more comical than courageous. To get into a tank, pull down the lid and instruct your troops by telephone was hardly the same thing as a cavalry charge with trumpets, banners, trimming and spectacle. A tank manoeuvre is as far removed from a charge in a film of Henry V as it’s possible to imagine. Twentieth-century war was not like a War of the Roses.

After we got back to Athens the powers-that-be decided we should all leave Greece together. We were ordered west and some found ourselves on the bridge at Corinth. We were to dig in and wait for our turn to be taken off by the Royal Navy: to form a queue, for evacuation! It’s often said that the British love queues and quite naturally form them, but this wasn’t like a queue for oranges or a cinema seat.

At first light on the day we were scheduled to leave, we were bombed. The second time I came round, a German flying doctor, loaded with medical equipment in place of all that weaponry, was with me. He’d given me first-aid: a field dressing and something that brought me round temporarily. I couldn’t see a thing, and both my arms were strapped to me. ‘Biscuits’, a pal of mine in the regiment, was there too. He gave me a brief account of what had happened and what was still going on. We were all now prisoners of war. Some of the regiment had been killed, including Joe Foster and others I knew: some, like me, were wounded. The battle was over, we had lost, and we were to be moved. The German wounded – there were many – were being taken to the hospital in Corinth; the British wounded, as befitted the day’s losers, would have to go to houses and hotels now being requisitioned for that purpose. The uninjured would end up in prison camps, once they’d buried our dead.

It was a far from happy situation, yet, somehow, the seriousness of it didn’t worry me as much as it should have done. The doctor had obviously given me lots of ‘dope’. ‘For you the war is over’ was his memorable comment, made close to my ear. ‘You are blind, wounded and a prisoner. You will not see again but once you get to hospital you will be alright.’ He was right: with expert medical care I was alright.

If one can liken the whole affair to a football match – and after our hectic games in the desert a few months earlier, why ever not? – our battle in Greece was an away match we had lost. In a previous encounter, in the air over England in 1940, we hadn’t lost. Of course we hadn’t won either, more’s the pity. It must go down as a draw. Just by the law of averages, if we played on our own ground instead of always away, we should win. For now we had lost and I had to be carried off the field. I wondered, how long would we have to wait for the final?



Chapter Four

A Grecian Girl

I woke up one day with someone’s fingers trying to get into my mouth. I wondered why; I had no teeth worth stealing. For some reason I couldn’t open my mouth and of course couldn’t see whose the fingers were. Whoever it was persevered and eventually found a gap where two teeth had been extracted years earlier. Food was forced into this gap by the fingers and it seemed to be a sliver of boiled egg. This went on until presumably the whole egg had disappeared. My mouth was gently wiped clean and a cigarette inserted between my lips. It was hard to keep this in the right place because it was oval, presumably Greek, though in England at that time, such cigarettes were called Turkish. Finally a light was provided and I lay, reasonably content, smoking. Every now and again, the same fingers that had explored my mouth removed and replaced the cigarette. Later, I discovered that my jaws were wired together and I’d lost feeling in my lips, but at least someone was feeding me.

The man in the next bed, with a fascinating Midlands accent, told me where we were and what was going on. It was a hotel in Corinth, where injured PoWs had been placed. The injured Germans, fittingly as victors, were occupying the only hospital in town. There were no nurses or medical facilities at the hotel, and local Greeks were looking after wounded prisoners; enough Greek women and girls for each casualty to have a personal volunteer. They gave aid and comfort, and were expected to supply their own patient with food and drink, which was not easy for them. The war – started long before we arrived in Greece and still going on – was virtually lost. This voluntary service was patently an emergency measure. It consisted of supplying food, cigarettes and assistance with washing and shaving for those who needed it; anything that would keep body and soul together until more permanent arrangements were made.

My Midlands organizer Toby and I were from the same regiment; he’d been badly burned from his neck down to his thighs. I gathered the information in fits and starts because I frequently went back to sleep while Toby was talking; very rude of me of course. Every time I woke up I was being fed through the gap in my teeth and Toby was talking. After several visits, I tried to make contact with the one who often had her fingers in my mouth. This wasn’t easy. My head was heavily bandaged, covering eyes and ears, hearing was difficult and seeing impossible. My arms were strapped across my chest, but I didn’t know why. I remembered being hit in the head and the left elbow, but the right arm was something else.

My Greek nurse, as I thought of her, managed to let me know when she was at my bedside, in a manner unique, very personal and extremely frustrating. … She had some sort of blemish, a wart or something, on the inside of one of her wrists, and whenever she arrived at my bedside and I was awake, she put her wrist to the fingers of my left arm. When I felt the wart, she breathed into my ear what sounded like ‘Mura’. Now I knew her name, the boiled egg tasted even better!

Toby filled in many details on the few occasions I was awake and Mura absent. On one important fact he lied to me, deliberately, but it was for my own good and I’ve forgiven him. One day he said, conversationally, ‘You know all Greeks are dark: skin, hair and complexion?’ I thought about it and agreed and he replied ‘You’re wrong!’ This was mad, I thought, perhaps his burning has singed his brain! Yet no, he went on: ‘All the Greek women and girls who come into the ward every day, looking after us miserable sods, are dark, and very lovely, except only one. She is dark-skinned, extraordinarily beautiful, very blonde and very young.’ Toby had a theory that teenage, as we say these days, was the best age for Greek girls to be. He believed that Greek women matured earlier than the English; something to do with the climate and olive oil. I didn’t get drawn into this, but I was surprised at hearing of a blonde Greek girl. I’d been in Greece for more than two months without seeing one.

‘Well imagine this one, then,’ said Toby. ‘She’s gorgeous, and she’s absolutely wasted on the bloody patient she’s looking after, the only silly sod in the entire ward who can’t see her because his eyes are bandaged over.’ I was slow. It took a while for me to realize he might be referring to me. My eyes were bandaged! Did he mean me? Did I have the lovely, young, blonde Greek girl as my nurse? ‘Yes,’ said Toby, adding that it was a complete waste of time and beauty that ‘such a gorgeous piece of crackling’ couldn’t be seen by the patient she tended to so regularly and solicitously.

I glowed. I’d always thought Mura was special and what Toby said gave me such a lift, such a zest for life, such a warm feeling that I looked forward more and more to her visits. I spent longer ‘fingering’ the wart on her hand than was strictly necessary. She spoke no English and I no Greek, but that didn’t matter. I lay happily in bed, imagining Mura, who, according to Toby, was the loveliest, bloomiest, blondiest young woman it was possible to imagine.

One day, as I was waking up, I felt someone approach, probably Mura I thought, but before we could make personal contact, I felt a sudden excruciating pain in my left arm. Apparently I let out an ear-shattering shriek before dropping straight back to sleep! When I woke later, alone, I asked Toby what had happened. He only knew that the blonde nurse, my Mura, had another girl with her, who had knelt down by me just before I screamed out, frightening everyone who heard. The two girls left hurriedly after a lot of excited Greek chatter.

‘Why had the new girl knelt down?’ I asked Toby. ‘Are we in church? Is she a nun? Is there a church service going on in the ward?’ Toby was amazed; he couldn’t believe it. ‘She knelt down to sit beside you, you great prick.’ ‘Why can’t she sit on the bed, like Mura?’ ‘Because you’re not in a bed, you berk. You’re still on the stretcher they brought you in on, days ago. On the floor!’ This was news to me. Toby hadn’t mentioned that I wasn’t in a bed like, apparently, everyone else. ‘Why don’t they just put me to bed?’ ‘I told you, this isn’t a hospital, it’s a holiday hotel and there aren’t enough beds.’ ‘Are you in a bed?’ I asked wistfully. ‘Yes,’ said Toby. ‘Perhaps they left you on the floor to save you banging your head about. Anyway, who cares? What the ’ell difference does it make where you’re lying?’

This gave me fresh food for thought. I came to the conclusion that whoever had come in with Mura had knelt, unknowingly, on my broken, still unset, left arm. Seeing a heavily-bandaged head, she might have thought that was the extent of my injuries. I couldn’t see a friend of Mura’s deliberately doing anything unpleasant. I was more puzzled by the fact that I hadn’t been put in a bed like all the others. Why was that? Wasn’t I worth the trouble? Dark thoughts flitted through my mind and I couldn’t suppress the most obvious. Wasn’t I expected to live long? Were they saving the trouble of beds and linen because I wouldn’t be around much longer?

I was still occupied with these gloomy thoughts when Mura came back. I felt a little commotion and heard her whisper ‘Mura’ in my ear. She put her wrist to my free fingers as usual, but there was a difference. I felt round and round, getting more puzzled, but I couldn’t find the wart or anything like it. Anyway, the wrist seemed different, a little thinner perhaps. I couldn’t understand any of it, except the whispered ‘Mura’. With no Greek and no sight, it was beyond me.

Suddenly there seemed to be a lot of giggling going on, more than usual for Mura, and I got round to it. Mura had another girl with her, probably the same one who’d come earlier. It wasn’t Mura’s wrist I’d been feeling, and seeing my puzzlement, thinking the joke had gone on long enough, they’d given up. Mura put her hand forward and repeated her name in my ear. Here was the wart, like an identity disc on her wrist. Then another wrist was placed in my fingers and another name whispered in my other ear. The mystery was solved. The girls’ game of identification had kept most of the ward highly amused, as well as the girls themselves. Later I found that the new girl was Mura’s sister, and she visited once more with Mura. With two girls present I had two hard-boiled eggs each time, like a birthday treat!

Soon after this last double visit, I was moved. Toby gave me a warning and managed to make some sense of what then happened. Being blind and lying on the floor all the time is more disorientating than I would have thought. Someone as good as a Toby is essential for the first couple of weeks for anyone finding themselves in such a position. I was lucky to have my own particular Toby.

He told me that the four worst wounded, or rather those who most needed surgery – not quite the same thing – would be moved, in a fourberth ambulance, to a proper civilian hospital somewhere in the hills where they’d get expert medical attention. I was to be one of the four. I asked Toby to tell Mura when she next came, and he promised to try to get her to understand. That seemed to be that.

Later that day I was taken out by stretcher and put into the ambulance, presumably with three others. It was an unpleasant journey. The drive was much too bumpy for my head wounds, but luckily I was asleep most of the time. When I woke up, I could hear the moans and breathing of the others, but none of us spoke to another. We each had our own problems to worry about. A month later I found out that of the four who made the journey, two were dead on arrival at the new hospital and the third died shortly after the operation for which he’d made the trip. I was the only survivor of that little journey.

If this is to be credited to anyone, it’s first and foremost to Mura. The warmth, the kindness, the humour, love, friendship and zest for living she gave me was the extra something, the additive as they say now, that I had and the others didn’t. Also, of course, all those boiled eggs!

Months later I caught up again with Toby in Athens and asked him about Mura. He said she called two or three times after I was moved, and she told him where I was taken. He was sorry but he couldn’t spell or pronounce the name of the village; did it matter? Mura had told him she would visit the hospital and she probably did, but I was only there for a few days before being moved to Athens. Here Mura did turn up at the PoW hospital. However, by now the hospital camps were much more protected, guarded and organized, and she wasn’t allowed in. Prisoners of War don’t have visits from anyone, certainly not from young pretty girls.

Incredibly she managed to persuade one of the guards to allow in a small parcel for me. There was no note or letter, but I knew immediately who it was from. There was a packet of the same Greek cigarettes she always brought for me, and two hard-boiled eggs. What a girl!



Chapter Five

Red-Letter Days

After a couple of weeks in Athens, I was examined and treated. My broken left arm was set and plastered from shoulder to hand. My right hand was still bandaged and I was still completely blind but I began to feel a bit more settled. As far as possible, the hospital was run on regular service lines: it had beds, linen, wards, doctors, medical equipment, operating theatres and nurses. The doctors were all ‘British and Commonwealth’, in this case, Australian or New Zealanders. The nurses were male, medical orderlies or medics. Equipment and staff had been deliberately left behind when it became obvious to the military authorities that the Greek operation, the socalled gesture, had left many casualties.

There were many appalling, disgusting, offensive and bloody injuries. The doctors, individually and collectively as good as doctors anywhere in the world, worked very long and hard hours from the beginning. It was said a successful ‘book’ had been opened, paying high dividends to the man who guessed, correctly, the number of operations performed daily, whether the patients lived or not, and which patients died without an operation. An Australian surgeon always seemed to be the winner, and it was rather unkindly suggested he had started the ‘book’! This surgeon performed some very complicated operations, fast and thoroughly.

The orderlies were as preoccupied with the ‘inner man’ as any sister in any peacetime civilian hospital. On their twice-daily ward rounds, their sole topic of conversation seemed to be bowel movements. Patients complained that the medics were more interested in their bowels than in their injuries. Next to me, in an eight-bed ground-floor ward, was Tom from Perth, Western Australia, who had been a newspaper editor. He worried with hopes and dreams that after the war, Western Australia would secede from the rest. He was very badly injured, with much of his face missing, though the doctors had miraculously saved the sight of both eyes. Both hands were badly injured and he’d lost several fingers. Like all of us, he was lucky to be alive and, being nearly twice our age, was quite a stabilizing influence.

Tom was truthfully always able to answer the lavatory question in the positive, and equally truthfully I always said no. The medic always had a suggestion of something that would ‘do the trick’, and it never did. I wasn’t worried. I was getting the treatment I needed and according to the eye surgeon, had a good chance of seeing again. I had too much to be happy about to worry about my bowels. Apart from hard-boiled eggs I hadn’t eaten much since my capture anyway. I told the orderlies I’d be alright if I could visit the lavatory down the corridor like the others; they said my injuries made that impossible. Stalemate! We had reached the limits of army discipline, and a Greek Red Cross matron was called in to help with massage. As the treatments proceeded relentlessly, the orderlies got more worried. My requests to go down the corridor like the others proved to the senior Australian orderly that I was a typical Pommie head-case. The Greek matron returned with a lovely drink that ‘never failed’. My bowels were unmoved, though the reorti or whatever it was called tasted quite pleasant. I later found out it was yoghurt; dolce, certainly, ma non mosso!

Eventually came the red-letter day. With two assistants and stringent conditions, I was allowed to walk to the loo. After weeks, even an escorted trip to the lavatory was a start. Tom, aka ‘Perthie’, wished me success on this important mission, and the general atmosphere in the ward tended to make the event into an adventure, a sort of day out. The large building taken over by the Germans as a PoW hospital had been designed and almost finished as an orphanage or a children’s hospital. When I arrived with my escort at our destination, I began to understand the orderlies’ previous misgivings. No one had thought to 
mention that these lavatories didn’t have pedestals, seats or cisterns. The ‘footprints’, marking the best squatting position in relation to the hole in the sloping tiled floor, were for small feet, the handrails were very low down and the cubicles were uncomfortably small for grownups!

I couldn’t use my hands anyway so the grip rails didn’t matter, but even my unclad feet were size 7s and wouldn’t fit the footprints. Why had no-one mentioned these basic realities? Quickly and professionally we agreed tactics and it was mission accomplished. Congratulations were called for and freely given, especially to the intrepid orderlies who, as usual, bore the brunt of the operation and greatly exaggerated the trouble I had caused. The doctor awarded me a small nip of brandy and quickly I fell deliciously asleep, to the sound of Tom rabbiting on about Perth.

One morning in June, a Scot with a warm, light, quiet, positive voice and a delicious accent spoke into my ear: ‘I’d like to have a wee look at your eyes, laddie. Later on I believe you’ll have your arm looked at as well. Nothing to worry about, just a wee look, laddie.’ Later that day I was taken to theatre, put to sleep and had a double operation. An Australian surgeon, named Harvey like the post-war rabbit, performed a complicated operation on my left arm. Major Harvey, who had some of the other Harvey’s endearing characteristics, had worked unceasingly and held the record for the number of operations carried out in Athens that summer. As well as intricate work on my left arm, leaving it plastered again from shoulder to hand, he attended to my right hand, leaving that completely bandaged.

At the same time, or a l’istesso tempo, the gentle soft-spoken Scot had his ‘wee’ look at my eyes. Later that day, I came round with the Scot at my bedside to ensure I had a comfortable night. He adjusted my headdressings, gave me a sleeping pill and a warm drink, and said quite casually: ‘You will most certainly be able to see again laddie, if only a little. Now go to sleep.’ The pill enabled me to do just that.


Late next day the Aussie doctor came to inspect his handiwork and tell me what he’d done. Some bone was missing just above the left elbow, so he’d joined the two loose ends by overlapping them. There had been a rather nasty hole, but in time the arm would be healthy and fairly strong and should cause little bother. The left arm would always be shorter than the right, but a decent tailor would help with this inconvenience! Much later it turned out the main effect of a shorter arm was in playing the piano. Reaching for a low, say E flat, I inevitably played G flat: my arm was shorter by a minor third. It took about three years for me to make the transition. As for my right hand, it would heal before the plaster was off the left arm, said Major Harvey, and was hardly worth bothering about.

This was a great relief, but I wanted to know what the eye surgeon had found out. Harvey said I’d have to wait and I could hardly contain my impatience. Had I dreamed I’d be able to see again? Or had I been told? I lay back and tried to imagine the first thing I’d see if the doctor was right. Would I see the doctor? That made most sense, of course. Or would it be Perthie? Or an orderly? Or had the German paratroop doctor been correct when he told me weeks ago that I’d always be blind? Who was the soft-spoken Scot anyway?

At that very moment he spoke to me. A major disadvantage of being blind is that you don’t know who has approached you, especially when you’re helpless in bed, alone with your thoughts. Now this Scotsman, my doctor, with his soft, insistent soothing Scots tongue, with his ‘laddies’ and ‘wees’, convinced me I’d see again. A major in the RAMC, his name was Chalmers, an eye specialist in peacetime and now Senior British Officer (SBO) in the Athens PoW hospital. I asked if his peacetime practice was in London and got the impression there were things about London of which he didn’t approve. ‘Nay laddie, I work in Liverpool,’ he said, and he assured me that city was where the worst – or best – eye accidents happened and where his own talents were needed most. Apparently docks and dock-work cause many eye injuries and in the doctor’s opinion Liverpool was the best place in the UK for an eye surgeon to work. I realized he must have been visiting other eye patients in the ward for weeks without my hearing his distinctive voice. He always talked quietly and none of us knew that the confidence and trust we had in him were shared with anyone else.

He suggested that if I was asked how I’d been injured I should always say I didn’t know. From his detailed examination, he knew full well how I’d been hit and that I’d been shot at very close range, but he thought a PoW camp run by Germans wasn’t the place to tell the whole truth. I mustn’t let them know I’d been shot after capture as they might not like it. So we agreed to lie, although in the event, no German ever asked me what had happened. Days later, the ‘foreign body’ was removed and soon after this, the doctor looked at my right eye and removed the stitches. A week later, on 27 June 1941, he set up a mini-theatre round my bed and performed some delicate, gentle probing. My head was ‘sandbagged’ to keep it perfectly still. I’d had a local injection, but I could feel what was happening: probing, gentle, patient wiping, fresh drops, more soft wiping, and all the time that soft voice in my ear. Other voices intruded but I kept hearing the quiet insistent Scots accent. Perhaps I dozed off before I heard the doctor say: ‘Now laddie, have a wee look round. I want you to tell me what you can see.’

I looked and saw, very blurred, a low light; looked again and the light was less blurred. Then a movement and I saw something white on my right side. This white thing moved, the white parted and divided, and there was a large black hole in the white. I was looking into the mouth of an orderly! His teeth were the white, his mouth the hole as he opened it and laughed! I COULD SEE AGAIN!

I couldn’t yet see much apart from the grinning mouth of an Australian orderly, but the possibilities were endless, Dr Chalmers said, as my eye got stronger. Yet where was Dr Chalmers, the man who had restored my sight? Where was he standing? ‘Not yet laddie,’ he said. ‘There will be plenty of time for that; I’m right behind you at the top of the bed.’ He was also right behind me in every improvement I made. Now all he did was put a few more drops in my eye, told me not to strain it and left, putting out the light as he went.

Next day we had a long talk. My right eye would recover almost 100 per cent, ‘say 90-99 per cent laddie.’ My left eye was lost forever– probably, as the doctor joked for the one and only time – ‘keeping an eye on the Corinth Canal Bridge in the British interest.’ Ultimately I had a false eye and fate is strange. Practically all false eyes used in the UK were made of glass, manufactured in Germany and exported to England. One German shot the eye out and another made the new one!

‘Meanwhile,’ said the doctor, ‘I’ll fill the socket with something to keep the shape till you return to England.’ I now had a right eye and a bandaged socket until I was ready for an eye-patch, like Nelson. I mustn’t overdo things because I had to get fit for a long series of operations. To help my fitness regime I’d be allowed to go visiting round the hospital wards and corridors, but ‘Remember, this is Athens, Greece, and the summer sun is very strong. DON’T go outside in the daytime, yet.’

Talk of the summer reminded me that today was 28 June 1941. My birthday! What a birthday present! My eyesight restored on my birthday! Now I’d be able to see all the others in the ward, see the faces that fitted the voices I’d been hearing for weeks. I could walk round and visit; see if there were any others from the regiment in the hospital. Perhaps I’d find Toby. Marvellous! There were so many things I wanted to do and now I could start, and all of this was possible because of the quiet, devoted, kind, loyal, hard-working, soft-spoken Scot David Chalmers. In my gratitude I could almost forgive the Scottish nation for the inhuman bagpipes they inflicted on the rest of us, because they had also produced David Chalmers! What a man! The Scots are forgiven everything for such a man.

When he found it was my birthday, he produced ‘a wee drappie o’ the reet speerit’. The others in the ward drank to me and my birthday. I drank to Dr Chalmers, looking directly at him with my one seeing eye.



Chapter Six

Blind Spot

We were in a long narrow room with twelve single iron beds on each side and a clear passage from one end of the room down the middle to the other. All men, all injured, all kriegies, all had been fighting in Greece or Crete; we also each had an eye injury. This was the eye ward on the second floor of the PoW hospital block. I was in the sixth bed down on the south side, and next to me on the right was an Aussie who had severe face wounds. On my left was a New Zealander, Jim, from the Merchant Navy. He’d been captured in Crete and endeared himself to me when, soon after his arrival, he gave me a couple of potatoes, which I ate after dark. He’d pocketed them while waiting for transport from Crete to mainland Greece. His wound wasn’t serious and he wouldn’t be long in Athens. For now I’d lost Perthie, who was having his hands attended to.

On Jim’s left was a Negro from the Sudan. He was very black, and had lost an eye. He spoke no English, and perhaps because of that, was always very cheerful and great company: we called him Smiler. In the bed exactly opposite mine was a very tall guardsman. ‘Lofty’ said he was 6ft 7in on parade, but in bed he looked at least 9ft, giving the lie to the old tale that we’re all the same length in bed. His height was his undoing. His head was thoroughly sandbagged because of injuries, and his feet stuck out the end of the bed by at least a foot. Next to Lofty on his right was short, stocky ‘Geordie’ who I found as hard to understand as Smiler. One Australian orderly, commenting on Geordie’s vowel sounds, maintained that he was a relic of ancient peoples unconnected with the UK. Coming from a ‘Strine’ you can imagine Geordie’s response, not that I understood it.


Next to Geordie was Bill Stone – not his real name – a big man, 6ft tall with broad shoulders to match, a dark outdoor complexion and hands like the hams in a butcher’s shop. He looked very strong, but he came into the ward with head and face heavily bandaged and never moved or spoke to anyone. One morning Dr Chalmers told us that when Stone’s dressings were removed later that day, we should keep an eye on him. Stone would be permanently blind but apparently believed that as soon as his bandages were removed, he would see again. When they were removed, Stone told Dr Chalmers he could see people round his bed. This was impossible but no-one wanted to tell him so.

For several days Stone kept himself to himself, talking to no one and answering no questions. Dr Chalmers warned us to be patient. He rightly thought it would take Stone some time to adjust to his circumstances. The door in the middle of the short end wall on my right led to a small landing with stairs going up and down, and next to the door, an opening to washrooms and lavatories, of the type already described, built for young children. For hospital patients with eye trouble the lavatories were no joke and inevitably some blamed the Germans! This was our punishment for losing the war in Greece. Any incident that occurred – and there were many – was funny as long as it concerned someone else. Knowing the trouble anyone could innocently get into made us unanimously decide to try to protect Bill Stone, our only completely blind man, against such indignities.

By now, apart from blindness, he was fit. He had a thick heavy stick to help him get about, though this looked like a thin cane in his huge hands, and he insisted on remaining sturdily independent. People told him where the lavatories were and many offered to show and help him, but he’d swing his stick round menacingly, like a weapon, warning all and sundry to keep their distance, and he meant it. Some patients, attempting to remove obstacles from his path, did feel the weight of his stick, and we learned to keep quiet, a discreet distance from him.

However, Lofty couldn’t move. Stone worked out in his mind and pictured his route to the lavatories. To put it into practice, he got off his bed, turned left and felt his way along the bottom of the other beds, counting as he went. The first time he came up against Lofty’s feet was truly terrible. To Stone, Lofty’s emaciated feet overhanging the bed felt like hands ‘helping’ him. Our explanations didn’t help, and Stone set about the ‘helper’ with his stick. Poor old Lofty, who had been asleep, must have thought he was back in the war. Pandemonium broke out and everyone who tried to get Stone away from Lofty’s feet suffered a sideswipe from the big stick. The language used by both men shocked even the Aussies, which was no mean feat. Eventually, with the orderly’s help, we managed to get the action broken off and Stone far enough away to prevent further injury. He continued on his way with all eyes upon him. We knew the door, which opened inwards, was a big hazard so someone propped it open and removed other obstacles, but Stone walked straight into the 2in width of it and we winced on his behalf; it must have hurt.

Still he went on twirling his stick, and found the only empty cubicle. In the lavatories, a blind man could get into a lot of trouble with the unusual arrangements. Since Stone could always feel the presence of someone trying to help him, we’d made sure two cubicles were occupied with kriegies making conversation and ready to steer him in the right direction. With one exception, Stone managed on his own.

One dark night, all blackout shutters up, we were woken by Smiler howling in pain. Stone needed to visit the loo at night and Smiler was keeping watch. The door was propped open, obstacles were removed and by now Stone knew the way quite well. No one knew Smiler had taken it on himself to watch when the white boys were asleep, but when he stumbled, he was rewarded in Stone’s usual forthright manner. We rescued Smiler, not easy in the dark, and Stone angrily went on his way: ‘If a joker can’t do ’is business when ’e wants, without all the world watching and waiting and clearing the way, then what the bloody ’ell were we fighting for?’ It was a fair question, he’d made his point and from then on we left him alone. Smiler accepted our sign language explanations and beamed on everyone.


Stone learned many lessons in his own sweet hard way: ‘How to Eat Without Wasting Much Food’; ‘How to Shave and Wash Without Leaving Soap in your Ears’; ‘How to Roll a Cigarette Without Spilling Most of the Tobacco’. Food was short and cigarettes weren’t easy to come by, but Stone rejected all offers. He was OK at crumbling and rolling the tobacco and selecting a paper but, with his large hands, as he transferred the tobacco onto the paper, most of it fell on the floor. Though short of tobacco ourselves and unhappy at the wastage, no kriegie could bring himself to risk Stone’s stick. It was small comfort to see that Stone’s final cigarette was so small and thin, a matchstick would have been hard pressed to hide behind it!

Slowly, Stone progressed. In my mind’s eye, I see him walking across a courtyard, getting bolder, faster and more adventurous in his solitary excursions round the hospital. He would quicken across the courtyard, gaining confidence, and just when he thought he’d mastered that particular area, walk smack into a 4in concrete post, a collision that could knock most people out, but he persevered. When I found that one of the great joys of his life in New Zealand was rugby, I began to understand why the shocking physical knocks he gave himself made little difference to him. His huge hands, his massive bulk and his total disregard of pain must have been ideal on the rugby field. I wouldn’t have liked to see him blocking my way forward for a touchdown.

Now David Chalmers had performed the ‘wee’ miracle on my right eye and told me I should get up and about, I needed no further encouragement. I worked hard to get my legs and eye back into ‘active service’, wandering slowly round various wards of war-wounded prisoners in Athens in high summer. On one of these strolls I first heard the expression ‘gone walkabout’. This, now with Royal Associations, is a perfect description of what I did every day. Nearly everyone called me Nelson, but I’ve been called many names in my time and knew it was pointless to object.

On one walkabout I rediscovered Toby. I’d never seen him when we were together in Corinth, and when I saw him for the first time he looked revolting. His cheerful incessant chatter in Corinth was very female-oriented and I’d built up in my mind a very different picture from what I saw now. I imagined Toby young, certainly; tall and thin, possibly; lithe, probably; girl-conscious, definitely; and virile, positively. How wrong can one be? I first saw him fat, middle-aged and covered in a repulsive sticky, shiny black ointment from his ears and neck down his arms and chest to below his waist. In the typically Mediterranean summer weather he, like most others, lay on his bed completely unclothed: what a sight! I was delighted to meet him at last, and told him he looked more like a large black slug than the man I’d imagined from his talk of the gorgeous Greek girls. This, as you may imagine, brightened him up no end.

The black ‘goo’ was a new treatment they were trying and, if it worked, he’d be returning to the sunburned, virile youngster he’d been for thirty or forty years. He was as helpful as ever. He’d worked out a way of writing letters home without spreading black goo all over the paper, wiping out the writing. ‘It would be a shame if the Krauts can’t read the letters when they look at ’em. How would they know what to censor?’ He wrote letters for many of the kriegies who, for one reason or another, couldn’t manage the task themselves. This included me, unable to hold a pen. He wrote several to my wife Marie before my right hand healed sufficiently for me to write my own. His irresistible way with words made him such good company. He told me where others of the regiment were and I visited them as well.

Toby was surprised I could see again. He’d been told in Corinth that I’d always be blind, and that was the only reason he tried to cheer me up. I didn’t believe him. He cheered everyone up. He kept reminding me of Mura; she really was gorgeous and she was wasted on me and so on. A great guy! A Toby is essential in a war for anyone unlucky enough to be imprisoned.

On another walkabout I came across something unusual. Three German soldiers, in uniform, were round the bed of a dark-skinned patient. I saw a bottle of spirits and a couple of glasses, and heard much laughter. Uniformed prison guards were never seen in the hospital wards of a kriegie camp. What was happening? I found out later that the Germans had heard over their radios that the prisoner, a New Zealand Maori army sergeant, had been awarded the Victoria Cross. The sergeant himself hadn’t heard because radios and newspapers were denied to PoWs. The Germans had asked special permission to visit the sergeant expressly to tell him the good news. They made arrangements for a small ceremony in the ward later in the week, when they were sure the distinguished award would arrive at the camp.

The Germans’ sole purpose was to salute courage and bravery. It was a revelation to me that, notwithstanding the propaganda from both sides, there are those who accept and acknowledge bravery in their enemies. Alone and against stupefying odds, the New Zealand sergeant had killed several Germans and wounded many more. Yet this made no difference to the visiting Germans. After all, why should it?

I and many others managed to get into the ward on the day of the celebration. There were short speeches in German and English, peppered with ‘cobbers’, ‘pommies’ and ‘beauts’. Candles were lit and there was reminiscing, as if at an Old Comrades’ reunion. There was heel-clicking and murmurings of ‘well done’ and ‘good show’. After this, bottles, supplied by the Germans, were brought out, toasts were proposed, accepted, drunk and returned with interest. Drinks were downed without the formality of a toast. After all the back-slapping and happy goings-on, the Germans marched out and the previous relationship between prisoners and guards was resumed.

Some prisoners found all this a bit strange and some don’t agree with such actions, but I do. War, with its trappings, torments and trials, will be with the human race while there are men on the earth. If that is so, we must hope the tradition of medals, acknowledging and publicly rewarding superb bravery in the face of heavy odds will also remain forever. Who knows? It may play its part in helping to show the utter futility of going to war.



Chapter Seven

Thanks for the Memory

One day in high summer, soon after I could see again, someone told me that one of the medical orderlies had a guitar. These days nearly everyone under the age of 30 seems to have one, but in the Athens hospital in 1941, this was a momentous discovery.

The guitar wasn’t like the current fashionable electric instruments but an ordinary, battered Spanish guitar. It had obviously been played and loved for many years and I found out later it was originally bought for 2 shillings and 3 pence. ‘Smithy’, the Aussie who owned the instrument, came from Sydney and played for his own amusement, but so many kriegies enthused about his performance of 1930s’ hits that I wanted to know more. It turned out that he played two or three nights a week in the basement near the mortuary! Up to now I hadn’t realized the hospital had a mortuary, though on reflection, it was a very necessary department, especially in the early days. Thankfully by now, in late July, deaths were not so frequent.

The mortuary was in the bowels of No. 1 block and I decided to pay a visit. The block contained administration, doctors’ quarters, operating theatres and most hospital stores; it was out of bounds. The basement, running east-west the 100ft length of the ground floor, was reached by a stone staircase at each end. I was wearing my regulation issue PoW hospital pyjamas in blue and white stripes since it was a warm evening, and these were the only clothes I had. My left arm was still heavily plastered but my right hand was nearly free of bandages. My head was still bandaged but I could see, albeit blurred and dimly.

The staircase was well-lit and no problem to go down, but at the bottom it was dark. I could see where a long corridor started from the bottom of the stairs, but I couldn’t see where it stopped. Faintly I could hear voices and, I thought, a guitar, from what seemed the end of the corridor. Feeling my way carefully, I started to walk towards the sounds. After the heat upstairs it felt very chilly and I wished I was better dressed. The corridor was long and seemed narrow till I noticed that the surface along which I felt my way wasn’t the wall. There was a break every 6ft or so and I was feeling my way along a row of coffins; empty coffins, I hasten to add. They were piled three high along the dark corridor, ready for use!

By the time I’d grasped this, I wasn’t the happiest of men, but the guitar sounded louder and I could see a faint light ahead. Uneasily I quickened my pace, virtually running the last few yards. I knocked my foot and fell half in and half out of a coffin, luckily unoccupied. It was the last coffin in the line and its lid had been removed ready for the next body after mine. The noise I made falling and cursing my stupidity was heard by an orderly who came out to see what the fuss was about. He roared with laughter when he saw me, surprised I was anxious to leave the world before we’d been introduced! He helped me out and told me he was Sid Bishop, a large young, burly, fair and friendly cheerful Australian from Sydney. We got very matey and stayed so till we were moved to Germany and never met again. He took me along to meet the others. Smithy, the guitarist, was dark, skinny, silent, in his late 30s, lugubrious and, from appearances only, a natural for his job of mortuary attendant. The other man, ‘Gray’ (for Graham), was about 40, a plumper, happier-looking man with sunburned cheeks. He was trying to get Smithy to play a tune he knew and Smithy didn’t. There was no printed music in the camp but that wouldn’t have made any difference to Smithy. He didn’t read music and never had; he just played when he had the time. Wasn’t that what one was supposed to do with music, he asked drily, just play it?

We chatted a while. They all came from Sydney, and Smithy and Gray knew each other from Civvy Street. They were medical orderlies of the Fifth Australian Field Hospital. The universal understandable moan was that, like many Australians, they had joined up hoping to get to England before they saw active service. On their way they’d stopped in the Middle East, landed in Greece, and before seeing anything of that country either, they were ‘in the bag’, and that was their war. As Gray said: ‘Not much to tell the children in that!’

Smithy was a general dogsbody around the hospital, the job of mortuary attendant being just another disagreeable one. This was why the get-togethers, as he called them, were held in the mortuary. He used the room as his bedroom, and not surprisingly it was very private. He moved things around to make a space for the get-togethers; no need to ask what he had to move as we were surrounded by coffins. The light bulbs had been removed, making the passage dark, because the Germans reasonably thought no-one would want to look at a lot of lachrymal coffins after dark! They were right, as not even the guards paid a visit to Smithy’s quarters.

When the trio learned that I was a pianist Sid produced a large piano accordion with 120 base buttons, as he proudly told me. It had been a gift from his girlfriend when he left home, but he couldn’t play it at all. He’d always had the ambition to play some instrument, he was going to make as much use of the war as he could in that direction, and she expected him to learn to play it before he got back.

Smithy asked me how long I thought the war would last. They all rather thought that since I came from England, where the real action was, I’d be bound to have an answer. I wished I had. I couldn’t see it ending for years and said so. Britain and the Commonwealth were alone, the whole of Europe belonged to Adolf, and the Americans seemed uninterested. Smithy was delighted at what I said. He held the same view but was outvoted by the other two. Now someone had arrived to even things up!

Sid asked me to have a go on the accordion, but with a plastered arm I couldn’t operate the bellows. He was so disappointed we fixed something up between us. He put the accordion on in the proper way, then lay down, full length, on a coffin, and with his left hand operated the bellows only. This enabled me to play the keyboard side. Smithy moved another few coffins so that we could all get comfortable, and I was able to play chords and even a melody or two. We were all delighted with the result, the others much pleased to add another player to the trio, even though half a quartet was needed for one instrument. Perhaps I’d be able to introduce some different songs? We had a lot of fun in the next weeks.

About this time someone had the bright idea of initiating talks by other kriegies. The object was to relieve boredom, inactivity and the inescapable monotony of enforced captivity in beautiful surroundings. The idea was that nearly everyone had a peacetime job of some sort and should talk about it to the others. The talks would be held in one of the hospital courtyards and anyone fit enough could attend. The yard settled on for the talks was one where the sun set later than elsewhere, since the evenings could get a bit chilly. A small stage was set up, and talks were held twice a week. We had so many experts on so many subjects that the talks often became lectures.

Many of them went down well because the speakers were good, but some, inexperienced in public speaking or even chatting, managed to make their own work so unutterably boring that life in a PoW hospital seemed positively scintillating in comparison. Nevertheless, the talks passed many an otherwise uneventful evening and we had plenty of those. It wasn’t long before our four-piece ‘outfit’ was asked to play on a lecture night. We were known as the ‘Akropolis Four’, but my original word ‘outfit’ was the most appropriate. We cut a comic quartet on the tiny stage. Tall, skinny, lugubrious Smithy, always sad and miserable as he played; warm, smiling Gray, who looked capable of selling you an insurance policy for your own good; boisterous, chattering young Sid, always talking about his girl, his very first girl, in Sydney and whose appearance on the stage was lying down on a small table, playing half an accordion; and me, Nelson, arm in a sling, sitting down to play horizontally the keyboard side of the accordion. Outfit is the word!


Sometimes we went round the wards playing old tunes for those lucky enough to have avoided the concerts, as Gray would put it. Mostly we played popular songs of the ’30s, which Smithy loved best and all he bothered to learn. Gray was addicted to ‘Songs of the Islands’, the Polynesian islands of the Pacific, and he always insisted on a couple of these. Smithy, deadpan, would tell the patients he liked playing round the wards for two reasons: firstly, the audience was bedbound and couldn’t escape; and secondly, he liked looking at them while they were alive so that he’d remember them if they should visit him officially at his home in the mortuary. These remarks brought considerable cheer to the very ill.

Smithy strummed the guitar very lazily, and sometimes his harmonies and chords matched mine. Whenever this happened we were both delighted and Smithy managed a tiny smile. Gray talked the audience into singing by telling them it was essential to obliterate the sound of his own voice; all good clean fun.

Our performances were getting us noticed, and one night I met a New Zealand doctor who suggested that if I played the accordion myself, the exercise would do my arm a power of good. I agreed it probably would, but not till I’d had the plaster removed. He arranged for me to see the Aussie doctor who’d originally put it on, who decided it could be replaced by a smaller one. This was a great improvement for me, but what about Sid? It was his accordion after all. We talked it over and, openhearted as always, Sid agreed to let me use the instrument as often as I wished. In return I gave him music lessons and taught him all I knew about the accordion. The switch did wonders for my arm, and enabled Sid to keep his end up when he left the camp.

Then we had a stroke of great good fortune. The Greek Red Cross managed to produce a piano for the hospital. It was put on the little stage in the courtyard and soon the talks were forgotten; we’d just about finished all the subjects anyway. Sid got his accordion back and we really were a quartet, with three instruments. I went to work on the piano; I hadn’t played for months and had a lot to catch up on. I practised so much that I was asked to stop. Most of my practice consisted of scales and exercises and not many people enjoy listening to those, especially when the piano backs onto a ward of badly-wounded prisoners with the window open because of the heat. It wasn’t an easy problem to solve. Some patients wanted the piano played, while others didn’t. The doctors agreed it was good for me and some patients, but others needed sleep and some were very near the piano. Inevitably we worked out a good British compromise. I was allowed to practise every morning and the wards were silent for rest every afternoon. In the evening, when there was a concert, the windows would be shut.

The New Zealand doctor who had suggested I play the accordion as therapy was Captain John Borrie from Dunedin. He now had a new suggestion. Why didn’t we, he and I, do a Western Brothers (an English music hall and radio duo) act for the concerts? I told him I was no singer and he replied that neither he, nor Kenneth or George Western could be accused of having a voice. You’ll fit the duo perfectly, he said. I knew as well as anyone it wasn’t what the Western Brothers sang that made them unique. Their appearance had a lot to do with it, immaculately turned out in evening dress, each with a shining monocle and a caddish manner. How could we copy that?

John was lucky: he had a civilian evening dress in his baggage and could dress the part. I told him our regiment had discouraged us from bringing dress suits, even if we had one. I still had only my German-issue blue and white striped hospital pyjamas to wear. John tried to borrow evening dress from others but, surprise, surprise! No-one was madly keen to lend their suit, even if there was one small enough. We couldn’t look like the Western Brothers, so I forgot our stage appearance. This meant that I always looked as if I’d got straight out of bed in my prison pyjamas and pink eye-patch. Also the piano must have sounded odd, what with my slow, ponderous left arm. We persevered with rehearsals and when we finally presented it to the audience, the act went down well. We were able to inject a variety of topical gags at the time, mainly supplied by John, but I’ve now completely forgotten them. Only one song, ‘Thanks for the Memory’, sticks in my mind. We weren’t sure if it had ever been a Western Brothers’ number and neither Bob Hope nor anyone else ever performed it as we did. I think John Borrie wrote the new words that made the song such a success:


Thanks for the memory

of long and lingering grips,

luscious little lips, your

naughty little breasts and slim

Celanese clad hips –

how lovely it was.



I remember all the verses. We didn’t have the luxury of typing words out in Athens, and I remind the reader that it’s not only morals and attitudes that have changed since the war. Does anyone wear Celanese these days? The middle eight was my solo. The words were simple, so that as John Borrie said, even I could manage them while playing the piano. He was very kind. I can’t hear the song these days without wanting to sing all the words John painstakingly taught me in 1941, and the fact that those words gave wounded kriegies a five-minute laugh or a dirty chuckle. Very many thanks for the memories, to all friends.



Chapter Eight

The Father of Muddles

One glorious Athens morning in October 1941, between 100 and 150 of us assembled in rows at 9 o’clock. There were Australians, Scotsmen, New Zealanders, Irish, English, Welsh, Cypriots and a few Sudanese. Ages varied from 18 to 50, height from 62 to 80in, colour from palest blonde to darkest brown. Headgear included grimy handkerchiefs, Australian bush-hats, forage caps, service hats, tank berets and British Raj-type topees. Some were bareheaded, some smartly turned out and some like a dog’s basket. We were in un-uniform uniform, a motley madness and mess of men. Apart from our monotonous maleness, the only other thing we had in common was the reason for being there, twice daily, like medicine: to be counted. COUNTED!

The only fit among us were the doctors and orderlies left behind to care for the wounded and they too were prisoners, counted twice a day like the rest of us. Over the months, men had died or recovered; we were all that was left. Bed-patients were counted where they lay and those able, paraded outside each morning and evening.

In the early days of our captivity someone would occasionally escape to take his chances in the crowded Athens streets, using the classic method of hiding in a large wicker laundry basket of soiled bloody hospital linen. However, by this time a bayonet-like sword was thrust into each laundry basket before it left the camp, wreaking havoc on the bed linen as well as the laundry basket, but everything in wartime is expendable: linen, baskets, men….

So the counting went on. To be counted regularly is mortifying enough, but it always seemed to be ballsed up. It looked so simple! Those to be counted assembled in five lines. Two guards simultaneously walked from opposite ends of the front row, counting, and then multiplied by five. At the end of each count the two guards went forward and informed the NCO of their individual total, and invariably the two figures were different. We were uncomplimentary about why this should be, as we stood there till the NCO found a figure for his piece of NCO paper.

In the middle of this particular October morning assembly my name was called out. I didn’t respond. The German pronunciation was wrong, and hearing it was completely unexpected. No-one had ever been called from parade by name. When someone told me it was my name being called, I put up my hand, like a small boy asking to leave the room. To everyone’s surprise, the German officer in charge marched over to me and announced that a telegram had arrived for me!

No-one could believe their ears! A telegram! In prison camp! What were modern wars coming to! Apart from one small damaged parcel in September, no one had received any mail at the camp to date. I hadn’t heard from my wife or family in England since leaving nearly twelve months earlier; another of the contingencies of war. The German officer handed me the telegram, saluted, turned smartly and marched back. Unlike any telegram I’d ever seen, this was seven handwritten words in capitals on a scrap of paper, much like a single sheet of wartime lavatory paper. The entire camp crowded round. ‘What’s it say?’ ‘Who’s it from?’ ‘Adolf I suppose!’ ‘When does the car pick you up?’ ‘’oo the ’ell is ’e to get a bleeding telegram?’ ‘Where are you dining tonight, your lordship?’ ‘Why ain’t we all got one?’

Most of the questions and comments were good-natured, but there were odd snide remarks. Why was I favoured by the Germans? Why was I special? Meanwhile the telegram revealed no date, time, name or place of sender and had no punctuation, just the seven words: FAMILY WELL SENDS LOVE DAUGHTER MARIE WELL

I had no daughter. I was pleased the family was well, whoever’s family it was, and, like most people surely, happy to receive love from wherever it was offered. It was good of them, but I was bewildered. Some kriegies round me read the message as congratulations on the birth of a daughter, though one mate seemed quite hurt that now apparently I had a child. I didn’t believe it! Yes, Marie was my wife and must be the one referred to. Perhaps my father-in-law, an old-school civil servant quite likely to save on words at the expense of clarity, had sent the telegram. However, when I said I’d last seen my wife twelve months ago, the assembly had plenty to chew and comment on. Many suggested Marie hadn’t lost much time after I’d left England, and what a way to be told of a wife’s infidelity! Even my mate Jim believed the story, saying kindly: ‘In war one mustn’t blame the woman for that sort of thing.’ I agreed with the Aussie joker who said the Germans wouldn’t send a telegram across Europe in a war to tell a prisoner his wife was well, but I couldn’t believe Marie had had a baby twelve months after I’d seen her.

The chatter and speculation lasted all day and in the evening the Aussie joker came up with an idea which, he said, would settle the issue. The camp would bet on whether I was a father! He’d organize the whole thing; there was nothing to worry about.

He organized it so thoroughly and seriously that, by nightfall, everyone in the camp knew the contents of the telegram and most made a bet. As might have been expected, the majority thought that my wife had had a baby girl and I wasn’t the father. The gossip and speculation went on and began to get me down. There were two different greetings I had daily: ‘Good morning Daddy, what’s it like to be a father?’ or ‘What are you going to do with the bastard who’s been having it off with your wife?’ My health began to suffer as a result.

I’d been up and around for weeks now, but was still nothing like fit. The doctor ordered me back to bed again till I got over the shock, and he did something else. He approached the Germans about the telegram that had caused this setback in my recovery. They took it up with the International Red Cross in Athens and a large, kind lady came to the camp to talk with me. I’d be allowed a telegram to England, ten words, which the International Red Cross would have delivered to my wife. ‘Be very careful what you write,’ said the lady, ‘you don’t want to congratulate your wife on a baby if she hasn’t had one.’ Nor did I want to congratulate Marie if she had a baby that wasn’t mine, and how could it be?

Trying to cover all contingencies, I juggled words around till my head began to reel. After twenty-four hours I settled for the non-committal: ‘TELEGRAM MESSAGE GARBLED PLEASE REPEAT IN DETAIL BERNARD.’ Once the Germans were sure of the meaning of ‘garbled’, they sent the telegram and I waited.

Marie never got my telegram, but the matter was quickly resolved. The International Red Cross had tons of undelivered mail for prisoners all over Europe. They sifted through till they found two letters from Marie to me, and three days after I sent the telegram the mystery was solved. In one letter, dated July, Marie explained that the baby was overdue and although the doctor was getting worried, SHE wasn’t. The second letter told me the baby was fine, its birth had been induced at the beginning of August and would I like to suggest a name for the little girl? All was resolved, I was relieved and my health quickly began to pick up. I think most of the camp were as pleased as I was, though inevitably some prefer bad news to good. I didn’t take a camp consensus on what to call my daughter and I’m always grateful to the International Red Cross for the extra-special trouble they took on my behalf.



Chapter Nine

Barbed-Wire Blues

‘The blues’ was an affliction to be lived through as best one could. It took kriegies in different ways but in the main, it was a massive, manic depression hanging over one like a thunderous cloud. Nothing seemed to shake it off. It was there to stay, apparently, forever. Gloomy thoughts were magnified a thousandfold and there were no chinks of light anywhere. A kriegie caught up in the depressing and debilitating foggy blues was best left alone. He’d suffer in silence any insensitive soul who came along to try to jolly him up. The intruder would be sorry he tried. I myself seldom seemed to descend to the depths of depression suffered by most. Perhaps my constitution was different. Perhaps I was the insensitive soul.

Or perhaps the real reason I suffered less than others was because I had my music. During intervals between operations, when sufficiently fit, I spent a lot of time writing music – songs, orchestral, dance-band and vocal arrangements – and planning concert programmes. Any spare time I spent teaching music. I remember thinking, convincing myself, that all this had to be done and only I could do it. If I didn’t do it, all the concerts and camp entertainment would cease! There’s arrogance indeed. The point is, I was working so hard that I had no time to catch ‘the blues’ or any other colour. This should be taken as encouragement for all to study music when young. You never know what might happen to you! Music, apart from all the fun and pleasure it gives, is a great means of relieving boredom; and who knows, you too could end up as bandleader in a prison camp.

So generally I suffered little from ‘the blues’; just occasional homesickness when I could indulge myself. However, for one spell of a week or so I was at my lowest; strangely, a few weeks after I learned that I was officially, correctly and for the first time, a father. The mood hung about me for days and nothing helped. The cobwebby, fog-dreggy, doom-laden days dissolved into despairing despondent nights from which there was no escape. It was as though my own heavy, ghostly, gooney bird had glissandoed down and was glued to my glazed, dazed and grilled mind. No light, not a glimmer, gleamed in the long, dark, dead, gloomy hours.

I suspect that I’m very slow. Perhaps in such a backwater as a prison camp, facts take longer to register in the brain than they might elsewhere. Perhaps I’d been too busy to think. Whatever the reason, I was now stuck in the Barbed-Wire Blues with a vengeance. I clearly remember the start of it. I’d written my twice-monthly PoW postcard to Marie and for the first time mentioned possible Christian names for the new baby. I’d suggested she be called Kokkinia, after a nearby Greek town. I liked the name and it seemed suitable for a daughter. We always called the town Kiki; an even more delightful name for a little girl. It was a long time before I even saw a photo of my daughter, but I already knew she was the most perfect in the world. This card to Marie about the baby started my ‘blues’.

I asked myself dozens of unanswerable questions. Why was I in Greece at this moment? What would my daughter know of my absence? What about Marie, what did she think? What sort of father was I, to be away when my daughter was born? Yet another thing. They were in London, still regularly being bombed. Furiously, I wanted to be with my wife and child and get them away from the bombing, perhaps to the West Country, more out of the war. This seemed the least any selfrespecting father would do, but I couldn’t and that made matters worse. I became more furious! Suddenly the beastliness and inhumanities of the war began to hit me. According to what I’d seen before leaving England and all reports since, London 1941 was no place for any decent person to be, most certainly not a newborn baby, MY newborn baby!


What sort of human being would bomb cities full of women and babies? Only inhuman madmen, surely? Hitler, of course, but then he was mad and he wasn’t doing the actual bombing. He was merely the supposed brains behind it all. Ha! Now I knew. There weren’t any little babies in Hitler’s twisted life. Then the maggot in my mind crawled further and asked another question. What about our people? The RAF and all their bombings? Hundreds of ’em. Were none of them parents? Were they inhuman, the brave and gallant RAF?

In the middle of the night it’s impossible to come up with answers to such questions. I temporarily comforted myself by glossing over the problems and telling myself that at least we didn’t start the bloody war. Hitler did, and if we didn’t give him and his henchmen a taste of what they’d been dishing out for years and were still doing to our women and children, there would eventually be nothing to go home to.

Still the maggot crawled further: another thing. When was I going home? It was more than a year since I’d seen Marie and I’d never seen my child. I wasn’t a fighting man, a killing man, so what was I doing still here, more useless than ever? Why couldn’t I go home, now? My mind railed against the war: the murder, the maiming, much of it around me, the destruction, the heartbreaks and the absolute pointlessness of it all, the lying, the torture, the cheating, the frustration and the stupidity. Also the hopelessness! That particularly. What could I do about it? What could anyone do? Nothing. Absolutely bugger all!

This tortuous thinking went on all night and by the next morning I was about ready to commit suicide, or murder. I felt like death and by all accounts looked like it too. When some kriegie told me this, I snapped at him rudely and belligerently and he was a friend. To his well-meant enquiry I told him in no uncertain terms – laced with the worst army obscenities – to mind his own business. What was it to him how I looked? Had he taken the time to look at himself lately? It didn’t take long for some to realize I had the ‘the blues’ or ‘the hump’. They kept away from me as if I were infectious or contagious. Later, alone, I tried to write a song for a subsequent concert, but after three attempts I gave up, disgusted, and relapsed into absolute misery.

The mood remained with me all day. Exhausted, I remembered I’d been awake all the previous night, so I saw the doctor and asked for a couple of sleeping pills. In fact, to say that I asked isn’t strictly accurate; I virtually demanded them. I was so sharp with the MO that, expressing no surprise, he gave them to me. He suggested a good way to lose ‘the blues’ was to think only of the future, nothing past or present. Maybe I should concentrate on my daughter … as if I hadn’t been doing that for hours! What would I say to her when I got home? What might she say to me? Well, I said, the way the war is going Kiki will probably have left school and be married herself by the time we meet. The doctor shook his head slowly and sadly as he gave me the pills.

Later I swallowed the pills with my ersatz acorn coffee, but they made little difference. Before lights out it was impossible to sleep because of the noise, and afterwards I dozed only in short snatches. When towards dawn I finally got to sleep, I had one of the most peculiar dreams of my life. It figured Kiki prominently, a little girl 8 or 10 years old, going to school for the annual prize-giving and open day. Marie and I were there, at my old infants’ school, with the same inkwells. After many prizes had been presented, the headmistress rose to speak, and now she had changed into Marie. Many other parents had changed and now looked remarkably like some of the kriegies! Marie, the headmistress, explained that Kiki would be presented with a special prize for music and was going to play the piano first. I wasn’t surprised Kiki could play, though I wondered who had taught her! She stepped forward and began to play a simple waltz. Before she finished there was a sudden almighty explosion and everything disappeared in clouds of dust and debris. I was held there while everyone else vanished in the dust: I was left and I was furious.

The scene then changed to a beautiful garden with lawns, flowerbeds, a waterfall and pool. Kiki was now about 3 years old, playing with a dog, my corgi Jerry, who I’d left with my parents in the West Country. 
Although we were in a garden, the piano was playing the tune Kiki had started at the prize-giving. The music, poco a poco crescendo, gradually got louder and more intense. It changed from three-four time to fourfour and suddenly, a massive army of German soldiers came marching over the flower beds, flattening and obliterating everything in sight. They sang a boastful, distorted version of the original simple tune, very discordant and harsh. I couldn’t see Marie anywhere, though there were flashes of other people. I saw my own mother and father, two or three army pals, my two sisters, Marie’s parents, a few prisoners and some who looked like camp guards. I had a fleeting glimpse of Marie talking to a white-coated doctor about her overdue baby. She told him there was nothing to worry about and he nodded agreement. Utter madness! Goodness knows how long this nightmare might have continued or how long the cast list would have become, for it was shattered by another crash. Ginger, removing the blackouts, had allowed one to drop on the foot of my bed. A rude awakening!

Now I didn’t know where I was and felt very frustrated. The drugs that had given me a fragment of sleep had produced hallucinations. The doctor had suggested I think of the future, but how could I possibly see Marie and Kiki five or ten years ahead? I didn’t believe it, yet I had an uncomfortable feeling that I really was looking into the future. Would Kiki really play the piano when she was 10? Who would teach her? What music had she been playing? Why didn’t I know it? Puzzled by these new questions, I decided to simplify one at least. I went to the piano and wrote out the music I’d heard Kiki playing. I added some simple words, headed it Kiki’s Lullaby and put the copy away till after the war, resolving that Kiki should be the first to play it, as she already had in the dream!

The terrible depression that had gripped me for days had dissipated somewhat and settled into a more philosophic and nostalgic mood, warmer and more romantic. The old mood hadn’t quite gone though, for when some men asked about band and choir rehearsals, I snapped at them to get on with it themselves, I couldn’t be bothered. I needed quiet in order to think and work a few things out; uncluttered quiet which doesn’t come with band practice!

Perthie, the badly injured ex-editor from Western Australia, had recently rejoined us after a spell in the hospital block. Now, wittingly or not, he helped me regain my senses and equilibrium. He decided to spend his next few hours with me and he did much of the talking. I listened and answered his many questions. He was a great guy, quiet and deep-thinking. He often talked about England and was the most vehement and articulate Anglophile I’d ever met. His dearest wish, as with so many Australians, was to have a stay in the ‘mother country’ before returning to his own. I think many Aussies joined up for that purpose; if they had to fight a war first, that was ‘fair dinkum’ too.

Perthie asked me about Marie and the new baby, where they were living. When I said London, he was thrilled. Did we live in London all the time? I told him that we’d married after the war had started and had no home of our own, yet. We’d lived where the army dictated. ‘Isn’t London a dangerous place for your wife to be right now?’ ‘It is, but she wants to be near her parents. My folks would be delighted to have her and the baby, but she wants to stay where she is, with her father and mother. She’s a Londoner!’ Perthie was pleased to hear this. Well up on London legends, he asked if she was born within the sound of Bow bells. ‘No, but her father was. It would have to be a still, bomb-free night to hear the bells from where they live, if Bow bell-tower is still standing!’

For the next hour Perthie asked me so many questions on such a variety of London places, it was clear he knew more about them than I did. He asked about Fleet Street, Buckingham Palace, Trafalgar Square, the Thames, Harrods (!), Parliament, Hyde Park, the Tower, Tower Bridge, the Underground, Greenwich, Oxford Circus, Piccadilly Circus, the BBC, Savile Row, Rotten Row, London buses and policemen, theatres and dozens of places I’d never even heard of!

He then went further afield. Remembering I’d lived more than 100 miles from London, he assumed I knew Stratford-upon-Avon well, though I’d never been there. He wanted to know about places of special interest to Aussies: Lords, The Oval, Trent Bridge, Edgbaston, York, Canterbury, Wembley, Earl’s Court and the Boat Race course. Here I felt great relief since Fulham, where Marie lived with her parents, was no great distance from Putney Bridge and I’d been there! The Derby, Epsom Downs: did Cockneys call them ‘Ups ‘n’ Downs’? I felt ashamed to know so little of the places he knew about that sometimes I lied to cover up my ignorance.

When he did come to England he must stay with me, I said, but he would do this only if Marie, a true Londoner, would be his guide to the places he’d heard about all his life in Australia. He kept on about how lucky I was to have a Londoner for a wife and I found myself thinking about Marie again. I’d never considered her in the role of London Street Guide at all. We hadn’t been married long before I was whisked away to the bleak north of England. Dryly, I said it had never occurred to me to ask Marie to show me around London on the few short leaves I’d had. We always seemed to have better or at least different things to do. However, we had been to two different theatres, and to Kensington Gardens. ‘That’s close to the Albert Hall, isn’t it?’

This staggered me. I knew where the Albert Hall was because Fulham isn’t far from Kensington. Perthie apparently carried London street and place names in his head, without ever having been there! Later that night, after he’d left me I found myself thinking a lot about London. Our talk had changed things and I found that by bedtime I was feeling, for want of a better word, more patriotic than anything else. Very Elgarian, in fact, almost Nobilmente! Intentionally or not, Perthie had forced me to look outside my own troubles. I promised myself that when I did get back to England I’d take more interest in my surroundings. I’d take a long detailed look at London, a city that excited others so much and I knew little about. I’d encourage Marie to show me around some of the more obvious tourist attractions, as well as the lesser-known historical ones. I’d visit a test match at Lords and have a look at Parliament and Downing Street. I might even open an account at Harrods.

It wasn’t only in respect of London that Perthie changed my thinking. His harping on about my luck in being married to a real Londoner made me see Marie in a new light. I knew I was fortunate to have her as my wife and naturally I loved her, but things had happened so quickly between our meeting in spring 1939 and now, thirty months later, I had never considered my good fortune. A selfish man indeed.

As the lights went out, I wondered was I taking Marie for granted? In London now she was obviously under greater pressure than I was, tucked safely away in a hospital camp for the duration. Marie in London, with a new baby, had much more responsibility. Living with her parents she wasn’t alone, but her father worked in Victoria for the Post Office and was out all day. He was out most nights as well, doing more than his share of fire-watching, so Marie was often in the house at night with her mother and Kiki, under what I imagined to be constant air-raids. Marie’s mother had gone into service in England as a youngster from the Rhondda Valley in south Wales and my fatherin-law, a hard-working patriotic man, had served successfully through the First World War. He was against strong drink and would be a very staunch person to have around under the circumstances but, under those same circumstances, he wasn’t around much. That thought alone made me realize I knew very little about Marie.

We first met in Eastbourne where I was working and she was on holiday with her girlfriend; the first holiday they’d had without their parents. In all the excitement we got engaged in October 1939. She worked for the Ministry of Something and was soon evacuated to Blackpool. In the December I was moved from Tidworth to Market Weighton, a small town in Yorkshire, and Marie spent the Christmas holiday with me. In that first severe winter of the war, I managed to get appendicitis and was ambulanced, in a snowstorm, to York Military Hospital for an immediate operation. The hospitals were full to overflowing, so I was discharged early and given three weeks’ sick leave. I spent most of that time in Blackpool, in the digs Marie shared with three other evacuated girls, and we decided to marry as soon as we could. Both sets of parents were against an early marriage, but there seemed no point in waiting.

Since I’d had so much sick leave, I only got three days’ compassionate leave to cover our marriage in Fulham. I travelled from Yorkshire on a Friday night in late March and stayed with George, an army friend who would be my best man. Marie and I married in church early the next day. The reception was held at Marie’s home, a terraced house just off Wandsworth Bridge Road. Our short honeymoon was in a small private hotel in Eastbourne. The maid, in the customary black dress and frilly white apron, showed us to our room, and before leaving produced a sheet of common brown wrapping paper from the dressing table drawer for us to stand on while undressing. ‘Confetti does spread so, it’s hard to get up,’ she said. We’d kidded ourselves that no-one could guess we were newlyweds! After she left there was a stunned silence before we collapsed into laughter. This became one of our private jokes on the few subsequent leaves: ‘Did you remember the brown paper? I won’t undress without it.’

We went back to Fulham and spent another night together. On the Tuesday, I insisted that Marie and I went shopping in the West End for a wedding present. Marie finally decided on a fur coat, which took all my money and most of hers, so that when later we found ourselves at York Station with an hour to wait for the connection to Market Weighton, we had only 8d between us. We were hungry and managed to buy a large packet of biscuits. We each took one end and when we met in the middle, there was a piece of cheese to go with the biscuits! I found out that Marie loved cheese!

I had few short leaves after that, so Marie gave up her job and, wherever possible, lived in rooms where I was stationed. This wasn’t always allowed by the regiment, but we managed it for most of that summer of 1940. We weren’t far away from Coventry when that was badly bombed. Our regimental butcher came from Coventry and he was allowed leave to see if his folks were alright. His house was destroyed and his wife and child killed; how terrible. He was taken off the draft and we went to the Middle East without a butcher.

During these short leaves Marie and I learned about each other and made what plans we could. Babies didn’t come into it; I was adamant on that point. We wouldn’t start our family till the war was well and truly over; one of the reasons I found it hard to believe I was a father twelve months after I last saw my wife! So much for family planning! When it was announced we were to go overseas, we managed to get a lift back to London and said goodbye the night before I left for embarkation at Liverpool.

We were young and innocent, even for those days. Our parents hadn’t wanted us to marry because of the war and our age. They said the usual things: we were too young, we didn’t know our own minds, why not wait till the war was over, it wouldn’t be long! However, like children in love, we ignored their advice. We were very happy, as happy as anyone in England in 1940 had a right to expect.

Now Marie had my baby and I was stuck in kriegie camp, but instead of being in the gloomy, uptight, depressed state I’d been in for days, I was relaxed, in a much more composed frame of mind. By now most of the others had drifted off to sleep, so I lay quietly in bed and thought of Marie: her simple charm, her quietness, her capability, warmth, understanding, good humour and fun; how she had worried that her father wouldn’t allow alcohol at our wedding reception. George, my best man, ragged me for months; he was one of the regiment’s best drinkers and had taught me to drink! I remembered how we’d managed to get an empty compartment on the train down to Eastbourne from London by laying a trail of confetti behind us, the brown paper, the undressing, my nervousness that night, the lack of success, how tired we were, going into the dining room next day, thinking all eyes were looking for visual evidence that the marriage had been consummated….

The memories crowded in fast, till I felt as I had on the second night. We had retired very early and left a ‘Do not disturb’ card outside the door, air-raids or not. The memories of that night took over. I began to get hot and restless. I wouldn’t be able to get to sleep unless I did something about it. Doctors’ pills? Never again! In my mind I spent another second night with Marie and fell asleep happy, exhausted, at peace with the world.

I awoke next day full of energy, rarin’ to go, and knew that my worst attack of ‘the blues’ was over. Rehearsals were recommenced. I started writing again and managed a few jokes with the other kriegies. I accepted all jibes and ragging and returned them with interest and such good grace some thought I was cracked! No, I was just back in the human race again. Life wasn’t so bad! All was well with my world! Somehow I just knew!



Chapter Ten

We Leave Athens

The long hot months passed slowly into autumn, and cooler evenings confined us more to our wards; our Grecian summer was over. I remembered the surprise I’d felt when I first saw snow in Greece; was it only nine months ago? We had travelled north from Glyfada to take up positions on the border prior to the German invasion. After Athens we’d stopped for the night in the foothills of Mount Parnassus. The ground was covered with snow, and it was suddenly so cold, for troops coming from Egypt, that a rum ration was issued to the whole regiment, and in spite of that, I still find it hard to associate Greece with snow.

Now, in the cool autumn, various wings of the hospital were cleared as prisoners who had made sufficient improvement were moved out. The place began to look and feel empty. Even the German soldiers, the only foreign tourists Greece had that year and for a few years, began to look decrepit as the German war machine gradually replaced fit fighting soldiers with older, less active, more resigned men. We, the poor, miserable, relatively inactive prisoners wondered what would happen to us. Who would be the last kriegie in Athens? What would they do? We joked about it. ‘Where are you thinking of spending Christmas?’ ‘Any chance of a holiday in England this year?’ ‘Are you hunting this year, in the Vac?’ ‘We usually go abroad for the winter months, but perhaps we won’t this year.’ ‘I’d even settle for Pommieland this Christmas.’ ‘Will they have a Christmas tree where we’re going?’ Behind the jokes we were worried. Where would we be? We heard that the Germans intended to close the entire hospital by the end of the year, but that rumour came via the normal unreliable camp grapevine.


Those of us left were still having medical treatment and none was fit enough to be moved, except very carefully. Also we weren’t convinced that the trouble and expense of moving a large number of still injured men all the way to Germany was really on. However, one day in October our fears were allayed. At ‘counting’ it was announced that all remaining kriegies would be moved, all together, the very next day. Nothing was said about transport.

One advantage of being a prisoner is that when moves are announced at short notice there is virtually nothing to do. No milkman, postman or newspaper boy to be notified, no accounts to be settled, no furniture to be stored or lifted, and no clothes or possessions of any sort to worry over. Not even the neighbours to inform! All we had to worry about was the barest washing and shaving gear, if lucky enough to have any. As injured soldiers we weren’t allowed to carry anything. Since we had no tickets to buy or passports to attend to, it was an improvement on the subsequent post-war package tours, except that on those, you at least know where you’re going.

When the day dawned we were carefully loaded into German army vehicles, including some ambulances, and driven to the Port of Piraeus, the main port of Athens. Stretcher cases were carried aboard, and those able to walk were encouraged to do so, escorted by a guard on either side. It was almost painless, and very efficiently carried out; nothing like some tours abroad where there might be a ‘go-slow’ or a ‘work-torule’ or just a general holiday cock-up. The boat we boarded was a large white Italian hospital ship containing a few Italian wounded and a far larger mass of German injured from North Africa. We weren’t exactly pleased to see them, but it was nice to know that somewhere, some British were keeping their end up. The ship was manned and sailed by Italians and we were last on board. We set sail, with our destination still secret.

The voyage was smooth, calm and completely without action, no British ships or planes. At that moment in time it was painfully obvious that no other presence counted in that part of the world but the Germans and, to a lesser extent, Italians. I didn’t really expect anything else, but it was a disappointment.

The journey lasted three days. A cruise through the exquisite islands of the Aegean Sea in these enlightened peacetime days would cost hundreds of pounds, and the passengers might include as many Germans and Italians as our hospital ship. Our trip cost us nothing, but we saw nothing either. We weren’t allowed to wander about. Even the Germans, being wounded, were in bed and saw little. We were literally all in the same boat, but with a difference. During the voyage we were visited by an Italian priest who made himself very pleasant. He asked if we’d heard from home, and had we sent letters ourselves? We told him we had heard nothing and didn’t know if our folks had received the official prison postcards. We’d been captured for six months. The priest said that if we all wrote a little note to our next of kin by next day, he’d see that they were delivered quickly to their destinations. This was to be a secret!

It says much for wartime propaganda that none of us believed a word he said, and him a man of the cloth! Mostly we thought he was a spy planted by the Germans, whose prisoners we were on this Italian ship. Besides, we’d all been expressly forbidden to write anything except on official PoW postcards. Some thought if we were caught writing such little notes we’d be shot or dropped overboard in the night. There would be fewer mouths to feed, wherever we were going. The chap next to me thought it was the end, the absolute bottom, to let loose a Catholic priest on wounded prisoners of war! Fortunately, another chap, Robert, normally quiet, persuaded us to think a little harder on the matter and use our common sense. ‘If all we’re going to do is drop a note to the missus and sign it with our Christian name, ’ow the ’ell is that going to tell the Jerries anything they don’t know already?’

Overnight we thought about it and next day all came to the same conclusion. Catholics, Protestants, Non-conformists, atheists, Baptists, Jews, men with no religion and men with a lot all started writing furiously. The kriegie who was going to have no truck with it was nearest the priests and had to collect the notes! The priest gathered the notes and vanished in much the same way as he had appeared, mysteriously and quietly. We never saw him again, but that note I sent Marie reached her sooner than anything else I’d sent and faster than anyone had a right to expect under the circumstances.

The ship continued sailing north and finally stopped at Salonika. Many hospital trains were waiting in the sidings but alas, they weren’t for us. The Germans were taken off first, put on the trains, and travelled as war heroes to the Fatherland. We kriegies were taken by road to an old military barracks on Salonika. This was a very low spot in our travels. The camp was extremely filthy and very depressing. According to those already there when we arrived, the barracks had been built by Turks, though that part of the country was now Greece. The barracks had last been occupied in the ’20s in a war between Greeks and Turks. True or not, I can well believe it. The place was dirty, and full of rats and bugs. Every night we scrounged bits of paper to light and go over our bed frames burning the bugs out. However, we couldn’t do the same with the mattress, a sacking palliasse filled with dry, flammable straw and the luckier bugs. There were rats in abundance and some fitter men had great sport in chasing and catching the pests. The food was appalling. It was cooked, if that’s the word, in the biggest stewpot I’ve ever seen. The pot had to be filled from the room above, its fire tended in the room below. Everything went into the pot, and when it was hot enough, or time for a meal, we were given the resultant obnoxious mixture. It was nearly always a revolting, mucky, warm drink with a leaf of something floating on the top. We couldn’t identify the leaves and we had strong suspicions that rats ended up in the pot as well. The pot had no lid and rats could easily fall in, apart from any being dropped in!

For most of us, this was the most depressing, disgusting and miserable time of our lives. I began to feel unwell and steadily got worse. It was a fortnight before another hospital train pulled into Salonika, but it seemed much longer to me. I had to be carried onto the train by stretcher. It was a long train, and kriegies were left behind in Salonika, but I was in bed between clean sheets, on the train, on my way, feeling distinctly poorly. Considering I’d walked onto the ship at Athens and off again unaided at Salonika, it can only have been the filthy conditions of the transit camp that caused this rapid deterioration.

I remember little of the long train journey. We were on board for about a week, travelling by day and pulling into some large station where food and drink were ready for the sick. There was some treatment en route through southern Europe. I do remember that the Danube isn’t blue. It was a dirty mud colour and didn’t remind me of Strauss at all, or of waltzing. I couldn’t understand why in peacetime, anyone would pay good money to travel from Victoria Station in London to Athens. It must have been interminable!

By the time I was taken off the train I’d lost all interest in the scenery, the orderlies, the countries we went through, the other prisoners and the war. I was very ill. I was taken off by stretcher and put to bed next to a New Zealander. He’d been in the Merchant Navy and had an eye injury. Only when I’d been there a couple of days did I realize it was Jim, who had given me potatoes he’d picked up on his way from Crete; the very same Jim. I asked him where we were and he said it was called Hildburghausen, some miles east of Frankfurt. There were French, Serbian and Commonwealth kriegies there with the British. Jim was as great a help now as he had been in Greece.

I must have caused a lot of worry to the two English, one Scottish and two German doctors who examined me as soon as I arrived. They all disagreed in their diagnosis. One thought I had travel sickness, one that I had sandfly fever, and one that it was a new strain of malaria. The German Chefartz (chief medical officer) in charge of the camp was certain it was jaundice and wanted to treat me for that. Many of the German soldiers returning from Libya contracted jaundice and the doctor’s mind was on this. My pill intake was stepped up. At one stage, when the two-, three-, four- and six-hourly doses coincided, I was swallowing twenty-four pills at the same time and some of them were big! I didn’t get any better, so they brought in a medical doctor from the group PoW hospital. This English major examined me and had no doubt it was typhoid. That did it. There was a tremendous flap. I must be moved straight away for fear of contaminating all the other patients. They put me on another stretcher and took me outside into the night. The two stalwart German soldiers who carried me were told that they didn’t need guns as I’d be unlikely to try to escape.

It was very dark and cold outside that December night. Snow had been falling for a long time and there was lots of it on the ground. I was well protected from the cold and wondered where I was going. I felt sorry for the stretcher-bearers who had to turn out at short notice on a night like this. In the cold cheerless dark I couldn’t help thinking of the warm Mediterranean hospital in Athens where I’d been so long. There was absolutely no comparison. In Athens I’d been getting better, slowly improving all the time. Now, after an appalling month’s journey, I’d arrived in Germany, at some spot I’d never heard of (now under Russian control) and somehow, somewhere I’d picked up typhoid! What a wonderful welcome from the Fatherland!

If this was Germany, they could keep it. I didn’t like my surroundings one little bit. I couldn’t believe it. Many of my favourite composers had been born and lived in Germany, but that made no difference to my feelings. They must have been a different breed. This was the land of Schubert, Beethoven and Mozart? The country where the ‘Ninth Symphony’ and the ‘Moonlight Sonata’ were composed? This was the place that gave birth to Mendelssohn’s ‘Wedding March’ only a century ago? It couldn’t be; the whole thing was surely some propaganda exercise, two centuries of German propaganda. In my feeble state, with a high temperature, I hated Germany and the Germans as much as anyone ever hated them. On that stretcher, in the cold black dark in December 1941, I was full of hate and for the first time since I’d been injured, or indeed, since the bloody war had broken out more than two years ago, I didn’t care whether I lived or died.



Chapter Eleven

Golf Professional, Forsooth

I woke one day or night thinking I was dead and in a cemetery. Around me in the mournful gloom I could make out lots of upright white crosses and many beautifully polished mahogany coffins. Doubtless they were occupied, like mine. So I must have died after all, from typhoid, but I’d heard no funeral music, which I rather like. I hoped they’d chosen Chopin. Had I unwittingly given the occupants of the other coffins typhoid? I hoped not; they’d never forgive me.

It was very peaceful, deadly quiet: no harps, no brass and no flowers. I always associate funerals with flowers. When I was playing the church organ, the scent of the flowers, cool, fragrant and beautiful, distinguished a funeral from a wedding service. Why was this place so infernally gloomy? This near-dark was infinitely worse than complete darkness, with nothing to see. Was this what hell was really like? On your own with insufficient light?

Some days or nights, I fancied I saw better than others and after many changes I realized the polished mahogany wasn’t coffins but the solid sides and ends of beds. The crosses at the bottom of each bed were narrow upright 3ft pine lengths, with a cross-baton 10in from the top for temperature charts and medical notes. All the other beds were empty, so there were no charts or notes, just crosses pointing heavenwards in the gloom. The darkness was because the ‘blackout’ behind my bed was never removed; the times of better light were when daylight got past the gaps either side of the blackout. Eventually my fevered imagination sorted all this out; no flowers or music because I wasn’t dead, thank goodness.

After many days subsisting on lemons, I began to recover. In December 1941, fresh lemons must have been difficult for the Germans to supply. Hitler was master of Europe, but that wouldn’t make it easier to get fresh lemons daily for a small kriegie in a small hospital near a tiny German village. According to the Scots doctor who visited me every day, it was miraculous and the lemons saved my life. The German doctor in overall charge of the camp never visited me in the isolation ward because he had a horror of diseases such as typhoid; however, he managed to ensure fresh daily lemons, boiled, for me to drink the liquid. Maybe this is why I now like bitter lemon, with gin.

When my temperature was low enough, the Scots doctor said I could be moved to the room next door. It was still in the attic and still in isolation, but I felt like a newborn baby entering the world from the confines of a womb. The new room was larger, well-lit, airy and much more like a hospital ward, with eight beds. More importantly, it had another occupant. After more than two weeks in the other room, alone in the gloom, where the doctor examined me by torchlight, to then be moved into a light room and reunited with the human race was to me as good as the sinking of the Altmark. The other man was in a bed near the window, at least 20ft away from my bed by the door. He’d had a very serious illness which had left him with a ‘diptheric heart’. I’m ashamed to say I still don’t know what that is, but he was certainly very ill. He had to lie flat on his back all the time, sitting up was particularly bad for him and any exertion could have disastrous results.

Ian (not his real name) was a very lively Scot, tall – as I could tell from his length in bed – thin from his illness, fair-complexioned and sandy-haired. In peacetime he’d been a golf professional at a Scottish club. He’d been alone in the ward for several months and was more pleased than I to have someone to talk to. We were visited regularly by an orderly with food, medicine and a back-rub, but now Ian had someone to talk to all day and he did talk; about Scotland, about golf, and what he was going to do to that ancient game after the war. The Scots had invented golf, and it was time someone started shouting about it, and he would be that Scot!


Once I’d got used to the brightness of the room and the very Scottish accent, I grew to like Ian very much. The orderlies told me one day that he’d never be able to play golf or any other game again because of his condition, but he should recover well enough to do something else, perhaps write about the game that meant so much to him. Ian had one dog-eared, torn book. Only one was allowed, because all books in the isolation ward would be burned when finished with. The book, which he’d read many times over before I joined him, caused more merriment and enjoyment in living than any two men in such circumstances had a right to expect. The author was Jeffery Farnol. Ian took charge and in my weak state I didn’t mind. ‘There’s nothing wrong with my eyesight,’ he said, ‘so I will read to you, daily’, making it sound like medicine. ‘Equally, there’s nothing wrong with your legs, so if I want something I can’t reach, you can get it for me’, making him sound like an army PT instructor. ‘That way I needn’t worry the orderly when he comes in. And finally’ – this was the clincher – ‘I have the book.’ It seemed a fair division of labour, though I too wasn’t supposed to get out of bed!

The book became a lifeline, a conversation piece, a book at bedtime and for daytime, a bulwark, a comedy, a tragedy, a bone of contention, a quiz programme and an education. It was a way of life, more essential to us than the meagre meals the orderly was able to produce. It was romantic and very well written, in what Farnol presumed to be Olde English, abounding with strange words and stranger oaths! Phrases such as ‘Forsooth, good fellow’, ‘Odds Bodkins’ and ‘Ho there varlet’, and gentler ones like ‘Prithee, fair maid’ and ‘dark damsel with damson eyes’, spoken in Ian’s acute Scottish accent, would have to be heard to be fully appreciated. Even some of Ian’s interpretations of more usual phrases wanted great faith before one could believe them. He maintained, for instance, that ‘Stap my vitals’ was a Scots phrase meaning ‘stuff your face’, or in army slang ‘get well and truly stuffed’. No two men ever enjoyed a book more. It produced uncontrollable mirth. It was turned into a musical, a pantomime, a children’s fairy tale, a farce, a pornographic novel and a whodunnit. Ian’s spirit was indomitable and his humour unquenchable. This story is about the former.

One day not long before Christmas, Ian asked me to pass him, from the window sill, a bottle whose contents puzzled me. He was making, he confided, a ‘wee drappie’ for Hogmanay, which would soon be upon us. In August he’d managed to convince an orderly that the bottle of alcohol used for back-rubs had been taken away by another orderly, and thus gained a good start for his ‘hooch’. I can’t think the orderly was fooled; he probably let Ian get away with it for the sake of peace and quiet. Since then, every time Ian was allowed something from a Red Cross food or comfort parcel, he chose something he thought suitable to add a little ‘spice’ to his hooch bottle: currants, raisins, sugar, a touch of jam and the like. He’d heard of kriegies adding Bemax (wheat germ), but he didn’t fancy it. The bottle was occasionally shaken up and the ingredients, added willy-nilly, had been marinating for months. Now I was in on the secret!

I took a look and one sniff at the concoction and nearly passed out! A sort of brown colour with an overpowering smell and a distinct violet sheen, presumably meths, the mixture was revolting. The fact that I’d been living on pure lemon juice for so long probably had something to do with my nausea. Ian was appalled at my reaction, and told me so in no uncertain terms. No wonder I was sick! Odds Bodkins! No true Scot would let Hogmanay pass wi’oot a drap a’ something! Are all Sassanachs sissy? This sort of talk went on for days and it was one of the strangest Christmases I’ve ever spent. I was certain ‘The Mixture’ would do Ian no good and told him so. To my utter astonishment, he thoroughly agreed with me: he’d done something similar the previous year and it had taken him till March to recover! This unnerved me even more. I began to dread the approach of 31 December. The year 1941 hadn’t been a good one for me, and here we were about to start 1942 with additional man-made handicaps! Ian must be mad; completely out of his mind. I would not help.


After the final visit from the orderly on New Year’s Eve, Ian, who could hardly contain himself, asked me to get the hooch. Taking the coward’s way out, I said I wasn’t feeling well, why not leave it for a few days? It might improve the drink. Ian exploded: ‘Odds Bodkins, Jeffery Farnol and BALLderdash!’ with tremendous emphasis on the first syllable. ‘Hogmanay is the Scots way o’ gift-ge’ing at the end of the old year. To his friends!’ He roared on in this way for several minutes and I felt truly dreadful. In the end he threatened that if I wouldn’t get the bottle – such a wee service – he’d get out of bed and get it himself! He started to move for that very purpose, trying to put his thin legs over the edge of the bed.

This was worse than I’d thought! I had visions of him getting to the window sill and dropping dead, or falling alone, with me unable to help him. The ward had no way for us to call the orderlies, even in emergencies. So to prevent catastrophe, I told myself, I agreed, against my will and common sense, to get the offending and offensive bottle. I took my mug over to pour Ian some of his concoction.

Instantly his manner changed. I was a ‘gentle parfait knight’ forsooth, ‘stap me, even if you are a foreigner, you are a gentleman, damme.’ I could only reply ‘Odds Bodkins, Sods and Sodkins, and all bloody Scotsmen’, the scurvy varlet. I went to the window, took the bottle, poured some of the noxious mixture into my mug and handed it to Ian. He refused it! That in the mug was for me; he would have the bottle! Further protest was futile. With many a ‘forsooth’ and a few non-Farnolian Gaelic words thrown in for good measure, we drank our medicine. Neither of us exploded or expired. I can’t say I liked the drink, or even that I might get to like it in time, but I drank it. I sat on Ian’s bed for the first time and we talked; how we talked! About Scotland, golf, New Year, old year, dreams and hopes for the future, unemployment, holidays, marriage, girls, women, food and Jeffery Farnol. Surprisingly, there was no mention of the war. We laughed, we chuckled, we grinned at each other, we shook hands, we smiled at memories and made a great deal of noise, the two of us together in that attic in central Germany in the middle of the war.

Then, quite suddenly, we both were very tired. I walked unsteadily back to my bed, put out the light and we both slept soundly. We both woke very late next day, but since we were going nowhere, it didn’t matter. I was surprised neither of us suffered any after-effects from the nauseous adumbrations of the previous evening! Ian, of course, wasn’t surprised. He said that from vast experience, he now knew what not to put in with the spirit, thereby avoiding unpleasant hangovers. He went so far as to say he might set up a hooch-making business in Scotland after the war and, if I liked, I could be his first customer!

About the middle of February, I was pronounced sufficiently fit to be moved to the original hospital block to have the operations my illness had delayed. Ian’s last words to me were that he hoped I’d catch something like my previous illness so that we could spend another happy Hogmanay together! I never worked out a suitable reply.

I never saw Ian again, but nearly two years later I met one of the orderlies who had looked after us in isolation. I asked him about Ian and he said his health went on much the same for about eighteen months and then his condition got worse. He was in a convoy of three ships sailing from Sweden and, as a Scot, was put off at Leith. Later still I met a Scots doctor who had attended me in Germany. From him I learned that Ian was taken off the boat on a stretcher and tragically died minutes after landing on Scottish soil; odds bodkins and forsooth. No scurvy varlet he. A very good fellow, damme.



Chapter Twelve

This is the News

One night in the late summer of 1942, just after ‘lights out’, a loud north-country voice shouted to all in the room for ‘quiet … QUIET!’Voices hushed to silence and another voice – soft, southern, sibilant – said ‘THIS IS THE NEWS’ and gave us a witty irreverent version of what seemed to be the latest world and war news. This was an authentic-sounding pre-war BBC announcer’s voice and though some kriegies inevitably fell asleep, most of us didn’t.

At the end of the ‘bulletin’ the loud north-country voice closed proceedings, warning us not to ‘talk about any items you’ve heard tonight within “goonshot” … or else!’ This threat hanging in the air was sufficient and it took a while to satisfy my curiosity about this extraordinary service. At the time letters from home were severely censored, no-one had newspapers, radio was forbidden and no new prisoners had entered the camp recently. Generally new prisoners were the best source of news, weeks or even months old; still better than no news at all.

I’d recognized the north-country voice and asked the man about the news. ‘Jock’ had been no further north than Middlesbrough. He’d lost a leg, used crutches rather than a peg-leg, had been a sergeant major in a North Country infantry regiment and was suitably loud-mouthed. He was the self-appointed security agent of what was becoming a regular news-reporting operation and, in his respected, authoritative, commanding voice, wasn’t saying anything. Days passed before I discovered the source of the news and the identity of the reader.

Francis, known to all as Frankie, was slight and short, quiet and seemingly nervous, but with a brilliant sharp wit. When he laughed, which was often, his drawn face changed completely. He had no visible injuries and had in fact been very ill after his capture in France 1940, living in hospital camps since then. He now needed no medical treatment and normally would have been discharged to a labour camp. To avoid this he’d volunteered to clear up daily the German officer’s private quarters in the camp. This officer had authority over everything in the camp, apart from medical matters.

Many kriegies were suspicious of Frankie for his work. He was called ‘traitor’, ‘Nanny’, ‘Housemaid’s Knee’, ‘Officer’s Friend’ and other derogatory names. As well as British and Commonwealth kriegies we had French, Serbian and a few other nationalities among us and Germans had been known to infiltrate fifth columnists into camps; hence Jock and Frankie’s high security.

The hospital was converted from a large old house on three floors. On the ground floor were three large rooms with about ten kriegies in each. The first floor had two similar rooms of kriegies and one that was used as an operating theatre. The top floor, probably servants’ quarters before the war, had a washroom, lavatories and six small rooms. One was occupied by the RAMC colonel, in peacetime a Harley Street surgeon; one by the French dentist, who slept alongside his equipment; one by an English doctor acting as anaesthetist; and one by an RAMC warrant officer sleeping next to all the medical equipment for which he was responsible. The largest room had seven beds, including Jock’s and Frankie’s, and the other room was the German officer’s.

This room faced east, towards the rising sun. The Japanese were now in the war, as had been joyfully proclaimed to the Germans by Hitler and announced in the ‘GOBalls’ broadsheets issued to the camps. Did the German officer choose an east-facing room in order to bow or pray towards the allies now expected in Europe to help the master-race? Some wondered. Strange things happen in war.

The room was kept locked with a padlock. It had a bed, but the German officer slept in the village, strongly rumoured to be in a warm cosy room with female company. Besides the bed, the room had a large 
desk for official paperwork, a solidly-built double wardrobe containing both uniform and civilian clothes, a wash-stand with washing and shaving kit, and a large heavy chair.

On top of the wardrobe was a wireless set, a typically large prewar set, beautifully and solidly made of mahogany with many dials and knobs, so cumbersome that it stayed on top of the wardrobe. It was German-made, very efficient and obviously always tuned to the ‘correct’ German station; even Germans were forbidden to listen to foreign broadcasts.

It was the regular practice of the German officer, after his cosy night with his Fräulein, to arrive at camp quite early, charge up four half-flights of stairs two at a time, unlock his room, quickly shave and change and generally smarten himself up before inspecting the guard and attending to administrative duties. His tour of inspection took about an hour, and while he was gone our news was gathered.

When the officer appeared, ready for the day, Frankie was admitted to the room. He cleaned the floor, wash basin and windows, emptied the slops and made the room as neat and tidy as an officer’s should be. To make sure no-one but Frankie saw the room, he was locked in for the duration. So Frankie had about an hour which with luck would include a BBC news report. There was one snag. Frankie was very short, only about the same size as me. To reach the wireless set he had to move the large heavy armchair to the wardrobe and stand on tiptoe. The set, tuned to a German station at sufficiently high volume for the guards to hear, had to be retuned and quietened at arm’s length. Frankie, perched up high twiddling knobs or writing down what he’d heard, was in no position to be caught if the officer returned unexpectedly early at his usual speed, perhaps for something he’d forgotten. Frankie had to reset the wireless, heave back the chair and hide his notes before the door was unlocked, and that’s where Jock came in. Jock had half a dozen reliable and well-drilled kriegies whose job every morning was to enable Frankie to cover his tracks. These ‘lookouts’ were strategically placed on the four half-flights of stone stairs, sweeping, scrubbing, mopping and making ‘their’ stairs spotless. The officer never queried this drastic daily cleaning. Perhaps he liked to see the enemy applying themselves thoroughly to cleanliness and efficiency.

Jock’s mate ‘Blanco’ Smith was outside ready to whistle if the officer or any other German came through the gate unexpectedly. The special whistle was to warn No. 1 Stair Detail, who warned Nos 2, 3 and 4. On the top landing Jock got the message and gave a special warning knock on the officer’s door. Since there were four half-flights of stairs, Frankie usually had time to return everything to normal, but twice the officer returned so quickly that Blanco didn’t get the message in time and Plan B was implemented.

This was quite funny. The stair party – with buckets, brooms, mops and kneeling mats – had to delay the officer’s progress without arousing suspicions. Instead of a quiet tap on the door and a whisper, Jock, in emergency mode, would shout in unmistakeable north-country German that ‘Joy could only be obtained through hard work.’ This was chosen because Dr GoBalls, as we called the German propagandist, had been telling it to the Germans for years. Usually Plan B worked and Frankie got the room straight in time. Only once was unrehearsed improvisation called for. Jock saw that the officer hadn’t been sufficiently delayed by mops and buckets and was making too much speed. He started a row with the top cleaning man, bawling at him to do the whole job again, and throwing a bucket of water with a brush and two bars of soap-substitute down the top flight as the officer arrived at the double. The ruse worked and, later in the day, the German officer praised Jock for his zeal in keeping the stairs spotless.

Before the war, Frankie had worked for a national daily newspaper. He was an excellent news-gatherer, whose cartoons alone qualified him for a job in Fleet Street. Once a fortnight he compiled a news-sheet, the Gefangenen Gazette, including two weeks’ important war news, comments, cartoons and comedy. This was wonderful! It included hoary old cracks such as ‘The German Command reports the sighting and shooting down over Scotland of a new four-engine Haggis, believed to be the fore-runner of a new British weapon’ and ‘The new German Army Secret Weapon is capable of going through a British serving soldier’s Army Book and killing his next-of-kin in order.’ Nobody believed these things but we knew the BBC could be believed. The accompanying cartoons had to be seen to be enjoyed and helped to raise morale by giving us a laugh. I still remember some of them with great affection.

Once the Gefangenen Gazette had been seen by everyone Jock judged ‘safe’, he burned it. That was the end of the news, as Frankie used to say. In the comparatively short time I was at that hospital camp, Frankie and I became very friendly. It wasn’t only our size we had in common. Jock used to call us undersized little runts and kept a closer watch on us than was necessary. He had naturally become very protective in his watch over his little news-gatherer Frankie and resented me as an intruder. Some kriegies thought we had a sexual relationship but we didn’t mind; Frankie went on getting the news, and I went on trying to remember and write down music.

I haven’t seen Frankie since, but I have a colour-wash painting he did of me at the time. I can’t look at it without seeing, hearing, feeling and even, it seems, smelling the camp, the German officer, Jock, the ‘Stair Detail’ and all the rest. I won’t forget Frankie, but I wish he’d done a self-portrait for me to keep, or that I’d been an artist rather than a musician. I’d like to have been able to capture a likeness of Frankie collecting the news. On the other hand, I really don’t need a picture to remind me of him, dear as he is in my memory. Thank you Frankie.



Chapter Thirteen

What To Do All Day

I can’t speak for the hundreds of arbeit (work or labour) camps dotted around the Fatherland, because I was never in one. However, when they came to our hospital for treatment, kriegies from such camps said that back at their camp after working a full day, there was only time for eating, reading or writing mail and perhaps a camp concert before they went to bed. They looked on a visit to hospital as a rest and a change; nothing wrong with that.

Hospital camps were different. Kriegies confined to camp all the time got sick of the same old faces and routines. There were no resources such as an Occupational Therapy Department, no special rooms or equipment and no staff. Everyone could do, or not do, his own thing. ‘Barbed-Wire Blues’ was a pernicious and insidious complaint which only the end of the war could cure. I was luckier than many because I could get on with my music, and many kriegies took up music for the sake of something to do. The Red Cross and the YMCA supplied musical instruments to some of the camps and we were very grateful for them. I was able to teach some kriegies to play and at least two of those became professionals when they returned home. However, practising and performing music interested only a minority.

Some wrote home and elsewhere for specific books so they could initiate or continue studies in their chosen subject. These books didn’t always arrive, and when they did they were carefully guarded. Conditions in prison were not conducive to hard study: one could seldom get the silence or solitude, and never the room in which to work quietly. Nevertheless, many kriegies successfully passed examinations in their tedious lonely advance towards their particular goal.


Despite everything I’ve just said, it mustn’t be supposed that British prisoners of war were not able, inventive and ingenious, at least when there was absolutely nothing else to do. Some kriegies painted original works, or illustrated any available books or walls. Some put lyrics to the songs others wrote. My book of these lyrics, censored by the Germans before I was allowed to bring it home, is mainly simple pop-song lyrics of 1930s’ vintage. Some wrote lyrical poetry and would occasionally show their work to a friend, but most of us, perhaps 70 per cent, were busy with our hands. With help, leg amputees made their own peg-legs from standard-issue crutches. Some would spend hours whittling away at a bit of wood, ending up with a replica of, say, Banbury Cross, stained and varnished with whatever came to hand. Kriegies made many quite fantastic objects.

I’d never been enamoured of home-made crafts, and when the craft turned into a miniature replica of something as specific as Banbury Cross I was completely unmoved. That was my loss though. Many kriegies liked such things. The one I remember ended up as the proud possession of a tough-looking soldier from Somerset who knew a girl from Banbury. Some took up embroidery and many learned to knit. Some friends collaborated, each with their own craft, and there was so much going on it was decided to hold an exhibition. There were hundreds of entries and the quality and quantity surprised us all, as well as some Swiss visitors and German top brass.

I especially liked two of the entries; the first a beautiful piano stool embroidered in heavy floral tapestry, fitted with two brass handles filched from some military equipment, and a swing-out cupboard to hold the music. The short one-legged Glaswegian who’d made it intended taking it home with him, but when the time came it wouldn’t fit in his kitbag. With only one leg he couldn’t carry it and the Germans ruled it must be left behind. He was broken-hearted and convinced it would go to a German guard. It had taken him more than two years to make and he didn’t like to think of it as one of the ‘spoils of war’. The other object I liked was a work of art: a man’s toilet case, in leather and brass, with divisions for everything. According to Bluey, an incorrigible Aussie, one of the divisions was for a twelve-pack of contraceptive sheaths; a week’s worth, he suggested. Geordie, the maker of the case, denied this; the division was for a spare pack of razor blades. The leather for the case had been found just outside the camp by the German postman. It was part of a saddle and Geordie gave fifty cigarettes for it. He’d always loved the feel and smell of leather and was a craftsman of the highest order.

I still have a photo taken by the Germans of some items in the exhibition; it proved what men can do when pushed into it by boredom. I wish I had a cine sound film of Freddie, the actor – ‘queer’ – who turned in the best performance. He decided to exhibit himself, and ‘camped up’ the camp exhibition. He dressed to look, walk and talk like a dowager duchess. He sailed in like a battleship in full rig, and made an opening speech, dispensing large beneficent smiles on all present, including Germans and Swiss. With a magnificent gesture, not unlike Churchill’s victory sign, he declared the exhibition well and truly open. He informed all and sundry that he would be visiting their stalls and would place an order wherever something ‘took his fancy’. He was a riot, but his offer for the winners to share tea and crumpets with the president – himself – wasn’t taken up, at least as far as I know.

I’d recovered my sight while still in Athens, but many were not so lucky. The hospital had a department for learning braille, equipped by St Dunstan’s via the Red Cross. The use, learning and understanding of braille didn’t come easy to many; it was like starting school again. The special watch was a blind man’s favourite toy; lovely to play with, learning to feel how to tell the time. To ask a blind man the time just after he’d had his first braille watch was a unique delight. The watch would be exposed and a large hand, all fingers, appeared, covering and gently feeling the watch face. The human face crinkled in concentration and was transformed as he told you, ‘It’s twenty to four.’ Even if you knew it was half-past eleven, you didn’t tell the proud owner, at least in the first week!


In Germany, it was always a blind man with a braille watch who timed the competitors in the fiercely-fought farting competitions. Their word was accepted without question. Blind and sighted kriegies also met at cards. Every conceivable sort of card game was played morning, noon and night: poker, with at least five different sets of house rules; pontoon, in as many variations as there were nationalities; bridge, auction and contract; solo and partner whist; various forms of rummy, including the two-pack ‘Australian Rummy’, and games I’d never heard of. There was every known form of patience and a new one, prisoner patience, in which all kings and queens were jailors and the object was to get the knave or jack of spades ‘out’, with the help of the other knaves. The rest of the cards were neutral, or ‘Swiss’, except spades one to ten, who were jokers and could help or hinder as they were played. If they didn’t help … in view of what happened later I won’t say what they were called.

Blind kriegies were given a pack of cards looking like any other pack but with raised braille dots in two corners, informing the blind player of suit and number. Most blind men played patience for hours on end, relieving boredom and gaining practice in holding lots of cards without dropping them all over the floor. When he thought he’d mastered these quite considerable tasks, the man asked to play with sighted kriegies. These games could turn into tense struggles between sighted players without the blind man realizing what was going on. Including a blind man into, say, a four-handed game of whist wasn’t nearly as innocuous as it sounds. Sighted players were expected to ignore any accidental sighting of the blind player’s ‘hand’ because of his difficulty in holding and remembering thirteen cards at a time. Most of the time the rules were kept, but if a blind man played a wrong card, for example, trying to trump the trick with a spade when hearts were trumps, he’d have to be told and would ask his neighbour, and opponent, to assist. If trumps then turned up, arguments would begin. This could add interest to a game, but some kriegies were very serious about card-playing. They were good at it and brooked no nonsense. It was a hard school for a blind man and often he had to return to playing patience till he could read the cards better.

We played with cigarettes as the stake. When the Red Cross parcel supply was running well, we each received a round sealed tin of fifty cigarettes or tobacco equivalent, so started off level. Some kriegies didn’t smoke at all, some a lot more than fifty a week, and cigarettes were very important as stakes in card games, even for non-smokers. I played carefully only when I was nearly out of cigarettes. At first I lost all the time, taking the whole evening to make enough cigarettes to last me through the evening’s games. I had to up my game and asked ‘Rocky’, a rocky figure of a man who’d lost a leg and was addicted to poker and bridge. Brilliant at both, he told me I’d never be a good poker-player because my face was too easy to read. Without a poker face I’d always be a mug at the game, he said. I went away, practised and improved my poker face till I could pick up 100 cigarettes in an hour or so. This wasn’t very popular with other players, who knew that as soon as I had my 100 fags, I’d leave the game. Many tricky situations developed, as in old Wild West frontier films, and I really believe that if we hadn’t already been disarmed, we would have ended up with guns on the table, cards close to the chest! Always excepting the blind player, of course, who couldn’t possibly hold a gun as well as a fistful of cards.

Bill Stone from New Zealand, who had given us a hard time in Athens, was in this hospital and I was there when he was given his first braille card with its raised dots. His teacher, another blinded soldier who’d been a prisoner for longer, told Stone to move his finger along a line of dots to get the feel of them. Stone couldn’t feel anything and thought the ‘bloody Pom’ was having him on. Stone could pick up a rugby ball with either of his large powerful hands, but the ends of his fingers were insensitive to braille’s raised dots. I felt for the teacher-instructor. It was going to be a long hard slog.

Stone kept at it doggedly. I lost sight of him for months, but one morning he turned up as the new occupant of the bed opposite mine in a ward in a small operating theatre. I was in for some stitches in my 
eye, and he for observation and check-up. There were only ten of us kriegies in this ward and we were all fed up. The irksome restrictions, the sameness, the loss of freedom without even daily exercise outside, the same faces every day, the same jokes and the same orderlies all contributed to the barbed-wire blues. Two of the other patients came over to my bed each evening and with Aussie, again in the next bed, we made a foursome and played cards, cards and still more cards. Anyone lucky enough to have a pack of cards had to guard it like life itself. They were used so often that the faces of individual cards were hard to make out. Dirty and dog-eared, almost the same colour on both sides, they had to be carefully dealt to be sure they were face down. Mainly we played poker.

Bill Stone hadn’t mastered braille cards and didn’t play, but he had a large braille book to read. He kept his hands and the book under the bedclothes, and had a ready reply to any rude questions about what he was doing with his hands under the bedclothes. At dusk each evening heavy blackouts went up at the windows and at nine o’clock sharp the lights went out without warning. One night we were in the middle of a game of bridge when the lights went out. We were anxious to finish because the stakes were cigarettes and two of us were out of them. We had to see to win so we removed the blackouts, against orders, but it was a black moonless night and we still couldn’t see. ‘Good for the RAF,’ said Shorty, one of the card-players with an airman brother. ‘Smashing night for bombing the bastards.’ That wasn’t the thought uppermost in our minds. ‘All we want is to finish this game and collect all your fags.’ The grumbling went on, others joined in, we made a racket and suddenly Bill Stone asked what the matter was. He was quickly told. Who was ready for bed at nine o’clock when they’d done nothing all day? What’s to do when it’s so dark you can’t see your partner, let alone your cards? Only talk was left and everyone had had enough of that; if only we had 2in of candle…. And so on, and on…

Then Bill Stone came into his own. Quietly and diffidently, for him, he said: ‘Well if you jokers like, I’ll read to you. I’m not very fast yet but I’m getting better and the practice will do me good.’ We all wanted to be read to, particularly by Bill Stone. As he said: ‘It’s good to be able to do something you jokers can’t, and if anyone can’t stand the sound of my voice, they can go to sleep. I won’t know and I shan’t care!’ He was as cheerful and cocky as I’d ever heard him. Aussie wanted a good Western, others wanted a book with a couple of decent, or indecent, Sheilas in it. No, said Stone, they don’t send those kinds of books. ‘The one I’ve got is by a Pommie bastard named Dickens…’ and slowly he started to read us Great Expectations.



Chapter Fourteen

Camp Concert

Food and Medical Invalid Comforts parcels via the Red Cross, marvellous for our physical wellbeing, arrived in our camp pretty regularly. Most men were seriously wounded and needed any medical and physical attention available, but evenings in, without records, tapes, radio or telephone can be very dull and boring. Laughter, music and entertainment were essentials.

Musical instruments through the Swedish YMCA were invaluable, but when they arrived only a few could play them, so men had to learn how to play and read music before we could establish a band. Musical kriegies, notably from northern brass bands, helped with some instruments, but we had no book tutors, printed music or manuscript paper. Some were ex-choristers, but we had no choir parts. Everything had to be remembered from before capture and written out for others on whatever scraps of paper could be found.

As well as making musical arrangements for the men and their instruments, we had to make practical arrangements for two bad body injuries, two injured arms, one half-blind, two reasonably fit orderlies and eleven or more amputees. The latters’ injuries meant they had to sit around camp more than most. After their operations, they were left with one leg and a pair of crutches and, like everyone else, had to learn to cope. Some coped extraordinarily well, getting used to their disability and new appearance. Unless they wanted to stay sitting in the same spot for days, they had to hop and hobble using harsh crutches. Anyone who stood up, momentarily forgetting he was minus a leg, fell straight on the floor to loud laughter all round. These men quickly learned to walk with two crutches.


However, crutches need two arms to operate well, and often kriegie amputees turned two crutches into one peg-leg. Medical orderlies helped all they could, but most help came from other ingenious legless. Each new leg needed the base of two crutches for strength and balance, and making these legs developed into a cottage industry. Time was unlimited, and men spent days working on the parts so that when they eventually used their very own leg, friction and pain were reduced to a minimum. Many improvements in artificial limbs came about because of terrible war injuries, and when they got home the men would be given good, lightweight metal legs, expertly fitted and, under trousers, generally unremarkable, but they needed to get around now!

A man who has used his crutches to make his own artificial leg needs to learn to walk all over again and we non-amputees often laughed at a kriegie’s grotesque early attempts at walking with a peg-leg: one flexible, God-given, strong, first-rate male leg paired with one stiff, awkward, unyielding, home-made, wooden peg-leg. Even the simple act of sitting down and getting up again had to be relearned, and what to do with the leg while sitting down was another problem. I knew, better than most who hadn’t lost a leg, exactly the problem it was.

In the dance orchestra, there were always at least six peg-legs, and seating such players comfortably without knocking music stands all over the place, or worse, leaving a leg stuck out to be a hazard to another peg-leg, brought the problem home to me. Other players in the band might have two perfectly good legs but be half-blind. They could cause a near riot on a crowded stage unless they knew exactly where they were going and were certain they could get there.

There was nowhere to rehearse an orchestra, band, choir or soloist except the concert ‘hall’, which was also the dining room, the games and reading room and the only place to be when it rained or snowed outside. Listening to a band rehearse with necessary constant stops and starts was tedious for non-musicians. The band was working to correct wrong notes while others played cards, table tennis, darts, dominoes and cribbage, or practised walking, sitting down and standing up. Others just gazed at the band. It was a bit like rehearsing at the Wembley turnstiles just before a cup final kick-off!

Trying to rehearse one day and watching two peg-legs fall about, I had an idea. Members of the band agreed and next time notices were read out, I asked that between 2 o’clock and 4 o’clock on Thursdays, the mess room be reserved for the band and anyone who’d lost one or more legs. The band needed quiet and the peg-legs needed space, both with as few distractions as possible.

It worked very well for a time. We got through more musical numbers, and the peg-legs grew bolder. Our music was simple and a popular tune at these sessions was ‘The Lambeth Walk’, soon known as ‘The Peg-leg Walk’. I barely noticed the dancing till someone pointed out that some peg-legs were sitting out the waltz. I thought they were taking a rest between numbers, but my informant hinted it might not be just a rest.

Soon after this, I went to the hospital block for an eye check and the doctor asked me how long the dancing sessions were to go on. They could go on as long as anyone wanted them to, I said. Yet he thought the dances were not a good influence: some men only attended to pick up others for homosexual purposes. This seemed unlikely, and did it make any difference? I invited the doctor to the next session.

He came, and I had to admit he was right. In dancing, one had to be ‘boy’ and one ‘girl’. Some peg-legs took this literally: after dancing together, they sat out together, and then went backstage or to the lavatories together. On reflection, I wasn’t surprised. There was bound to be homosexuality among hundreds of confined men, and I was not only condoning it but encouraging it. The German officer in charge had first mentioned it to the English doctor and they’d come to the same conclusion. The dancing sessions had served a useful purpose, but they’d have to stop. It was soon announced that dances had served their original purpose of giving exercise to amputees and the mess room would revert to normal on Thursdays. Other prisoners, who’d been excluded for two hours a week, were delighted. I didn’t see how couples could be stopped from doing what they wanted or why anyone needed to try, but that was the end of comparatively peaceful rehearsals.

As the main content and support of the concerts, the band or orchestra was on stage for most of the programme, and seating amputees with peg-legs so that they were visible to the conductor and the audience and comfortable enough to play their instrument was a delicate manoeuvre. No state symphony orchestra has such problems! Once the players were seated, they could only stand again in a certain predetermined order, with well-defined priorities. Peg-legs stick out in front of their owners when seated: low, strategically-positioned boobytraps, with possibly devastating effect. An audience member once asked me why the brass players didn’t bob up and down like those he’d seen in American musical films. Drily, I suggested he ask the brass players themselves. He did just that and quickly learned well enough not to ask again!

However, peg-legs weren’t the only problem. Our guitarist had one good hand and could finger the chords correctly, but his ‘bum, strumming hand’ (his words) was virtually paralysed below the elbow. It was more by luck than effort if he came down in the right place to begin with, though once a rhythm was established, Smudger was good. I relied on him for a good solid beat from the ninth bar in!

‘Jock’, a Glaswegian from a Highland regiment, was a very good dance drummer but had only one leg and couldn’t manage all his meagre equipment. His friend played the pedal of the bass drum and Jock managed the rest. They worked out their own seating arrangements. The vocalist had to sing from behind the band to avoid the stairs at the front of the stage; not designed for peg-legs.

We had stage lights good enough for us to read music, and towards the end of my time in Germany we acquired a microphone. Curtains were made of blankets and sacking, dyed, from the dispensary. We started our signature tune with eight bars rhythm behind the stage curtain, enabling Smudger to get his bum-strumming hand in. As the curtain opened, we sang the chorus ‘Look for the Silver Lining’, pointing to the left and looking to the right. This childish device got us off to a good start; some of the band adding to the fun by not knowing their left from their right.

There weren’t many surprises for our audience: mostly they had attended, or hung around and were forced to hear, all our rehearsals. So we tried to get surprise, novelty or originality into our treatment of the words. For instance, the lovely duet ‘Why Do I Love You?’ from Showboat became funny or at least different when sung by two boys and one ‘girl’; we didn’t have to change the lyrics much.

Everything the band played was more improvised than rehearsed, and What’s the Tune?, which we first played because I hadn’t had time to do a new arrangement, was so successful it had to be repeated every week with a different tune. It regularly intrigued the pretty hard-boiled audience.

Apart from musical numbers, mostly not very serious, we’d have an actor performing a little Shakespeare, a comedian, or someone telling jokes. We had a conjuror and a few card tricksters. We had a very good paper-tearer, when he could find enough paper! We had as many impressionists as any large gathering of men. George Raft and James Cagney were most popular, but Charles Laughton and his ‘Captain Bligh’ figured in nearly every performance.

There are some true stories of kriegies miraculously escaping from prisoner-of-war camps while a concert was on, but where I was, escapes never happened during a concert. I like to think the concerts were so good it would have been unthinkable to leave in the middle. German doctors, goons or guards usually went to concerts because there was no alternative entertainment within walking distance and they wanted to improve their English. They could always hope!

Some items in the programme puzzled the Germans. A kriegie dressed as Adolf, with moustache, strutting around the stage yelling pseudo-German gobbledegook always went down well. It was absolutely meaningless, but some of the guards thought they might learn something we knew and they didn’t. No chance! Unlike many of us, the goons never seemed to tire of our ‘Adolf ’.

A cockney named ’arry ’awkins was a major find. Bright-eyed and red-faced, he was never still and in Civvy Street had been ‘on the road’; a commercial traveller, probably very successful. He told an unending stream of jokes in a variety of accents. When he came to me with his ideas for the Bad Schmelling Akademy, I was soon laughing. He had a good idea that didn’t need music and ’arry could get it together himself.

’Arry got practical kriegies to make ‘props’: books, blackboard, desk and forms for sitting on. Others he asked to take part in his school sketch, straight after the concert interval, to allow for the stage to be set and the actors to change; all very professional. I thought I knew what to expect when the sketch went on, but I was wrong. This might have been the funniest thing on stage in the war-weary 1940s’ world.

The cast included a slightly mad ex-Irish guardsman, playing Professor Connie Mara. His macabre but hilarious trick depended on a damaged elbow joint and a spinning hand. His pupils included a large Australian dressed as a woman, Adelaide Aneg; a South Australian in short trousers with a peg-leg and pea-shooter, Sydney Arbourbridge; a true Scot from the 51st Highland Division, Ed.N.Borough, wearing a proper kilt and complaining to the teacher that other pupils kept lifting his kilt, which was true. Nort. Hampton maintained that only proper Hamptons came from that Midlands town; others were either Little or Much. Winnie Pegg was a strong, fit, sexy, long-legged navy-knickered overripe Canadian teenager in school uniform. American Ken Tucky, with leg and foot trouble, dressed like a pre-war Chicago gangster in a raincoat with a turned-up collar and a black ‘trilby’. Virginia Water had long yellow ringlets and her short print dress failed to cover her frilly pants or her wooden leg.

As the register was called, crazy interruptions and quarrels broke out all over the classroom, until ’arry ’awkins, a new boy, arrived in a great commotion. Dressed in black striped trousers with a stiff white collar, he’d come from ‘Heton an ’arrow’. His long vulgar name had to be repeated twice and then spelled out and this spelling of his name at great speed in broad cockney brought the house down. From now on the Bad Schmelling Akademy became a permanent part of our camp entertainment, and ’arry ’awkins ’ad to repeat ’is name and spelling every week. ’E was a right tonic!

We tried to end each concert on a high note; some special piece with which we might perhaps surprise our audience. On one never-to-beforgotten occasion I agreed to a longstanding request from a camp padre, an Anglican vicar, to let him say a few words to the ‘assembled multitude’ between the concert and the National Anthem. I knew him well because I played for his Sunday morning services and had watched his congregation dwindle down to numbers that didn’t need counting. He blamed the men, their upbringing, the camp, the atmosphere, the war and so on. Even those of us who did attend on Sundays were made to feel responsible for the padre’s visible unhappiness. Someone said to me: ‘I love singing hymns, but if I have to listen to that sanctimonious Jeremiah again I’ll pack it in forever.’

This padre objected to many things and spread depression wherever he went. He didn’t like the jokes told at concerts and tried to get them stopped. Of course some were ‘blue’, but I thought then and still think that a joke that raised a smile or a laugh was good. There wasn’t much to laugh at. Most kriegies at some time or other suffered spells of unutterable depression when their whole being was gloomy, despairing and sometimes almost suicidal. They would never see their homes, loved ones or country again. This state of depression was known as the ‘Five Effs’: you Feel Fed-up, Fucked-up and Far From Home. Anyone who could make us laugh and forget the Effs when we had ’em was welcome. One kriegie said the padre was miserable and unhappy because among more than 300 unfit and badly injured servicemen, he was one of those still physically fit, and there was a cure! If we all got together and amputated one of his legs he’d be like the rest of us and we might get a laugh out of him. There was a grain of truth in this.


So I had misgivings about letting the padre on at the end of the concert and warned that he’d only have a minute. An all-embracing prayer might suffice, and it had to be short! He said he understood this, and agreed that if he went over his time, I’d lower the curtains and play the anthem. The concert went well, and at the end I left the stage to collect the padre. Sitting waiting in the wings, he had sheaves of notes in his hands. For a moment I hesitated, but he’d promised, and I reminded him ‘Be brief, or else …’ as I took him onto the stage. The excitement of the evening was still with the audience, and if he’d kept his promise of brevity with a few light-hearted words, the padre might have had them eating out of his hand. However, the mood of the audience changed at his usual mournful bigoted routine and soon there were cat-calling and unpleasant remarks: ‘Get off the stage, you old misery’; ‘Go back to church where you belong’; ‘It isn’t Sunday yet.’

He droned on, the allocated minute had passed, two minutes … and when someone threw something at him, I had to act. I pointed to the drummer, who rolled us into the National Anthem while the padre still talked. Only when I indicated for the curtain to be lowered and the stage blacked did he stop. I was angry at the shambles and anti-climax to what had been a good finale, but the padre seemed oblivious to it all.

Too much bad feeling was engendered by the incident to think of ever repeating it. Next day, after playing for the sparsely-attended service, I told the padre what I thought but he wouldn’t understand. He kept saying he’d never resort to telling dirty stories in order to collect a large congregation, as if anyone had suggested or expected such a thing! It was hopeless. He seemed to think kriegies only laughed at dirty stories; in fact, many of the tales told were very funny and very clean. Poor padre! He never understood the difference between secular and sacred, stage and pulpit, audience and congregation, or Saturday night and Sunday morning.



Chapter Fifteen

Christmas Past

Not surprisingly, Christmas generally doesn’t make much difference in a kriegie camp. Any goodwill shown to or by kriegies has usually manifested itself throughout the year, and Christmas only seems to draw more attention to seasonal shortages. There are no decorated trees, garlands, festoons or tinsel; no balloons; no office parties, family parties or drinking parties of friends, relations or workmates; no elaborate shopping expeditions and, biggest loss of all, no children. Of course, kriegies don’t have the expense of Christmas to face: no presents to buy or food, drinks, cards or postage stamps!

Sitting on my bunk, trying to concoct a programme for the 1942 Christmas concert, I decided to make it as traditional as circumstances allowed, at least for music. My mind went back to the three previous Christmases. At Christmas 1939, I was stationed in Market Weighton, a little town in Yorkshire. Marie and I had got engaged two months earlier and she joined me there. We planned to get married in the spring and had plenty to talk about; it was a good holiday. We discovered Yorkshire hospitality, Yorkshire high tea, the proper way and time to eat Yorkshire pudding, and the bleakness, that winter, of Yorkshire out of doors. Not long before, the landlords of three pubs popular with the regiment had offered to pay me to play the piano in their establishment for two hours a night at weekends. I settled for the one who, as well as the basic 5 shillings an evening with all I could drink – offered by them all – also threw in a proper Yorkshire Sunday dinner, infinitely better than the regimental equivalent. The mere thought of those magnificent Yorkshire dinners now makes me hungry: that meat, those puddings, the thick, rich gravy.


In January 1940 I managed to get appendicitis suddenly, was rushed by army ambulance through deep snow to York Military Hospital and had an operation straight away. When I came round two days later, the first thing I saw was two bottles of Guinness on the locker top. I asked the chap in the next bed who they belonged to and he said ‘You’. It turned out that one Guinness a day was issued to each soldier in hospital. I don’t drink Guinness, so the chap in the next bed had two bottles a day! Many soldiers were ill in that first severe winter of the war, and the hospital needed to empty beds quickly. Discharged earlier than I should have been and given longer sick leave to make it up, I spent most of it in Blackpool, where Marie had been evacuated along with hundreds of other civil servants. I went for long recuperative walks on the cold winter days, and in the evenings we planned our wedding. That was Christmas 1939 and the immediate aftermath.

Christmas 1940 was just the opposite. Instead of icy-cold Lancashire seafront weather I was at the Suez Canal, having Christmas dinner in a temperature of 100 degrees Fahrenheit. We spent a few weeks in the New Year getting our vehicles camouflaged for desert warfare before being whisked off to Greece where there IS no desert. Greece before the German invasion was very pleasant. I began to believe the old army advertising jingle ‘Join the army and see the world’. In the spring, a couple of months later, war intruded rather nastily and soon most of us were ‘in the bag’ (PoWs). Christmas 1941 was memorable mainly for the week that followed it, with Ian, the Scots golfer, his Jeffery Farnol dialogue and Hogmanay hooch.

Now we were approaching Christmas 1942. Like many others, I wondered how many Christmases we’d be forced to spend in captivity. For some, captured late in 1939, this would be their fourth Christmas in a prison camp. I wanted to make it a Christmas to remember and all this reminiscing decided the Christmas Concert 1942 programme content. Musically it would be as traditional as we could make it, with all the well-known music I could remember, arrange and get written out, for we had no printed music. Many in the choir knew the words of favourite hymns and carols and would teach the others: easy.

Music, not so. The band had improved sufficiently to be called an orchestra. They could all read music, if they had it! There was a lot of work involved in remembering tunes and selecting a suitable key for male choir and audience. Would that there were plenty of sopranos and altos, but then they wouldn’t have had time to sing as well. Musical arrangements had to embrace the range of instruments and abilities of the players, and each individual part be copied out. I spent a long time finding and reusing old music paper before a visitor from the Swedish YMCA produced a quire of new unused clean twelve-stave music manuscript paper. I was ready to write a symphony!

I was amazed how many kriegies in camp knew nothing of harmony, asking why each well-known carol and hymn needed written parts for the players; everyone knew the tunes! The assumption that all players in an orchestra play the melody was more common than it should have been. This amused me, and at one concert we did just that, playing in unison for the whole piece. Then we were told the orchestra didn’t seem to know their music very well! I made good use of this ignorance in a future concert.

The three padres in camp were not as universally liked or respected as they expected to be. I’d tried introducing one at an earlier concert and nearly got lynched afterwards, so I decided, Christmas or not, we’d do without him. For me, traditional music makes Christmas: ‘Good King Wenceslas’, ‘Hark! The Herald Angels Sing’, ‘While Shepherds Watched their Flocks by Night’, ‘The First Noel’, ‘Away in a Manger’, ‘O, Come all ye Faithful’, ‘Silent Night, Holy Night’. The titles alone conjured up happy Christmases past, for me and for most people.

When I was a boy in the local church choir, we went carol-singing on the way home from choir practice in December. We were often invited in for a carol round a coal fire, a hot drink, fruit and nuts and a penny or two. It was a disaster when our voices broke. I remember Stanley Thomas, six months older than me and whose voice had just broken, saying: ‘Now we’re grown up, we can’t go round singing carols any more, that’s for kids.’ We were both 14!

My Christmases at home in Hereford were different from most people’s. My parents were master and matron of a children’s home, with at least thirty boys and girls aged from 5 to 16, apart from my sisters and myself. Our Christmases were very full and noisy. My father started preparations weeks before the event, on large boards from an old fire-screen decorated to show Christmas greetings. Then youngsters made piles of paper chains and lanterns. Nearer the day, Dad produced holly and ivy from a secret source and we made long evergreen garlands. Finally there was the tree, 10ft tall, lit with real candles. The smell of lighted candles on a Christmas tree is one I shall never lose. Of course there was the occasional fire, but it was worth it for the sheer pleasure everyone had.

Few of the children were orphans. Mostly they were, for one reason or another, too much for their parents to cope with. How good people were in those days. I’m not talking about Victorian times, but the period between the two world wars, now often referred to as the terrible bankrupt ’20s and ’30s. In the autumn term the city schools asked my parents for a list of children expected to be at the home at Christmas: they wanted name, age, sex and any particular interest. Then they made, wrapped and labelled an individual gift for each child, not to be opened before Christmas. Several schools did this and churches and Sunday schools gave each child gifts of cards and books. This meant that more than thirty children had a very exciting Christmas.

The tradesmen who supplied the home with necessities throughout the year went out of their way to contribute to festivities. The baker gave an enormous specially-baked and beautifully decorated Christmas cake; the milkman, a local farmer, cream and fruit; the butcher, sausages and the largest pork pie in Christendom, free with the ordered poultry. Cynics nowadays might say ‘So they should, they had good business for a whole year’, but these extras and the thought and care that went into giving them were not compulsory and needn’t have been given. Do schools these days do such things? Or tradesmen and shopkeepers give a thought to their regular customers? Times have changed!

In the church choir with other boys from the home, we all sang at the midnight service on Christmas Eve. This naturally was very exciting. I always expected something extra-special to happen. Neither fog, snow, frost nor biting wind could dampen our enthusiasm. The decorated church was packed with people and everyone was happy, or so it seemed to me. We also sang at 8.00 am choral communion and 11.00 am matins, which the entire home attended apart from those cooking dinner. Father Christmas had called during the night and no-one was forgotten. It was years before I realized why Dad was always tired on Christmas Day! I was naive, and maybe I still am more naive than I should be in the second half of the twentieth century.

It’s no wonder at all why Christmas means so much to me and why I shall never forget my Christmases past. So that gave me the idea for a Dickens Christmas programme: A Christmas Carol, of course; that was it. I went to the camp library and talked to the kriegie who ran it. There were some books there, but the only copy of A Christmas Carol was out on loan to George Williams in ‘A’ block.

I didn’t know this George but went over to find him and was immediately impressed with his very deep voice. He also had a great fascination for ‘his’ alphabet. He’d heard the alphabet on the ‘wireless’ just before leaving home, written it down and not forgotten it. He recited it to me and I thought it would be a good concert item. It was hard to persuade him to read Dickens for the concert, but he finally agreed as long as he could pick the passage and start off with his alphabet. He’d never been on stage before and had to do it his way or not at all. Naturally I agreed and didn’t need to borrow the book. He could keep it, and as long as he told me how long his reading would be, George could do as he liked. The alphabet was a great success and made him many new friends. In case you haven’t heard it, and at the risk of boring you if you have, I include it here. George spoke it quite straight-faced, occasionally pausing in thought as if improvising on the spot:



A new alphabet

A is for ’orses; Beef or mutton; C forth Highlanders; D ferentiate; Eve or Adam; F – fervesence; G – of Police; H before Beauty; I for Novello; J – for oranges; K F – rancis (this dates us! Miss Francis was a pre-war film actress); L for leather; M phasis; N-fradig; O for a pint; P for a penny; Q for everything; R f ’a mo’; S peranto; T for three; U for me; V – ive la France; W for a tanner; X for breakfast; Y – ife or secretary; Z – ephyr breezes.



For weeks kriegies came up with all sorts of suggestions, particularly for the letter F!

So well did George’s reading go that when he appeared in the second half of the programme for his Dickens reading, he was well received. They were expecting him to make them laugh again. He had the sense to realize this and got them into the right frame of mind by saying he thought it extremely doubtful if what he was about to read was happening in England at that moment, but it had happened before and would happen again if enough of us wanted it to. He found the kriegies liked it and soon forgot his nervousness:


… and they stood in the city streets on Christmas morning, where (for the weather was severe) the people make a rough but brisk and not altogether unpleasant kind of music, a-scraping the snow in front of their dwellings, and from the tops of their houses, where it was a delight to the boys to see it come thumping down into the road below, and splitting into artificial little snowstorms. …



Considering so much of it was about food – and whatever else kriegies might have been, they certainly weren’t overfed – it might have been a risky reading:


… soon the steeples called all good people to church and chancel, and away they came, flocking through the streets in their best clothes, and with their gayest faces. And at the same time, there emerged from scores of by-streets, named and completely nameless turnings, immeasurable people, carrying their dinner to the bakers’ shops. The sight of these poor revellers appeared to interest the Spirit very much, for he stood with Scrooge beside him in a baker’s doorway, and taking off the covers as the bearers passed, sprinkled incense on the dinners from his torch.

And it was a very uncommon kind of torch, for once or twice, when there were angry words between some dinner carriers who had jostled each other, he shed a few drops of water on them from it, and their good humour was restored directly. For they said it was a shame to quarrel upon Christmas Day. And so it was! God love it, so it was!



George’s voice stopped. Nobody moved. The atmosphere seemed charged with emotion. I changed my mind and whispered to the choir to go straight into Adeste Fideles (‘O Come All Ye Faithful’) instead of the carol on the programme. Quickly the voices started and quietly, and a crescendo grew, so that by the time we got to ‘O come let us adore him’, everyone was singing fortissimo! Those in the orchestra not actually blowing an instrument joined in the singing, including the peg-leg Glaswegian drummer. The kriegies from St Dunstan’s blind school were on their feet singing and not needing their braille cards. I noticed that even Bertrand and Eric, who sat quietly together listening while George listed the food and drink in the Victorian grocer’s shop, were now standing and had joined in singing ‘O come let us adore him’ with the rest of us.

I reckon the villagers for miles around must have heard us. The guards certainly joined in. Any friendly or enemy bombers overhead could have heard the combined camp carolling that great chorus, ‘O come let us adore him’. Despite their being invited, there were no padres in the audience.



Chapter Sixteen

Ins and Outs

Days, weeks and months in a hospital prison camp can be drab, monotonous and boring, and occasionally something happened to pinpoint the frustrations. Nearly everyone missed female company more than anything else, even prisoners who generally preferred male company. There was a regularly-asked question: ‘What’s the second thing you do when you get home?’ The first thing was so obvious it didn’t need asking! Sex! SEX! Thoughts of this dominated kriegies’ minds day and night. One of the lighter stories illustrating how frustrated prisoners could become concerns a tall, dark, gaunt, dour Scot known as ‘Mac’.

The camp, near a village, was mainly used for prisoners waiting for or recovering from operations. There were sixty or seventy kriegies in an old-fashioned, three-storey house, surrounded by two 10fthigh barbed-wire fences 3ft apart, with masses of tangled barbed wire between. At strategic points were high towers, manned night and day by armed ‘goons’ or guards. About 100 yards away outside the wire on one side was a fairly large, single-storey typical army Nissen hut with a flat roof, the administration HQ for our camp and several others.

Twenty-five or so girls conscripted into the German forces for the duration lived and worked in the hut. In working hours they were busy with army paperwork and we saw very little of them, except that about 1.00 pm, every day of the week, they paraded in front of their hut for compulsory PT. They were uniformly dressed in short, black pants and white figure-revealing vests. Most of them were between 18 and 30, half of them were blonde and blue-eyed, and the woman in charge was a dark, striking-looking woman of 40-ish.


Our daily lunchtime soup was over by about 12.30, and any kriegie who could placed himself in the best position to watch the girls’ physical training. Even those whose injuries made simple tasks such as undoing buttons difficult squeezed themselves into complicated places the better to see this free ‘girlie’ display. No-one wanted to miss any part of the show.

The girls were almost equally deprived of the opposite sex, since all males between 16 and 50 had been called up by the Fatherland. Knowing they had a most appreciative captive audience, the girls put more into their limb-twirling exercises than was necessary for health reasons. After all, sex is older than war and a little teasing and showing-off was sugar and spice in what might have been a dull life, and although the audience were enemy prisoners, there was enough barbed wire between us to keep the girls safe, or so they thought!

One sunny day we were all enjoying the view. Healthy girls stretching, jumping and bending down to touch their toes stretched the material of their shorts towards bursting-point, and girls running on the spot revealed that they wore no bras under their vests. Girls doing breathing exercises very thoroughly, with exposed midriffs between their shorts and vests, and girls catching their breath, lying flat on their backs, legs wide open, arms in the air. It was we men NOT doing exercises who needed to get our breathing under control! Knowing full well the interest they created, the girls showed off more and more, and sometimes one or other would beckon suggestively to us in the camp. If a kriegie stood up as if to comply with their request, the girls pretended to take flight and ran inside the hut, giggling. The guards enjoyed watching the girls as much as we did, but we were younger and the girls concentrated on teasing us. Our remarks and ribald shouting were hardly surprising: ‘Look at that one!’ ‘Who do you fancy?’ ‘All the bloody lot!’ ‘Caw! Look at them tits!’ ‘What’s the second thing you’d do to ’em?’ ‘The same again!’ So it went on.

We were too interested in the display to notice Mac until he got to the wire. Then everyone shouted at once: ‘Sit down Mac, you’re spoiling the view!’ ‘Gonna toss your caber, mate?’ Mac never joined in conversation and spoke so seldom he was known as ‘the Silent Scot’. Now he took no notice of our remarks, but muttered something about girls ‘flaunting themselves’; he’d teach them! Mac had reached the end of his Scottish tether! One of the girls beckoned him over teasingly and he started to climb the barbed wire, hand over hand, slowly and methodically.

We were divided in our views and advice, some shouting ‘Go to it Mac, show ’em your sporran’ and ‘Don’t forget to bring her friend back for me’, but others told him to look out for the goons and not be a bloody fool. Mac ignored everything and everyone, climbing slowly and surely to the top. His hands were bleeding but he didn’t seem to notice, and by the time he got to the top, the girls were aware of his intentions. Some laughed nervously, others enjoyed the excitement, a few got frightened and screamed, but all eyes were on Mac.

At the top of the wire he steadied himself and made a tremendous jump. He cleared the 3ft gap and the outer wire, but caught his shirt on landing. He was still, and we all thought he’d really hurt himself, but he caught his breath, stood up and, clothes in tatters, back bleeding, started relentlessly, purposefully, tall, dark and dour towards the girls. By now the shouting had alerted the guards dozing in the sun after dinner. We expected them to fire on Mac straight away, but other soldiers, also enjoying the display and not on guard, started to chase him. A race was on!

The camp was in uproar. We were willing our man on, and fantastic odds were offered. Frightened, most of the girls ran towards their hut, but two stood their ground; the guards couldn’t shoot for fear of hurting them or the off-duty soldiers. Inevitably the goons caught Mac and brought him to the ground. He was furious at being baulked after going through so much and it took three of them to hold him down. He was frog-marched back through the main gate and that was the last we saw of him for a week; seven days’ solitary!


Poor Mac could never understand why, when he returned to the camp, nobody wanted much to do with him. Because of ‘The Incident’, the camp commandant decided it was not a good idea for scantilydressed girls to exercise in front of sex-starved captives and stopped it. We were all deprived of thirty minutes daily of female health and beauty entertainment, and no-one could forgive Mac, poor man. We heard that some of the girls were also disappointed!

Mac’s escape was a unique event, but Red Cross parcels day was a regular small excitement. We knew what many parcels would contain. Those arriving from England reflected shortages at home, whereas parcels from Canada were great favourites. They might have a large tin of KLIM (powdered milk, spelled backwards) or a tin of ham, biscuits or butter, superb in quality.

British parcels seemed dull by comparison, though perhaps were equally nourishing. By 1943, all British parcels contained FISH BALLS. Kriegies would comment: ‘Even if they had ’em, who’d want to eat ’em?’ which was a fair point. However you tried to ‘serve’ them – hot, cold, neat from the tin, smashed between two pieces of black bread the result was the same. The balls were small slimy lumps looking like wet suet, suspended in what looked like pond water, its minute bits of parsley looking like something from the bottom of a village pond.

We were grateful for every parcel. Sent in their millions, they saved many lives. I believe to this day that creamed rice saved mine. Recovering from typhoid, I was given a regular supply of Red Cross parcels to help build up my weight. After nothing but lemon juice for weeks, Ambrosia Creamed Rice was like food from the gods; no food could be more aptly named. The other contents of British parcels worth their weight in gold were tea and chocolate bars. The tea enabled us to regain some taste for a decent drink after months of ‘ersatz’ PoW camp-issue ‘coffee’, reputedly made from acorns. The chocolate was the best form of currency in and out of camp. Guards would do almost anything for a bar of chocolate and one could imagine the faces of grandchildren when granddad arrived home on short leave and produced an otherwise unobtainable treat. Parcels day was an event for everyone.

In our camp they were usually issued first thing in the morning, and the store was opened for kriegies to take something from an earlier parcel, only one or two tins at a time, to make it harder to build up stores for an escape. One glorious morning, after parcels issue, it was discovered that a kriegie was missing. The camp was thoroughly searched, but he couldn’t be found. This made no sense to anyone, either goons or kriegies. It was inexplicable! Don Rugg, the missing man, a quiet, gentle, soft-spoken humorous man of about 30, used a crutch. One foot had been blown off just above the ankle in France, 1940. He played a fair saxophone in the band and we had often yarned together. He came from a farm in Sussex and we both knew two of the pubs in his village. Apart from his crutch and a pathetic rate of progress, his nature didn’t mark him as an escapee. It was incomprehensible, but the goons maintained that Rugg had had a parcel and should have returned the remaining contents to the store. This was how the guard knew, long before counting, that Rugg was missing. His bed and personal property were searched and only one blanket was gone; even the half-parcel was by his bed. Nothing was missing except Don Rugg and one blanket.

Searches continued inside and outside the camp and we couldn’t accept that he’d escaped. We walked round and round the perimeter wire of the camp, always ending up at our favourite spot in the compound from where you could see, a few miles from the camp, a small hill with three trees on top. There we stood, arguing and puzzling over this extraordinary event. ‘What’s he playing at?’ ‘He won’t get far.’ ‘He has to be round the twist!’

This went on all morning and afternoon. The Germans were positive that Rugg would be picked up, probably near the railway station, later that night; it would take him ten or twelve hours to make the 6 or 7 kilometres to the station.

At about 6.30 there was a great shout and we looked up to see Don Rugg, 200 yards outside the camp, limping on his crutch towards the main gate! The guards trained their guns on him but he limped on regardless, smoking and smiling in his typical quiet way. At the gate he was searched, rather pointlessly I thought, for what could he bring into the camp apart from the blanket he’d taken out? He was re-admitted and told he’d be reported to the German commandant in the morning for discipline. We crowded round, bombarding him with the obvious questions. When, where, how did he go? Why did he come back? Had he forgotten to say goodbye? He replied: ‘I got out this morning the same way I got back, through the main gate!’ No-one believed him at first, but it was the truth.

He’d saved a couple of tins and some chocolate for his day out. He’d been thinking and planning it for months, and today everything was just right. He could have gone last week but it was raining. That’s what he said. It was raining! This intrepid Englishman didn’t go last week because it was raining! Mostly we thought him mad to break out of camp and then come tamely back. Where did he go? From our favourite lookout spot he pointed to the three trees on the hill. ‘That’s where I went,’ he said, ‘to the top of Three Tree Hill.’

Surely he was completely round the bend to ‘escape’, walk a couple of miles and come back? He wouldn’t have it that he was mad. ‘I’ve had a day out. I’ve been a prisoner for nearly three years and in this bloody camp for nearly two of ’em.’ ‘SO?’ ‘So I decided, weeks ago, to go up the hill and spend a day under the biggest tree, have a bite to eat, and look at this bloody compound from there! For a change! That’s all.’ ‘That’s all, he says.’ ‘That’s not all. You’ve got no idea how hard it is to spot this camp from the top of the hill, but I found it in the end. When I’d had enough I just came back to the camp, what’s wrong with that? You should try it yourself some day!’

He left us for a brew of tea and never said another word about it. Next day, the Chefartz didn’t punish him at all. The doctor must have understood how Rugg felt and was relieved to have him back, and noone, enemy or friend, discovered exactly how he escaped for his day out.



Chapter Seventeen

DSO

As I got used to being a pianist again, I worried that the fourth and fifth fingers of my right hand curled in towards the palm, and no matter how I tried to straighten them, they always curled back. As far as I knew I had no injury to the hand and asked the doctor, the senior British officer, to have a look.

Colonel Wilson, in peacetime a Harley Street surgeon, a considerate man with a dry sense of humour, recommended an X-ray. This revealed several minute pieces of ‘foreign body’ in my wrist, presumably shrapnel collected while I lay unconscious under the Corinth Bridge. The metal was pressing on nerves and muscles and Colonel Wilson would operate to remove it; an operation so risky and expensive, he said, that in peacetime only two categories of professionals could afford to have it done: world-class concert pianists and prostitutes. I laughed, though the significance was beyond my experience.

The certainty that the fingers would get worse while the shrapnel was there was worth the risk of the operation causing more damage, and my part was easy! I was anaesthetized and woke up in bed, hand and wrist bandaged, madly clutching a table-tennis ball. Colonel Wilson gave me the tiny pieces of metal he’d removed, and told me to keep turning the ping-pong ball over and over with my fingers. Every few days he bandaged and taped the ball to make it bigger, until he replaced it with a tennis ball and eventually a cricket ball. Any self-respecting PoW camp with British prisoners would have a cricket ball somewhere or other!

In the third week, persevering monotonously with the cricket ball, I developed a sudden itch between my legs. Without thinking, I put my right hand down to scratch it and nearly castrated myself with the cricket ball. Lying there with tears in my eyes from pain, listening to noisy laughter from fellow patients from joy at my discomfort, I began to realize how essential a perfectly-working right hand is, and not just for pianists. After a month the hand was perfect: strong and healthy. I was lucky in my surgeon and his work, though I think a slow right-hand spin bowler would need the operation more than a prostitute.

One of the worst things about being in a prison camp was the loss of privacy and solitude. Each of us was surrounded by others, amenable or otherwise, day and night. During the last twelve months of captivity in Germany we were so crowded that to have the merest nook or cranny to oneself was impossible. Two large two-storey buildings had one big room on each floor. Three of these four rooms each had at least twentytwo double bunks; forty or fifty men in each room.

The other large room was our dining room, concert hall, mess room, games room, wet-day parade ground, church and so on. Band rehearsals, in the mess room, had at least half the camp as spectators. By the time of the concert the entire camp knew the programme, the performers and, worst of all, which were the difficult bits! This was particularly hard on a novice performer.

Washrooms and lavatories were seldom empty. At night, you had someone else 3ft above or below you and others the same distance either side of you; a whisper was impossible without your neighbour joining in uninvited. You could hear what everyone else was talking about or doing! Some fellow kriegies I wouldn’t want to spend more time with than I could help and others I’d avoid at all costs. I discovered that all men are by no means equal!

After a long night in an airless room full of men talking about sex and food, it was important first thing in the morning to remove the blackouts and open any permissible windows. Bring on the fresh air and a new day! After the morning indoor count we were allowed out, but there was nowhere to be alone or to think. Released outside, many would rush madly around, leap-frogging or kicking a ball; others walked slowly up and down in pairs (there were many couples). The best chance of solitude was to walk towards the inner perimeter wire, though even then a goon or another kriegie might intervene. Wet days and winter were worst, when everyone had to stay indoors.

My biggest difficulty was in finding the room and quiet to plan camp concerts and write music for the band and choir. O for a quiet mortuary like we had in Athens! Eventually people realized that if I was writing on MUSIC paper it was best not to disturb me, and I always managed to have a few sheets of music round my bunk. Others who also wanted quiet would drift to my room, A block Room 2, in the afternoon, and get on with their reading, studying or writing. Some lay on their bunks silently staring into space, and this was how I met DSO. He was about 22, 5ft 9in tall, pallid and wan in a good-looking way, always washed, shaved and dressed in army uniform, though he spent most of the time on his bunk. He had little to say to anyone, but he seemed pleasant and had a smile for most.

One day he came along to my bunk and asked if there was anything he could do to help. I was just off for a breath of fresh air so he joined me in a walkabout. He talked about the concerts and said he’d like to be responsible for the advertising. This only really consisted of putting up a couple of posters where everyone could see them, to let those know who wanted to avoid the concert! DSO became good at this job.

That day we didn’t talk about the war or our injuries, which wasn’t unusual. Many injuries were easily visible: a missing arm or leg, blindness or disfigurement from burning. Peter Barry, DSO’s real name, had no obvious injury but I didn’t enquire.

Later that day, Smudger Smith, guitarist in the band, asked me if DSO was joining the band. No, I said; did Smudger know why DSO was so called? He couldn’t believe I was serious. Surely everyone knew that DSO was army language for Dick Shot Off: Peter Barry’s injury. Smudger was in favour of extending the conversation in a coarse direction; this sort of callous heartless dialogue was constant in the camp.


Peter’s injuries were terrible and I wondered how I’d feel if that had happened to me. At least I now had a daughter … but I never mentioned the subject to Peter. Only days later, I realized that first one then another camp padre was spending a lot of time with Peter. We had three padres: a Church of England vicar from a small Devon village; a monolingual French Roman Catholic priest; and an Aussie Methodist minister with a cigarette and a joke for every kriegie but little else. Peter went on with his posters and programmes and then one day asked if he could talk with me privately, ‘not about camp concerts’. We went walkabout, round and round the perimeter wire.

When we were completely alone, he asked if I knew whether he’d be able to get a divorce as a kriegie. I hadn’t thought that he might be married and said so. He quickly assured me: ‘She wouldn’t do anything like that, that’s the trouble.’ It all came out in fits and starts. He was 19 when they married in London in December 1939. His parents hadn’t objected to the girl or the engagement, but had hoped they would wait. He and Barbara had been in love since their schooldays. He showed me his favourite photos, and Barbara was strikingly lovely. I said so, and that he must love her a lot. ‘I do, and that’s the trouble.’

They’d fiddled a near three-week honeymoon and he’d never known anything like that wonderful holiday. He hadn’t known what girls were really like! Babs had initiated him into the varied marvellous physical joys of married life. The 19-year-old Peter was so surprised by the physical side of marriage that Babs took the initiative.

She also wanted to start a family straight away, before his regiment left the country, but he was against it. They must wait till he came back after the war, if he did come back. ‘If I get killed I don’t want to leave you with a baby to look after.’ She was disappointed, but accepted this. Soon, round about Dunkirk time, he was shot up and captured. Babs wrote as many letters as allowed, continuing the honeymoon by mail. She loved him, missed him, wanted him and promised him at least one child for every year he was away, after a longer, sexier, second honeymoon. To most this would be an exciting prospect, but to Peter it wasn’t. ‘It’s no good; I’m all fucked up by the bloody war.’

Barbara still didn’t know what his injury was and Peter had worried about that for weeks. Babs’ latest letters, including more ‘saucy’ photos of herself ‘to cheer you up’, had forced him to face up to the problem. Each padre in turn had said more or less the same thing: marriage was for richer or poorer, in sickness or in health; ‘all that kind of guff ’, as he put it. One suggested adoption, but ‘Barbara wants babies, her own babies, lots of them, from me, and I can’t give her any and I’ll never be able to.’ He was vehement and understandably bitter, the only time I saw him in that mood. ‘You can have a false eye or a false leg but I can’t have a false prick.’ He thought Barbara would make a wonderful mother, and she was looking forward to his homecoming so they could spend the rest of their lives making babies. We walked around in silence till I asked Peter what he really wanted. He’d worked it out: Babs should divorce him now, meet another man, make him happy and have a family. ‘At the rate this bloody war is going, it’ll be years before I get home. If we don’t get a divorce now, what will she think when she does see me!’ he said.

‘She’ll be over the moon to see you,’ I said, without thinking. ‘I know my wife will be.’ I was sorry as soon as I said it. ‘It’ll be a bit different for Barbara, won’t it! What a sight! Instead of a fine upstanding cock raring to go, what will she see? A bloody mess! A real right paraphernalia between my legs.’

It was a problem and there was nothing I could say, except I’d think about it. He told me a bomb had gone off near him in France and while he’d had several operations in hospital, weeks had passed. By the time the full implications of his injury had caught up with him, it was too late to tell Barbara. Peter couldn’t be blamed. I hadn’t told Marie about all my injuries and they were slight compared with his.

I was silent as Peter’s emotions and thoughts that had been whirling around for months came out. He told me more than he’d told the padres, and I was no help at all. ‘And another thing,’ he went on, ‘the 
bloody bomb affected my feelings as well. You can’t get an erection with nothing to erect and I’ve lost interest in sex. I’m like a monk after years of abstinence, an involuntary monk, but celibate. The last thing Barbara would want out of life! A monk!’ he laughed.

Eventually we went in and Peter’s problem worried me for the rest of the day. None of my ideas were good enough, and no music was written that evening. Next day I asked Smudger to make sure we were left alone for our perimeter perambulations; we were discussing another concert, I said.

Peter told me it was the surgeon who’d done most of the operations who said the best thing would be a divorce. ‘Just like a surgeon,’ I burst out. ‘The limb is useless, cut it off. This man can no longer be a lover, cut off the marriage. Nice and tidy, clean and logical.’ This didn’t help. I was glad I’d asked Smudger to prevent interruptions. ‘Do you still love her?’ ‘It’s because I love her that I want the divorce, for her benefit, so she can marry someone else.’ ‘Then I think you must write to her and tell her the extent of your injuries.’ ‘I should have done it earlier! When I do tell her, her first reaction will be to write and say she’s sorry for me; but I don’t want pity, least of all from Barbara. I want to be left alone to work out my own life, without causing Babs any more hurt than I have to.’ He paused. ‘My parents were right, I married too young.’ ‘I disagree,’ I said. ‘If you hadn’t married you wouldn’t have had that gorgeous honeymoon you told me about.’ ‘But neither would Babs have built up hopes of life as one long honeymoon, with a few babies.’

We agreed Barbara must be told of Peter’s condition, but how? I suggested the International Red Cross, who had helped me over my ‘baby’ problem eighteen months earlier. I offered to write for him, but Peter knew he must tell Barbara himself and of course this was the best way. We talked about his parents and Barbara’s, and something set him thinking. I must leave it to him.

Next day he again suggested a walk. Happier, he’d made up his mind. He’d write first to his parents, enclosing a letter for hers. Barbara mustn’t know until both sets of parents were ready to rally round and help. When the parents knew how serious and permanent the injury was he’d write light-heartedly to Barbara about his injury, telling her he was no longer in love, she should look for someone else. I told him it was a good plan and I only hoped the Post Office, the German Censorship Office, the War Office and the Red Cross would be able to get the letters delivered in the right order. I offered him my two letters for that month and he gratefully accepted. I didn’t think Marie would mind; I didn’t have any different news for her.

He would write the two letters to the parents that week, number them, and hand them in straight away. Perhaps the letters would get the parents together and when Barbara got hers their task wouldn’t be too hard. I suggested he didn’t tell Barbara to find another man to marry; one shock would be enough. If in time she did re-marry, that would be her own business; it was her life.

Peter told me when he’d written the parents’ letters, but before he’d heard back from them, he was transferred to a civilian hospital for a final series of operations and then to another convalescent camp. I never saw him again. We missed his posters and amusing programme notes and nearly everyone agreed they’d rather lose the body parts they had lost than the one lost by Peter. Most thought life would hardly be worth living without a cock of your own to be used regularly. We all knew what we were missing, but Peter’s injury was the worst. Those who had seen pictures of Barbara above Peter’s bed said she was one of the bestlooking birds hanging up in the room. All would have liked someone like that to go home to. I alone knew what had troubled Peter more than his actual injury and hoped that when he did get home his DSO would stand for something other than its camp and army meaning, even if only Damned Scheme Over.



Chapter Eighteen

Look After Your Organ!

The camp was housed in what had been old abbey cloisters, reputedly fourteenth-century, in the tiny village that had grown up around the abbey. The part used for the incarceration of 200 or 300 PoWs was annexed by the inevitable barbed wire and our quarters were as comfortable (!) as any other PoW camp. Exercise was more limited because of the restricted area available to the Germans at this site.

Outside the camp, some distance away, was the church, perhaps twelfth century. It wasn’t an enormous building, though large in proportion to what must have been a small thriving community. The church gave me an idea and I set the wheels in motion, asking if I could look over the church and play the organ, if there was one. There was an organ, came the reply, but it hadn’t been played for years and was now kaput. More hopefully than accurately, I said I might be able to repair it, and finally permission was granted. A guard was given the church keys and ordered to escort me.

Inside the church was surprisingly clean, but with a musty smell; evidence of now infrequent use. The organ was a two-manual and pedal effort of pensionable age. When I moved the handle to pump the bellows, the resultant creaks and groans were understandable, but the hissing and draught around my neck and ears told me the bellows had sprung a leak and the patient was very sick!

In sign language I asked the guard to pump up and down so that I could discover the extent of the leak. He preferred that to just sitting by himself in church and happily obliged. I enjoyed myself too, crawling about in the back of the works, and discovered that most of the leaks were caused by the edges of the bellows coming away from the woodwork. The senile organ was fit enough to make sounds, but it wouldn’t be possible to make music while all the air escaped.

I thought I might be able to give the instrument sufficient first aid to enable me to get a tune or two out of it and, back at the camp, explained this to the senior British officer. He wondered why anyone in their right mind would want to do such a thing and I suggested I might be able to give organ recitals. He promised to speak to the chief German doctor.

He told the German I’d been a specialist organ repairer in England and would be able to make their ancient organ as good as new. All lies, but the exaggeration worked and again I had permission to visit the church. For a few days I was marched back and forth between camp and church carrying a bag of medicaments for the treatment of a geriatric organ. These were a weird assortment of aids begged from the dispensary, mainly anything that would stick: adhesive plasters of all shapes and sizes, rolls of sticky tape and a few bandages. I explained to the guard that I also needed glue and tintacks and somehow or other, he produced them in abundance. So our daily ministrations continued.

Came the day I pronounced the treatment ended and the organ, as far as I knew, cured. Softly, slowly, the sleeping patient must be coaxed into gentle breathing exercises. The guard pumped with his eye on the indicator weight, while I played, using all the quiet stops. The blower’s work was light and easy for a time until I needed to test the full potentialities of the patient. I gradually increased the volume and everything worked well; including the guard, who now realized that the louder an organ is played, the more air it needs and the more strenuous pumping. He supplied all the wind needed and all seemed fine. When the guard was tired we pronounced the operation a success and returned in triumph to the camp, practically brothers!

Now I became cheekier. Through the normal channels, I put in an application to give a recital to any of the camp who cared to attend. The German Chefartz could not grant this permission himself, and passed the application up and up until it reached an authority surely only a few steps below Adolf himself; where the buck stops, as the Americans say. Eventually permission was granted subject to the following conditions:


Headquarters to supply all extra guards needed.

Date and time – some weeks ahead, stated and unalterable.

Three recitals to be given: Begins Ends

1) Morning 11.00 hours 12.30 hours X

2) Afternoon 15.00 hours 16.30 hours X

3) Evening 19.00 hours 21.00 hours YY

Recitals 1 and 2, marked X, to be attended by Prisoners of War, no more than 60 at each, four hospital guards inside the church with the prisoners. Guards to cover the route to and from the church to be provided by Headquarters.

Recital 3, marked YY, to be attended by local civilians who wished, guards from the camp who had not previously attended, but no Prisoners of War. ========== HEIL HITLER!

==========



I should have expected this! It was specific and meticulous and I suppose the precautions were necessary, even though all the prisoners were sick or severely wounded. The German army is nothing if not thorough. When the organ recital notice appeared in the camp most kriegies were cool or ignored it, completely uninterested. An organ recital in an old German church was not a preferred entertainment. I came in for some gentle ribbing: ‘Wotcha gonna play, Beethoven?’ ‘’e’s trying to get a good spot in ’eaven!’ ‘A one-eyed Reginald Foort, would you believe!’ ‘Fancy, old Wurlitzer ’imself, in public, playing with ’is organ!’

As time went on, several kriegies said they’d be going, if only to get out of camp for a few hours. Also I was worried. It was years since I’d played the organ and I had no music! How was I going to fill an hour and a half?

The date of the recital was still more than a month away so I had time to prepare, as long as I had some music and was allowed to practise. Another idea came to me. Every day except Sunday, a kriegie from camp with a guard as escort went to the town to collect mail and anything else needed for camp. It was arranged for me to be the kriegie postman one day and to visit the music shop and buy whatever I needed using Kriegsgefangengengeld, virtually useless prison money. I looked forward to my day out.

The town wasn’t very large and the music shop was bigger than I’d expected; the size one might expect in an English town ten times bigger. It was comforting to know that Germany still had working music shops in the middle of the war. What about England, I wondered?

I knew that the Germans had banned work by Jews: music, poetry, prose, every sort of book had been burned or otherwise destroyed. Perversely, my first request of the gentle old assistant, who turned out to be the proprietor, was for a book of Mendelssohn Organ Sonatas. He’d never heard of Mendelssohn, said the man, looking positively scared. This was so silly that I laughed. I listed and praised some of Mendelssohn’s work, and the guard, at my elbow all this time, got bored and wandered off. The proprietor suggested we went to the other end of the shop where the organ music was and, out of earshot of the guard, we discussed Mendelssohn. I told him that in pre-war England hardly any couple married in church without Mendelssohn giving them a good ‘send-off ’. ‘The same in Germany,’ he said sadly, ‘once upon a time.’

He fished out from under the counter some Mendelssohn and other pieces, which he wrapped in second-hand plain brown paper. It was a bit like buying a pornographic book from a Soho sex shop. By the time the guard wandered back we’d finished and as we left the shop, the proprietor kindly gave me a music manuscript book to help me write music down. He said: ‘You might write an organ sonata yourself one day.’ I used the book a lot, though I never did write an organ sonata.

The day of the recital dawned. It was dull, but we quickly found this day was different. At about 0900 hours, a large contingent of uniformed armed guards, in battle order, marched up to the outside gate. They were deployed, 20ft or so apart, in two lines, making an avenue from the camp gates to the church. Through this the kriegies must hop/march/ walk or otherwise progress to the best of their disability. The blower and I had left earlier. Once all were inside, the church doors were shut and bolted and the parade guards, like soldiers at a compulsory British church parade, relaxed and were allowed to smoke.

The first recital was very mixed, a little of the easier Bach and Mendelssohn, a few well-known hymns from the books I found on the organ seat and some songs I remembered from home. The finale was my attempt at playing ‘There’ll Always Be an England’ in the style of a Bach fugue. It was a poor imitation, and we weren’t far from where dear old Johann Sebastian had died, so I played softly in case he heard it and turned in his grave.

The audience, or congregation, seemed to like it, especially when they recognized the tunes. For some reason that escapes me, I played ‘The Teddy Bears’ Picnic’. It wasn’t really suitable for that organ on that day, but it was whistled as we hopped, walked and marched back to camp and there was a sort of picnic atmosphere. The second recital went much the same but included a rendition – and that is the correct word – of ‘I Do Like To Be Beside The Seaside’ in response to the persistent demands of a Lancashire kriegie. Maybe it was the only organ music he remembered. Reginald Dixon would have jumped from the top of his Blackpool Tower if he’d heard it.

For the final evening performance, I played more Mendelssohn, Bach and Handel than earlier. There were no kriegies, just the locals and a few guards, mainly old men and women and young girls and boys. I had a different blower again and warned him to keep the wind up. Everything went well and I was delighted the organ had recovered so well. It had been a good day … but I’d spoken or thought too soon. Catastrophe was upon us.

Maybe it was an omen, maybe retribution, probably chance or luck. … In the last piece, ‘There’ll Always Be an England’, once again, at the point where the words say something like ‘Red, white and blue, what does it mean to you …’ I opened up the organ in my exuberance, forgetting its frail convalescent state. The repairs began to come unstuck, not all at once, which might have been preferable, but gradually, poco a poco accelerando. The sticking plaster came adrift, while the blower, poor man, pumped more and more furiously, wind constantly escaping. Worse, two notes developed a cipher and no amount of banging, kicking, coaxing or threatening could cure them. For a piece of music in F to have F sharp and B natural stick, sounding permanently, leads to a climactic chord to be heard and disbelieved; disgusting and diabolical. The bellows gave out completely on what should have been a triumphant and resounding final F major chord, and it petered out pathetically, like the death throes of a severely ailing bagpipe after a long agonizing struggle. It was a fiasco. The organ, on which so much time, care and attention had been spent, died, morendo con malinconia, in front of its loved ones. Finé.

I wasn’t punished for sabotage, though at one point that seemed likely. My defence was that the organ was in the same condition at the end of the final recital as it had been when I met it; no better, but no worse. Yet the Germans took some convincing that it was just bad luck that it had collapsed in front of German civilians and villagers rather than in the recitals for kriegies. As if I would do such a thing! My excuses were finally accepted, grudgingly, but when I offered to have another go at repairing the organ, my offer was curtly rejected. The lesson is clear: in a foreign country, never interfere or play around with someone else’s organ.



Chapter Nineteen

More Ins and Outs

PoW camps were visited by members of the Red Cross to check that certain international rules and standards of behaviour were operating. In the twentieth century, such individual visitors, accepted by all sides, cross boundaries and frontiers in wartime almost as easily as a tourist in peacetime. Besides checking that mail and parcels are getting through, the individual acts a bit like an orderly officer of the day, poking his nose into odd corners, getting the feel of the place and asking for any complaints. One can think of him as the referee or umpire, seeing that the rules of the game of twentieth-century war are carried out. It would be a bleak world, not least for the prisoners, if such inspections were stopped, and woe betide any country that forbids such visits. World opinion would be adverse and damage their cause. Such inspections are an essential part of modern warfare and the International Red Cross is pre-eminently suited to such work.

As well as these visitors, commissioners visited centres to examine the sick and badly wounded and decide if they should be sent home. Even in 1942, some kriegies had successfully passed the repatriation board and were ready to be repatriated when politics and Hitler allowed; others were waiting for a chance to do so. A smaller group of transient patients had been admitted to the hospital camp from arbeit (labour) camps where they’d had an accident or become ill. They’d go back once they were well enough.

Many of these temporary kriegies would have preferred to stay in hospital camp with us, and there were plenty of kriegies waiting repatriation on account of injury who would have given another limb– well, almost! – to have been able to get away from hospital with its too close confinement and attention. It was finely balanced who were better off: kriegies in hospital camp with no work or outside contacts but with severe injuries, or those in arbeit camps, with no injuries but too much hard work.

Kriegie doctors tried to keep transient patients in hospital for as long as possible, giving them a good rest and change. It was a small way of putting one over on the Germans. Aware of this, the Germans sent teams of doctors and Gestapo to inspect camps and check that there were no kriegies in hospital who ‘should’ be in work camps. Such inspections might be casual and cursory, but some of them were very tough. A kriegie who passed such an inspection would have four months’ stay in hospital until the next inspection.

These inspections might be sprung on us, or we might know about one in advance. One day in 1942, on his daily visit round the wards with the nearly resident German doctor, the colonel/surgeon who was senior British officer heard there was to be a very thorough inspection in two days’ time on Friday. Our hospital camp and others were to be cleared of everyone possible. Even those only approximately fit would be moved to work camps to help the German war effort. The Nazis may have run out of volunteers, but it’s hard to believe they were that short of labour; they’d transferred millions of people from occupied countries into arbeit camps.

The colonel went through the hospital considering each kriegie who’d have to come under inspection. Those who already had a repatriation certificate were okay, but there wasn’t much physically wrong with Frankie. He was doing such good work with his Gefangenen Gazette and almost daily news bulletins that the colonel decided he’d try to save Frankie from an arbeit camp. He told Frankie he’d have to have a little operation for the good of his health. Knowing about the impending inspection, Frankie readily agreed and reported next day to the medical orderly at the operating theatre.

By midday he was back in his room. He’d had the operation but was still out. We were told not to excite him when he came to. Jock, Frankie’s self-appointed watchdog, asked about the operation. Smiling, the colonel said, ‘Oh nothing too serious, just a little bit off the top. It always seems worse when you are older’, and he left. When the orderly came round later, we asked him what it was all about. He removed Frankie’s bedclothes and we knew straight away … Frankie had been circumcised. Just a little bit off the top indeed! How we laughed! Frankie joked with us, but he was worried and only managed a wan smile.

Next day was the big inspection, which went on for hours. Bandages were removed and wounds thoroughly inspected as all non-repatriation cases were meticulously examined. Of seven in our room, Frankie was the only one without any repatriation certificate. We six were sent from the room when the inspectors arrived so we don’t know if they took off Frankie’s bandages. He told us afterwards that the Gestapo official who always accompanied such expeditions was the most sympathetic. After three years in hospital camp with no women, the colonel had told him that Frankie’s operation was for impotence. Maybe the Gestapo officer was himself impotent and seeing Frankie in bed with his penis bandaged made him wince. Or maybe the German officer whose room Frankie cleaned (and from where he heard the BBC news) didn’t want to be deprived of his ‘Mrs Mopp’ and have to break in another kriegie. Either way, Frankie passed the inspection and could stay with us.

Once the fuss was over and the inspectorate departed, we returned to our rooms and the fun started. Frankie was ragged unmercifully. The jokes, innuendos and suggestive remarks got rougher and rougher and in the middle of it all, the colonel arrived with what looked like a small soda siphon for Frankie. If Frankie was troubled at all and the stitches gave him any bother, said the colonel, a little of the liquid squirted onto the appropriate spot would do the trick. It was a freezing agent that would remove the heat of the moment, but it mustn’t be wasted because there wasn’t any more. Be careful, the colonel was saying, as an erection would be painful.


How cruel and childish grown men can be. With no collusion or pre-conceived plan, Frankie’s six room-mates gave him a Friday night he’d never forget, and we all liked him! It was good honest horseplay, stallion-hot. The talk turned to girls: their shape, their looks, their legs and loveliness, their desirability, what we thought of them, what they were really for, in our opinion, and what would be the first thing we’d do when next we met a girl. Frankie didn’t join in the conversation.

The Kiwi in our room asked us to pack it in. He was feeling the strain himself. Aussie suggested that Kiwi ask Frankie for a squirt of his freezer siphon or erection-extinguisher as he called it. Kiwi could get stuffed, said Frankie. In the pitch-black darkness we heard ‘sch… sch…’ from Frankie’s bed. ‘Lay off, you chaps,’ he pleaded, but we didn’t. ‘What’s the matter?’ said Aussie, ‘you haven’t got a hard-on, have you? That’s bad, I bet it’s sore. You really shouldn’t you know, the doctor told you it would hurt. Just think of icy water.’ ‘That’s no good,’ said Jock, ‘what about the girl carrying the water? What legs! What. …’ ‘sch…sch…’ went the siphon, again and again. Aussie asked Kiwi how he was feeling. ‘OK,’ said Kiwi, ‘I managed to massage the erection away.’ ‘There’s posh, boyo,’ said David, who wasn’t Welsh but adopted a Welsh accent to comic effect. ‘How about massaging my erection away?’ ‘sch…sch…’ went the siphon. ‘You rotten bastards,’ Frankie was desperate. ‘Lay off, can’t you? This bloody syringe has got to last till Monday and it’s nearly empty already.’

Some, presumably copying Kiwi’s example of practical relief, had dropped out of the conversation and gone to sleep, but others went on till Frankie shouted that all the freezing agent was used up. To prove it he threw the siphon out. Couldn’t we all go to sleep now?

At last Jock, Frankie’s special friend, who’d taken part all along, decided that Frankie had had enough and threatened the next bloke to speak with a clout round the cock with a crutch. That settled us down. Conversation stopped and we dropped off to sleep, but Frankie might have been wondering if ‘a little bit off the top’ had been worth it or whether he’d be better off in a work camp.


International medical commissions were very important to injured kriegies, all of whom, naturally albeit optimistically, expected to be judged ‘fit for repatriation’ at the drop of a hat, though it never worked out that easy. In former days a man with a missing leg or arm would be useless as a serving soldier, dismissed from the army and sent home, but these days, a man with a missing limb can still press a button or answer a telephone. The loss of his right eye might make him useless at firing a rifle, but the loss of a left eye could give him a definite advantage! Such things must be taken into consideration.

Of course the medical commission, including German, Swiss and other doctors, was only judging the kriegie’s medical needs. A mass of evidence was given before they pronounced that a man was listed for repatriation to his homeland, depending only on the ‘exigencies of the situation then prevailing’. On the Nazi side, the buck stopped with Adolf; the lists were long and repatriation rare. Even a repatriation list compiled by an independent medical commission could be ignored.

So the kriegie passed for repatriation must wait and wait for a scheme that would relieve two countries of the trouble and cost of looking after each other’s enemy prisoners. The commission’s inspections and lists were necessary and helpful for all: friend, foe and prisoner.

Most of the kriegies in the camp I found myself in from the end of 1942 had passed the commission and were waiting to be sent home. Others were waiting for the examination. The camp included some of the worst cases of injury and mutilation. There were so many blind that a branch of St Dunstan’s had been set up. There were more than a hundred legless, some minus two legs, and other variations on the theme of missing limbs. Most of us thought the camp was composed of the militarily useless. Views of Douglas Bader’s performance were mixed. Many of the legless thought that Bader, still flying with no legs, would jeopardize their own chances of going home for urgently-needed medical treatment. Others were delighted that Bader was able to stick two fingers up at Hitler.


When a medical commission was suddenly announced, many distressing diseases were discovered. It’s impossible to fake a missing eye or leg, so fakes had to involve more obscure parts of the body. I’ve heard it said that an Englishman’s heart is not readily discernible by anyone, but it was often the one chosen as most suitable for shamming a complaint. For some kriegies a friendly medical officer might suggest a pill to raise the heartbeat or induce a high temperature. The faked heart complaint most in demand was one so new and inexplicable that all the doctors on the commission would be baffled and the kriegie would go down in medical history by giving his name to whatever it was. The hoped-for symptoms included high temperature, very high pulse, very low heartbeat, frothing at the mouth, shortness of breath, dryness of mouth, fainting, deafness or sudden jerking movements of head and arms, supposed to indicate that the kriegie was out of his mind. Many ingenious tales and stunts were invented to prove beyond doubt that the prisoner needed urgent psychiatric treatment and maybe the odd lucky prisoner got away with it. The commission most certainly were no idiots and probably knew more about faking than the prisoners themselves. They were sympathetic to a faking kriegie, but would inevitably fail him. After all, the German camp doctor present knew the patient’s medical history.

When I passed in late 1942, several in the camp had been passed for nearly two years. Some of these believed the whole thing to be a nasty ‘con’ trick, and they were justified to some extent. On one occasion they were told to be ready for repatriation in three days’ time, only to have it cancelled hours before they were due to leave. So when we were told to be ready to leave, experienced kriegies warned us against being optimistic. We ignored them. We were issued with labels, dates and times and the whole operation went into action. A great deal of planning is needed to get hundreds of sick prisoners, from different locations, to the same place at the same time. Our lot were started early from the camp because we had a longer distance to travel than most of the others. When we eventually arrived at the railway station, we were kept under guard for about an hour and a half, only then to be told that the exchange was off. Apparently Hitler, annoyed by the effect British and Canadians were having on German troops in occupied France, trying out practice landings for a future invasion, cancelled it himself. Hitler wouldn’t need to put on an act to prove to any medical commission that he was in need of treatment. His pettiness and stupidity in cancelling the exchange deprived hundreds of German wounded prisoners of THEIR rightful return home and we returned to camp tired, fed up and very hungry.

That particular incident had some rather unpleasant repercussions. After we’d left optimistically for the station that morning, the prisoners left behind were moved from three dormitories into one. They would have been feeling low after so many had left and it was better for them to be all together. They sorted themselves out in their new confinement, each choosing a sleeping area. One bunk was left empty after its occupant, an American kriegie known as Tex who’d only been at the camp for a few weeks, threw himself from a second-storey window. It seemed he couldn’t face the prospect of being left behind and considered suicide a better option.

Tex hadn’t been universally liked. He was quietly-spoken, but made it plain that he thought us defeatists because we hadn’t escaped. ‘Some of you British have been here forever,’ was his charming way of putting it, not endearing him to kriegies who had lost limbs and been prisoners for more than two years. He also told us he’d been in Piccadilly only two nights before being shot down in Germany, near our camp. He was uninjured, just unlucky to be brought down on the doorstep of a PoW camp! He had told us many stories about London and London girls which didn’t delight the London men among us.

When we ‘exchange’ kriegies returned to camp later the same day, everyone had to revert to their original place in the dormitories. Since the bunk previously used by Tex was by a window and nobody else seemed to want it, I bagged it for myself. This shocked some others who said I was showing bad taste and disrespect for the dead. I said in no uncertain terms that this was rubbish. If Tex was dead, it wasn’t my fault and there was no help for it. Leaving his bunk empty would only serve as a constant reminder of the incident and add to the general gloom of the room. I stayed put by the window.

Later that night after lights out, mutterings were still going on, so I got up, as others did, and removed the blackout from the window by my bed. Some kriegies thought I was about to jump out like Tex! Only when I’d convinced them I had no intention of suicide, then or ever, were we all able to get to sleep. In fact, Tex wasn’t dead! He’d broken his leg on landing and had cuts and abrasions from the barbed wire. He would be in hospital for some weeks; a change for him since he hadn’t been injured on baling out of his Flying Fortress.

Slowly we settled back to normal. Kriegies who had disposed of their possessions before they left managed to get them back and await the next attempt. I had few things to give away, because I was allowed to take the manuscript book given me by the music shop proprietor. Filled with the odd compositions I’d written, it was vetted and proofed and I still have it, with German stamps all over it. My return to the camp wasn’t all doom and gloom: I had a better bunk by the window. Roll on the next repatriation and let’s hope Tex doesn’t want his bed back in the meantime!



Chapter Twenty

The Dover Road

One day Desmond confided to me that he missed the amateur theatricals he’d been involved with in Civvy Street. Always anxious to encourage other entertainment for the purely selfish reason of relieving pressure on the band, I suggested he get a group together and put on a play. Desmond was pessimistic. Who among the sick, the lame, the armless and the brainless would – or could – act? What would they act? Where would they rehearse? Etc., etc.

Perhaps his job in camp made him a pessimist. In peacetime he’d been a dispensing chemist and he was now in charge of the hospital camp medical room, drugs and equipment. According to the doctor, Desmond was better at this than all his predecessors, although he’d never served in the Medical Corps. We discussed the possibilities and problems of forming a theatre group until finally Desmond agreed to give it a go. I’d help as much as I could with announcements from the stage and get the band to encourage their mates to join. Volunteers must contact Desmond and if, after a fortnight, there wasn’t enough interest, we’d drop the idea.

Practically everyone in camp was contacted, but at the end of the fortnight only five had approached Desmond. He, living up to his camp nickname of Dismal, was gloomy. Six wasn’t enough, there was only one printed play in the entire camp, and that was unsuitable. Since we didn’t know where that play had come from, there was little hope of getting anything else. The Red Cross would oblige if asked, but that would take months.


The play we had was A.A. Milne’s The Dover Road, first performed in 1922. I didn’t know it but Desmond said it needed at least two good actresses, one of them young and stunning-looking. I could see why he was gloomy! The six men would have to have a meeting and decide collectively what to do; there might be a solution. I had plenty to do with the music, but privately I thought six wasn’t a bad start. The band had got going with three!

The KH Theatre Group, named after the village around the camp, had their meeting and came up with ideas that showed they were keen. They went through the play and worked out that if the ‘staff ’ in the play, two male and two female, were cut to one (male!) they’d only be one person short. One man didn’t mind playing Eustacia, so they were only short of someone to play the young, stunning-looking Anne, who was to elope in the play. So:

1) They needed only one more person.

2) He couldn’t be a peg-leg.

3) He mustn’t be bearded or old-looking (some kriegies had lots of facial hair and looked as old as Father Time).

4)The one person who fitted all the requirements was … ME! And I wasn’t even at the meeting.

I protested vehemently. I couldn’t act (true); I’d never acted (true); I was much too busy (true); I might not be a peg-leg but I had an eye missing (true). My protests were shouted down until finally Desmond put it to me that if I wouldn’t help, the whole venture would founder, and until more plays arrived from England, which might never happen, there would be no theatre group. They all agreed that this was blackmail, but said this was necessary to get the thing started! I had asked publicly for others to join the group; now I should put my actions where my mouth was and join. Rehearsals would be held twice weekly in Desmond’s dispensary and he’d let me down lightly on those. I was beaten, but I gave in with bad grace. I knew I’d let myself in for a lot of ribbing, not to mention embarrassment.

Desmond was very thorough and I think a good director, although I had no knowledge of that. He was a strict disciplinarian at rehearsals. We were kept at it until we were absolutely certain of our lines. To start with he showed us how to speak them, and when we began acting and moving, showed us where and how to move, though he lost the battle in his efforts to get me walking like a girl. I had no idea how girls walked, and no matter how many times he demonstrated, I never did master it. I blamed the footwear (army boots), though the kriegie playing Eustacia managed very well.

Desmond was also very good on the production side. He had kriegies making clothes, furniture, props, curtains and anything that would disguise our drab stage made of tables, and turn the mess hall into the luxurious dining hall/reception/entrance lobby needed for the play. For wigs Desmond had men unravelling miles of Red Cross parcel string and dying it. The dye was a secret formula from his forbidden locked dispensary cupboard. Uniforms were cut up and dyed for the men in the cast and even one of Eustacia’s skirts. At first Desmond was stumped on the usual more basic women’s attire – dresses, blouses, stocking and shoes – but then came his bright idea! Like most camps, ours had a tame goon. Desmond found out that this goon had a wife or girlfriend and opened negotiations. After many meetings and the sacrifice of much chocolate and many cigarettes, a deal was struck. Our goon would borrow from women outside the camp everything Desmond needed, as available of course, subject to the following conditions:

1) The loan was to be for no more than four days.

2) The owners of the borrowed clothes and shoes would be allowed to see the kriegies wearing them after the performance, and

3) The agreed amount of chocolate, cigarettes and tinned food must be supplied when the clothes were handed over.


Oddly enough, the second condition was the hardest for the goon to promise. Desmond had no problem; he wouldn’t be dressed up. He just had to shepherd his cast outside to be looked at so that a few women and guards could have a bit of a giggle. The goon would have to square the other guards and the NCO, and I didn’t like clause 2 one little bit.

Now rehearsals took on a more menacing and frantic note. Playing the part of Anne would, I suppose, be hard for any man: even a good actor wouldn’t find it easy under such conditions. For me it was impossible. I realized this even in our fairly free and easy meetings in our own old clothes. For the last two weeks of rehearsals, when we wore wigs and ‘make-up’ – another of Desmond’s concoctions – I was certain I was hopeless, that I would be sacked from the cast and the show could never go on. I was unhappy about this, but Desmond didn’t seem at all worried.

The cracks from the kriegies with male parts and from the backstage staff didn’t worry me as much as I’d thought. Ted, playing Eustacia, a rather tall, thin kriegie from the south coast, wasn’t the least bit worried and actually looked forward to the first night. Eustacia helped me as much as she could, but our parts were very different.

Excitement reached its zenith when our clothes were smuggled in after dark. The two pre-war dresses I had to wear were not a bad style or fit, once enough cotton wool and bandages had been stuffed into my camp-made bra, but no suspender-belt had been sent and no-one knew how to keep stockings up without one. Either German women in 1942 had none to spare or Desmond had slipped up. He didn’t seem interested in what Eustacia or Anne wore under our frocks; we had to fend for ourselves.

My trouble was that my legs, never at all feminine-looking, were, after so much illness and poor food, dreadfully thin, like matchsticks. Desmond, approached in desperation, produced his answer: rolls of adhesive medical sticking plaster. It took a long time to find out how best to use this without it separating and dangling around our legs when we sat down! We dreamed up a way, and the pain that resulted when the hair-pulling plaster was removed can well be imagined. Dismal Desmond kindly came forward with soothing lotion and ointment for our now hairless parts.

There was one thing Desmond could do little about: the shoes. There were two pairs for Anne to wear. The brogues weren’t too bad, but the fashionable court shoes were a disaster. They were positively dangerous, not only for me but for everyone else! I couldn’t walk in them. They didn’t fit. I take a 7 and these were 5s. No others were available so I had to suffer, but at no time did I feel safe and suffer I did. Apart from the shoes, remembering my lines and movements, checking that my seams were straight and that the sticking plaster was still in place so that my stockings didn’t concertina down my legs, trying to sit and stand as a lady without showing my rather revolting old army underwear, walking from a very dark backstage onto a lighted stage in front of about 300 sex-starved men who saw a well-made-up girl with a black eye-patch, obviously in distress, brought out the best in some men but the beast in most. There were cat-calls, wolf-whistles, suggestions and assignations from all over the hall. I suffered! For once in the whole production the author’s stage directions were exceeded. Anne was to be ‘a little upset by the happenings of the night.’ A.A. Milne had underestimated this Anne, this audience and this occasion by miles. For the first few lines Anne was so petrified that none of her words were audible. Anyway, she had been standing on the bottom edge of one of the curtains covering the entrance door to the hall and when the stage hand, a large ex-gunner, pulled the curtain across the door after her entrance, Anne was precipitated across the stage. Once her equilibrium was disturbed, it was impossible, in her new shoes, for Anne to steady it without assistance. A spectacular entrance indeed!

The play more or less settled down when Leonard and Anne were alone together, but even then certain lines aroused the audience more than was warranted or Desmond had anticipated. Lines like ‘No lies, and pretences, and evasions’ … ‘Less sordid if we begin our new life together in a new country’ … ‘Perhaps the French for what we are doing is not quite so crude as the English’.… The big laugh and shout came of course when Anne said ‘We are all alike, we women’ and then ‘I am different aren’t I? I’m not a bit like anyone else …’

As the play proceeded there was no doubt it was going down well. Milne called it a comedy and it certainly was. I doubt an audience ever enjoyed itself more than on that night. Even Desmond, so serious and gloomy throughout rehearsals, was seen to smile occasionally before the smile was wiped from his face by another catastrophe. In the first interval he beseeched us to play our parts straight: ‘Just remember what you are on stage for and do try and forget what you are wearing.’ Eustacia and I thought this easier said than done. Her big scene was at the beginning of the next act and she’d been looking forward to it. She merely said to Desmond: ‘I think I’ll adjust my dress downwards and see if that will stop the rot.’ Surely Scotsmen wearing kilts don’t have to suffer such indignities all the time? If they do, why do they keep wearing ’em? The brutal fact was that to many of the audience the play was now a torrid sex drama and nothing anyone said or did could alter that. I spent the interval adjusting my wig, make-up and accursed stockings, with even more sticking plaster.

As we got into the swing of the thing, the second and third acts improved progressively. The audience seemed to follow and enjoy it more, but of course we were the ONLY entertainment for miles around and perhaps only about 5 per cent had ever been to a theatre before in their lives. As with concerts, the audience had little choice. My only real complaint, a purely selfish one, was that during the second and third acts the author, God rest his soul, never allowed Anne to be still. She was on stage, then off again, and each appearance or disappearance placed greater strain on the sticking-plaster suspender-belt, to say nothing of the blisters on both feet. I suppose one must suffer for the sake of art.

While I was having a rest before my last appearance in Act 3, Desmond reminded me that after the show we all had to go outside to show ourselves off to the suppliers of the clothes. Could we forget the whole thing, I asked Desmond? My feet were killing me and I didn’t relish the thought of going outside dressed as I was. I might as well have saved the breath to blow on my blisters. Desmond had promised, and he’d sent a message out to say we’d be there in about ten minutes. They had to be given fair warning so that the goon could muster as large a female audience as possible. Desmond was going to ensure that future supplies of female wear wouldn’t be jeopardized. Not to worry, he said, we’d all be together and he’d see that everyone would be treated properly. It was amazing that he could be so high-faluting about such a performance but we were HIS cast and he would see we were treated as we should be. Rather he than I.

In my last scene with Latimer I had to stroke my fingers over his forehead and soothe him. Everybody enjoyed this except me! When Latimer said that the magic in my fingers made him think ridiculous things, some of the audience started calling for Anne to give them the same treatment. Luckily, at that spot the play ended and the curtain fell. Before it rose again we were rounded up on stage and stood in line taking our calls. Eustacia and Anne got the loudest applause, most unfairly I thought. In my case at least it wasn’t for the acting.

Desmond had organized our trip outside very well. His two ‘leading ladies’ were well-protected, preceded by Dominic and Latimer and followed by Leonard and Nicholas, and with the ‘staff ’ and backstage hands guarding the female stars. The journey was accomplished well enough and gave the goons and about seven women a lot of amusement. My blonde string wig and my bust delighted the owner of the dress immensely, but she wasn’t pleased with my/her stockings. One had come away from its moorings and was dangling round my ankle, with a vast amount of sticking plaster trailing on the ground. I hoped that in future borrowings they would include the proper things to keep stockings up. Even elastic must be better than plaster. Our tame goon told us that although we looked well enough, he’d rather have his own real girlfriend. As a finale, Latimer lifted my skirt and Nicholas did the same for Eustacia. This caused so much more merriment that the Unteroffizier (junior NCO) of the guards indicated that the party was over and we must return to our quarters. We were escorted back into the building. Once inside we were on our own and it was every man for himself. Lights out would be in about five minutes and we were determined to get to the dispensary to reclaim our own clothes before dark. We could lock the dispensary door while we changed.

We didn’t have a chance. We were mobbed! Chased all around the hall; not only Eustacia and Anne but the others as well! It was quite incredible. Some of the borrowed clothes were torn and many fights took place. My own underpants were ripped off and my tight-fitting shoes were lost, quite early on. When the lights went out we knew we’d never make it to the dispensary. I shot under a bed and wriggled under several more without being detected. It was a nightmare journey, but I managed to find my bunk in the end. I spoke to no-one and slipped into bed unnoticed.

Until that moment I hadn’t realized how difficult it must be to be female. How could they stand it all their lives? I’d had enough in less than three hours. I suppose this makes me a male chauvinist pig in current jargon, but so be it. I came to the conclusion that rape, a subject I hadn’t thought about before, must be a terrifying experience for girls and that the degrading phenomenon now known so casually and callously as a ‘gang bang’ must be almost the most horrifying experience male can inflict on female. I think I understand female fears a little more. I eventually went to sleep, exhausted and thankful it was all over. However, before I dropped off I made a firm resolve never ever again, in camp or anywhere else, would I impersonate a female, young or old, and I never have.

I didn’t remember this resolve when I woke up next morning until I looked in the mirror prior to shaving. I’d forgotten the make-up! My red lips were smeared all over my face, the chemical-medical make-up round my one eye had spread over ear and nose, and I looked as if I were going a little mouldy at the edges, like an old hag who has been on the tiles for a month! It took nearly a month to remove all evidence of our one-night stand.

Later I wrote a note to Desmond, congratulating him on the production and the successful launch of the KH Theatre Group, from which I now had no hesitation in resigning. In future, I informed Desmond, any assistance I gave the group would be purely musical. Desmond accepted my resignation, quite thankfully I believe. Once was enough for both of us, them and me!



Chapter Twenty-One

Repatriation, November 1943

It was well into the autumn before the repatriation of badly-injured kriegies finally took place, after two frustrated attempts, one aborted very late by Hitler. We were given one day’s notice that all those holding an International Certificate for return must be up, shaved, dressed and ready for a very early start next morning. In fact we were all ready that night.

We were allowed to take certain things only. This meant that the large items some kriegies had made must be left behind. This was upsetting for the men, but in all honesty I couldn’t fault the Germans or the Red Cross for such instructions. Some had acquired a lot of possessions in months or years of captivity, and some of those were large. I saw cupboards, embroidery made from a pair of old curtains and a heavy, awkward piano stool. Many such things had been lived with so long that they were part of one’s life, but considering the route we’d have to take and the fact that most kriegies would be unable to carry much themselves, the authorities were right to restrict such items. After all, there was a war still going on and it seemed to become more involved by the week.

None of us slept much that night and we started so early that we were exhausted by the time we boarded the train and fell asleep as soon as we were settled. Those who could, like me, had walked to the railway station; the rest, and all permitted baggage, came in trucks. I remember little of the first part of the journey. The train journey wasn’t very long and we were aroused from sleep and transferred to a ship to sail across the Baltic.

My first real memory of that homeward journey was disembarkation. A band was playing and the music sounded vaguely familiar. As I woke up I realized it was a march I’d written about a year earlier and dedicated to the YMCA as a small gesture of thanks for the supply of musical instruments and all the help they’d given. This piece had been broadcast from Sweden and picked up by the BBC for the benefit of next of kin of kriegies in Germany. Now it was being played by a Swedish military brass band on the quayside to welcome returning prisoners. The band played other music of course, most of it more cheerful than my effort, but it was nice hearing it in such happy circumstances.

My next memory is of a very clean, large railway station, probably Stockholm. Some sort of civic reception was taking place, with city officials, police, Red Cross, YMCA, army, air force and naval officers and men, railway officials and many others. Most had varied and gorgeous uniforms. Also there were women! Female nurses, girls, girls and more girls. It was tiring just to look at that great happy conglomeration of people who had turned out to welcome and wish bon voyage to dozens of foreign servicemen. In our condition, all we could do was passively observe it all.

Then we were carefully inserted into a long, well-heated, very clean train, most unlike the last British train I’d travelled in more than three years earlier. That had been dirty, badly lit by miserable blue blackout light, unheated, uncomfortable and packed up to and including the luggage racks. This train was sheer luxury in comparison. Once each kriegie was settled into a seat with a picture window, there were welcoming speeches by some of the top officials and then suddenly, they let loose on us hundreds of Swedish girls, each the most beautiful in the world. Clean, fresh, mostly blue-eyed, blonde, fair-skinned, young and absolutely gorgeous! Teeth so white, smiles so warm and welcoming, they would have melted the heart of any man at any time, but for us at that moment, it was almost too much.

It could have been a very risky thing to do, but that had also been taken care of. Liberally and very democratically, each kriegie had been allocated one girl, for three or four minutes only. So there was hardly time to get acquainted. As a dour Scot muttered to me mournfully: ‘Fancy ge’in a starving Scot a piece o’ cake like that, and taking it away before he gets his teeth int’ it.’ The girls’ main purpose was to distribute carrier bags of goodies, one for each kriegie, and all in front of a large civic reception with all eyes on us, or more likely on the girls. So we behaved ourselves, appreciative of the gifts, grateful to the donors and particularly thankful to whoever had dreamed up the pretty girls!

After more speeches, cheers and hand-waving and not a few kisses, we were on our way. The train pulled slowly out of the station and we opened our goodie bags. In each was a bottle of fresh milk, which none of us had seen or tasted in years, a large and beautiful orange, twelve boxes of matches, some chocolate, an apple and two small packets, one containing three biscuits and the other three cigarettes. These were very low on tobacco content, half their length being a hollow tube; showing that Sweden, although neutral in the war, was suffering shortages along with the belligerents. Willy-nilly, fair or not, they had to suffer with the rest of us. Matches and milk they had in abundance and gave generously, but tobacco was a different matter. Inevitably there were remarks about 500 matches to light 3 cigarettes, until the moaners were told where the tobacco had to come from. Most of us thought Sweden a wonderful country full of beautiful people and gorgeous girls. It would be hard to find a better buffer between a German prisoner-of-war camp and home!

As we raced through the Swedish countryside, with no guards and not a German in sight, we began to relax. Some dozed happily after a glass of fresh milk and an orange. It reminded me of Sunday school outings in my youth, a lot of us together, a parcel of goodies, no-one obviously in charge and some excitement guaranteed at the end. We were grown up, but many of us acted just like children.

There were some serious conversations. None of us missed the Germans one little bit. We didn’t know what was in store for us in England, Scotland or wherever. Was the UK as badly bombed as we’d been led to believe? Were the people at or near starvation as the German radio said? Where would we land? When would we get leave? Would we all have to go straight to hospital? Would the Germans, meaning Hitler, really allow us to get home? If so, what would be the first thing we’d do?

The train stopped at a station and soldiers appeared on either side. It was quiet and peaceful and we waited and waited, for what we didn’t know. Another train was heard approaching and I thought there was probably a single track further along the route and we were waiting for the down train to clear it. How wrong I was. The train pulled up alongside ours, and we saw that it also contained a lot of badly-injured men, all Germans, ex-kriegies from the UK who were doing the same journey as us in reverse. It didn’t take either side long to open up a dialogue. Most of the remarks, from both sides, were rude but generally, I thought our side was more cheerful than theirs. By now most of us knew we were going to win the war and most of the Germans knew they weren’t. We also knew that though there were shortages in the UK, there were more in Germany. On both sides, some kriegies were apprehensive. The escorts were changed, the guards remounted and the trains set off in opposite directions. That was when we really knew that an exchange had taken place, and we were on our way home from a neutral country. I said to the Scot next to me I felt a bit sorry for the Germans going back to the devastation of shortages, and the sure knowledge that they were going to lose the war. ‘Typical Sassenach!’ he snorted. ‘Serve ’em right! They started the bluidy war!’ … and that was the view of most.

At the end of the journey, perhaps at Gothenburg though I can’t remember, we were sorted and eventually embarked on one of three waiting ships. I lost my Scots companion; all ex-kriegies (lovely phrase!) from Scotland and the North were going on one boat together. There were many Scots. Over the previous two years I’d heard so much about the 51st Highland Division that like many non-members I’d come to the conclusion that the whole of Scotland had been enrolled in the 51st. They’d been one of the first divisions into France and been through much tough fighting, up to the fall of France.


We sailed from Sweden in convoy and everything seemed peaceful and pleasant, though it was late in the year to be in the North Sea. Some spent their time scanning the horizon, but we saw no mines, planes, U-boats or anything untoward. Medical and nursing attention was available on the boat for any who needed it, and many did. The long journey, the fresh sea air and the excitement tired even the relatively fit, and we slept very easily.

After a couple of days, the Scots-laden ship detached itself from the convoy to put in at Leith. The rest of us carried on further and further north and there was light-hearted banter to the effect that we were going to the North Pole to collect our own presents from Father Christmas. We sailed up the east coast and round the north of Scotland, then the captain put left-hand down and we sailed south down the west coast of Scotland and then England. We wondered if the cruise would ever end; wherever were we going?

Suddenly, one Tuesday evening, the engine stopped and we anchored at sea with no coast visible. Over the public address system we were told that we’d dock and disembark next day, and we should rest and conserve our energy for the hectic morrow! Where were we, we asked, and the answer came: ‘Just outside Liverpool!’ Liverpool! The port from which I and thousands of others had set out more than three years earlier! Doesn’t the name LIVERPOOL have an English ring to it?

We were home, or nearly. Just off Liverpool and the shores of England. How could anyone rest or sleep! Excited chatter went on all night. How severe had the bombing been? How long before we had leave? When would I see Marie, and the baby; I nearly forgot about her. There were so many questions but they’d have to wait. We all had a private world to get back to, and that would have to wait. Tomorrow would reveal everything; we’d know the worst … and the best!



Chapter Twenty-Two

On English Soil

It was a glorious day! Such a day convinced me that the Almighty, outdoing the sacrilegious Stalin, had made a special Order of the Day decreeing that the sun would shine on all returning wounded prisoners of war to enable them to see everything they wanted to see, and it was glorious chaos!

The sun shone, sirens sounded, tugs fussed and bustled as they pushed and pulled us so slowly into the dockside. Every boat in the harbour hooted, trains in the station and waiting outside whistled and built up steam; buses and ambulances, trucks and cars all joined in the cacophony, as if competing to see which could make the loudest noise. It was deafening, exhilarating and exciting; a heavenly hell had broken loose.

Then we were at the dockside. I’ve never seen such activity. Looking at the scene from the side of the boat, I couldn’t believe my eyes. Military bands everywhere possible never stopped playing marches and the brightest tunes; there were dozens of ambulances of all shapes and sizes; uniforms coloured from battle grey and drab khaki to ceremonial scarlet and ambassadorial blue and gold; there seemed to be thousands of civilians, servicemen, vehicles and trains; stalls with good ladies serving real coffee and food. We could see ex-kriegie mates being loaded onto waiting trains and watched as they pulled out full and another train immediately drew up. Such organization and precision! Yet it was always said the Germans were best at organization and precision. They must have taught us!

It came to my turn. I was gently escorted by a St John’s Ambulance nurse past a checkpoint where name, rank and number were called, and slowly across the station platform into the train. There were efforts at speeches of welcome, but it was impossible to hear them in the noise and no-one wanted to listen anyway! As soon as the train was full the doors were closed and we pulled slowly out of the station, and stopped. It was now midday and the tracks were jammed with railway workers, dozens of them, all waving furiously so that the driver couldn’t make progress and the train was reduced to a walking pace. Instead of a man with a red flag in front we had the Union Jack!

I was amazed that such a huge crowd had turned out for the occasion until I saw that morning’s newspaper with a story about the disembarkation of repatriated prisoners at Liverpool. Some of these prisoners had been incarcerated in Germany for anything up to four years. This was why the Liverpudlians, whoever and wherever they were, however dressed, were doing what they were doing. They were there for miles and miles, men and women, old and young, workers and pensioners, servicemen and civilians, Cubs and Brownies, Guides and Scouts, boys and girls. Food, cigarettes, newspapers and fruit were passed up to us through the train window. Dozens of girls were helped onto the running boards by their mates to welcome us with laughter and kisses. They all wanted to touch us: the men to shake hands and the women to kiss us. Of course, with only one window on either side and at least six men in every carriage, we couldn’t all be the lucky ones. We had been carefully warned that if anyone got off the train for any purpose, his pay, leave and medical attention would all be jeopardized. I don’t think any of us did get off, but that didn’t stop those outside getting in! Many girls, seeing that they couldn’t reach all the men in a carriage through the window, allowed, encouraged, asked and assisted the men to pull them inside. I saw two girls pulled in through two different windows ‘to thank the kriegies personally’, as the papers nicely put it later. When the train finally left Liverpool there were quite a number of girls still on board, who couldn’t get off till the next stop, 30 or so miles up the track. Never was there such a welcome.


At last the train began to increase speed and since none of us knew where we were going, we settled down to look at England in November 1943. The countryside wasn’t really much different: fields are fields, and trees without leaves are leafless, so why did they seem such happy fields and trees? Perhaps because they were seen through a wet eye?

As we approached villages and towns we saw the signs of war in England. All types of air-raid shelters; private ones in back gardens, public ones on school sports fields or playgrounds; surface street shelters; and round or square emergency water tanks easily accessible at road junctions. We saw buildings in ruins or with windows boarded up and others, such as police and fire depots, with entrances concealed behind piles of sandbags. There were no station names so none of us at any time knew where we were. Even that caused some silly arguments in the carriage. There were enough signs to show us that after more years of vicious war, England was still standing: very bloodied, but not bowed or broken. Life and business went on. I ate the contents of the food parcel I’d been given in Liverpool and let the train rhythm lull me to sleep, somewhere in England …

When I woke I was surprised to see how dark it was till I remembered the time of year and how the nights draw in. The train had stopped; I looked out and asked someone on the platform where we were. He shouted ‘CROYDON’. This was miles from Liverpool. I was puzzled and hoped the driver wasn’t. Did he know where we were going? The noise woke someone who, when he found out we were at Croydon, panicked! It was his home town! He began to get his gear together, but before he got it, the train started again and his opportunity was lost.

We settled down again. Next time I woke we were at our destination and some had already left the train. We were at Netley, a part of Southampton with a large and well-established services hospital. This was where we were to be assessed for future operations and medical treatment, kitted out with whatever clothing and equipment we needed, issued with new pay books and travel passes and most important, money, REAL MONEY! We would have proper money, mainly notes, but enough pennies, tanners and half-crowns to jangle and weigh in our pockets! It had been a long journey from Germany and a long way round the UK to get to Southampton: Germany to Sweden across the Baltic; across Sweden; by boat across the North Sea to Scotland; train around three sides of that country to Liverpool and across England to the south coast. The journey seemed an eternity, but it had taken less than a week and we had arrived safely.

At the hospital we had a hot meal and drinks and were taken to wards to have a good night’s sleep. Everything would be explained to our satisfaction in the morning, and it was. Many must have worked all night. For us, sufficient unto the day … let us sleep. Before the war there was a well-known slogan: ‘Join the army and see the world.’ I’d joined and seen a lot I didn’t like, and now after more than three years abroad I was sleeping in England again. There’s no place like home!



Postscript

Bernard Harris’s parents were public servants with jobs at the workhouse in Battle, Sussex when they met. Bernard William Harris, from nearby Mountfield, was a gardener and Annie Catherine Payne from Kettering, Northants a nurse. After their marriage, they took posts as master and matron – houseparents – of a small children’s home in Eardisley, Herefordshire. Their first daughter Muriel was born there in 1915; their son, Bernard Wilfred, whose memoir this is, in 1917.

This was, of course, the time of the Great War, and Bernard senior served abroad as a soldier, leaving Annie in charge. When Bernard was born, 2-year-old Muriel was taken to Mountfield to stay with Bernard William’s brother Harold and his wife Kate. The families of Bernard and Harold Harris remained close through the lifetimes of their children and beyond.

After the war, Bernard William and Annie became master and matron of a larger children’s home, Ivy House, in Tupsley, Hereford, where they lived and worked until they retired. They had another daughter Joan, and the three children were brought up alongside the boys and girls living at the home, as Bernard describes in his ‘Christmas Past’ chapter.

The Harris children went to elementary school in Hereford and in due course sat the exam for a scholarship. Muriel passed and went to the High School, but Bernard didn’t pass and stayed at elementary school, as was usual at the time. He told us his 11+ exam was on a Fair Day, and he was distracted from the papers in front of him by the sound of musicians in the town centre. True or not, either way, this bright and gifted boy had no secondary education. His younger sister Joan didn’t pass the exam either and their parents paid High School fees for her. Needless to say, Bernard recognized this as favouritism.

His musical education and life began with piano lessons and in the church choir at Tupsley. Clearly both Bernard and the organist/ choirmaster he learned from were exceptional. Bernard became a sort of musical apprentice, helping out with the younger boys and teaching them music in return for his own organ lessons, some with another Hereford organist. When he was 14, he left school and went to work at Russell’s, the stationers’ shop in High Town, Hereford. Russell’s– ‘for Distinctive Stationery’ – also sold books, artists’ materials and fine leather goods. These were the days of ink bottles and pens with detachable nibs, available in various widths and shapes. Graphite pencils were sold in several grades of both soft and hard; there were sharpeners for their points and rubbers for erasure and correction. Paper of different type, size and quality was sold by the ream and quire, and envelopes of all sizes and shapes, in white or brown. Mr Russell arranged for professional and business customers to have boxes of paper printed with their address and telephone number, keeping a record of their chosen font, colour and whether embossed. Such customers might also take matching boxes of cheaper paper for following pages of any letter requiring them. Some people, mostly women, used boxes of small coloured writing paper which might also be printed with their address.

Bernard learned the trade, served customers, kept things clean and tidy, and in time took charge of arranging the window display according to stock and season. When he could, he bought a hot pie for his lunch, preferably with the juice still liquid, from the nearby butcher’s shop. He was a wage-earner, approaching manhood, living in a children’s home with his parents and young sisters; a problematic situation for any teenage boy and his parents. Then through contacts in town, from families unknown to his mother or anyone else in Tupsley, not necessarily churchgoers, Bernard joined a concert party. Such groups were active and popular in 1920s and ’30s England and elsewhere. A troupe of players, from six to twenty strong, prepared and rehearsed a show and put it on for a night or two in their home town or city. Over the next weeks and months, they took the show out on Friday or Saturday nights, and perhaps mid-week, performing at village and small town halls, while a hired bus and driver waited for them outside. Bernard, who could read music or play by ear, as a soloist or accompanying other soloists or groups, became the focus of the musical side of this group of mostly young people. After a show he may or may not have had a beer. He’d arrive home after resident children and the family were asleep, accidentally or otherwise wake up the boys and entertain them with stories.

The church side of his musical life was less problematic and more to his mother’s liking. From playing the church organ for Sunday and other scheduled services and playing for weddings and funerals when asked and his day job permitted, Bernard became relief organist for Hereford rural deanery. This meant playing in villages around Hereford, mainly on Sundays, when the resident organist was unwell or otherwise unavailable. It was perhaps now that his father bought a motorbike, first taking Bernard junior out of Hereford to play the organ, then allowing him to ride himself, perhaps also to concert party venues.

For years I thought that tensions between Bernard and his parents, responsible to the county authorities for the management of dozens of children in care as well as for their own daughters, led to Bernard joining the army in 1936 and permanently leaving Hereford. He deliberately defied his mother’s ambitions for him to become a grocer and cathedral organist, I thought. However, in 2012, clearing the drawers of a filing cabinet in Bernard’s last home after his widow died, I found a letter written by Mr Russell the stationer recommending Bernard for a job as a clerk with Hereford County Council. Mr Russell wrote that Harris had worked for him for four years and was more than ordinarily intelligent, readily adaptive to new work or circumstances, needing only opportunity to do well. Mr Russell would have liked to offer Harris further advancement, but he already employed a senior assistant. Harris – honest, practical, accurate at figures and capable of very good handwriting – would make a useful clerk in the county accountant’s office. Bernard had outgrown his job as junior shop assistant, but the county accountant had no position for him either.

Mr Russell’s testimonial was written on 16 March and on 19 May Bernard enlisted into the cavalry of the line. A week later, he was posted to the 4th (Queen’s Own) Hussars and after initial training took up the army trade of bandsman. He later joked that he joined the army as a pianist, though in fact he played the clarinet. By now, the 4th Hussars had reorganized to work with lorries, trucks and motorbikes rather than horses, but bandsmen were still part of the signalling and messaging system in the army. Bernard trained at Kneller Hall, the army music school, and passed as bandsman in 1938.

My parents met in spring 1939 at Eastbourne, Sussex. Bandsman Harris, 21, with the Royal Armoured Corps and the 4th Hussars, was in the band playing that week at the magnificent bandstand. Marie Last, 19, was a Civil Service clerk from Fulham on holiday with her friend Olive, their first holiday apart from family. Marie and Bernard continued to meet over the summer when they could. War was declared in September 1939 and they got engaged in October. In November Bernard was promoted to lance corporal and they married at Christ Church, Fulham in March 1940. Both families were there, though neither set of parents wanted a marriage at that time. Marie, wearing a long white dress and veil, carried roses; Bernard and his best man George were in army uniform. For the wedding meal, everyone crammed round the living-room table at Marie’s parents’ terraced house, just off Wandsworth Bridge Road. Butter, bacon and sugar had been rationed since January; meat and preserves in March. The livingroom window was taped criss-cross fashion with sticky brown paper; the usual wartime precaution against flying glass in the event of a bomb. Marie and Bernard had a short honeymoon in Eastbourne before they were due back at work. By April the regiment was at Market Weighton in Yorkshire and Marie soon left her job to be near Bernard. Three and a half years passed before they could live together permanently.

On 10 May Hitler’s forces began air-raids on Belgium and Holland. Churchill became UK prime minister that same day, but Britain and France had been misled into sending troops in the wrong direction. By 20 May the Nazis had reached the Channel coast; the Brits ‘strategically’ retreated to the Channel Isles or were extricated from the beaches at Dunkirk, leaving kit, transport and men behind. On 10 June, Italy under Mussolini joined Hitler, declaring war on Britain and France. By 13 June, the French government had fled Paris for Bordeaux and on 22 June, France surrendered.

One week later, Acting Lance Corporal Harris was sent for three days from Welford, Northants to an anti-aircraft gunnery school at Stiffkey, Norfolk. On 10 July Nazi bombers began targeting RAF airfields and radar stations in preparation for an invasion of the UK. This was the Battle of Britain, in which 544 British pilots died. By mid-August Bernard’s regiment was billeted on the racecourse at Newmarket, training for overseas deployment to somewhere unknown.

Life on Newmarket racecourse may have been safer than in London and elsewhere. On 24 August, German aircraft bombed the City of London and on 5 September Hitler ordered ‘disruptive attacks on the populations and air defences of major British cities … by day and night.’ Having lost the Battle of Britain and the option of immediate invasion, Hitler needed to subdue the British some other way. The blitz, including fifty-seven consecutive days or nights of bombing London and other cities, started on 7 September 1940 and continued until the following May. On 15 October 450 people were killed in bombing raids, and soon there were 250,000 homeless in London. Most of the bombs were targeted on the East End and the City of London, but they might fall anywhere: buses, roads, hospitals, churches and railway stations were no safer than houses. People sought, and found, refuge in the Underground Tube stations, but even these could be hit.


Marie’s parents, Catherine (or Kit) and Walter, had been servants in private households. Walter, who had also been a soldier, was now a Post Office sorter. The household run by Kit included Marie’s older sister Peggy, a Civil Service clerk; their younger brother John, a schoolboy; and the landlady Maggie Kennedy, chief cashier at the local Co-op grocery. The house had no room in its backyard for an underground shelter and no spare room indoors to be ‘bomb-proofed’. Even when a house escaped a direct hit, a bomb nearby might cut off water, gas and electricity supplies. A bomb on the bus route meant walking to work.

By the beginning of November, the men of the 4th Hussars knew they were due to leave England soon. They and their families faced dangerous and uncertain futures, at home or abroad. The first break in nightly bombing raids on London came on 14 November when the Luftwaffe switched their firepower to Coventry. Bernard recounts that he was still in the Midlands, near enough to see the fire-glow after the blitz. On 15 November almost every London borough was bombed, and the Sorting Office at Mount Pleasant, where Walter worked, took a hit.

The 4th Hussars embarked from Liverpool on 17 November 1940 on the troopship SS Orcades, formerly of the Orient Line, and Bernard was seasick. They sailed via Freetown, Sierra Leone to Durban, South Africa, arriving on 12 December. Lieutenant Colonel E.G.G. Lillingston wrote in the Hussars’ Commander’s War Diaries that they had four days of morning route marches and afternoon and evening socializing and sightseeing with ‘European residents’. The regimental dance band broadcast a short radio concert with the Durban Symphony Orchestra on the 14th. The commander wrote that it was all ‘most pleasant’. Bernard’s account of the visit to Durban has a very different emphasis, although there’s nothing contradictory between the accounts.

They left Durban on 16 December. To keep up their fitness the men played deck tennis and quoits; the Hussars did well in boxing competitions. Over Christmas the ship passed through dangerous waters off the east coast of Africa between Durban and Suez. Christmas Day included a well-attended church service, three substantial festive meals, as Bernard also recorded, and a live relay of King George VI’s Christmas speech; a cheerful day, wrote the commander. Bernard wasn’t seasick after South Africa and, apart from being away from loved ones and family, he was probably still having a better war than Marie.

On 29 December the ship entered the Suez Canal and the men prepared to disembark. The Orcades anchored at El Kantara, Algeria on 30 December in strong winds. ‘The whole voyage was exceedingly pleasant and enjoyed by everyone,’ wrote Lieutenant Colonel Lillingston. ‘There was no enemy action whatsoever. The food and accommodation on the ship was all that we could have wished for and the whole of the ship’s company went out of their way to make all on board comfortable and happy.’ After NAFFI tea and buns beside the railway line, the men travelled overnight by train and marched to No. 8 Tahag Camp, El Qassasin, Egypt, arriving on 1 January 1941.

When Italy entered the war in June 1940, Italian forces in Libya began raiding across the border into British-held Egypt. At one point Italian troops advanced 60 miles towards the Suez Canal in three days, but by January 1941, when the Hussars arrived, Italy was in retreat in North Africa. On 5 January Australian forces captured Bardia near the Mediterranean coast in Libya. On 15 January Emperor Haile Selassie returned to Ethiopia, five years after he was exiled by occupying Italian forces. On 22 January the Allies took Tobruk, and on 7 February the Italians were catastrophically defeated at the Battle of Beda Fomm, south of Benghazi. In successive victories for British and Commonwealth forces over two months, 130,000 Italians were captured.

Meanwhile, the 4th Hussars were settling into the desert camp, which the commander found well set out, albeit short of bathing facilities. Bernard was among those allowed into Cairo for forty-eight hours’ leave on 8 January. In the family album, there’s a snap of Bernard and friends with the Great Sphinx in the background. It turned out that transport arrangements for the regiment’s tanks and heavy baggage had gone badly. The tanks had arrived in Port Said around Christmas, but before the regiment’s advance party, waiting at the camp, could collect them, damaged packaging was broken into and stuff pilfered. Other regimental ‘baggage’, including vehicles, was still on its way from Swansea. In the weeks it took to get what was there by train from Port Said to the troops at El Qassasin, they had to borrow tanks to get some training in. Priority over weaponry, transport and general supplies went naturally to troops in successful combat elsewhere in the desert. There was no alternative but to grant the Hussars plenty of leave, though apart from the days in Cairo, they stayed in the desert. By day the temperature might be 38°C, and at night freezing.

According to the commander, the padre organized the clearing of stones to make a football pitch, someone else organized and laid a cement cricket pitch and they started playing baseball. Towards the end of January, after a court of enquiry into the fate of the tanks, the Hussars started range and battle practice. Now they were short of ammunition. By 11 February, twenty-one 3-tonners, twenty-three lorries and the rest of the vehicles, including a car, had arrived from Swansea via Suez. In later years, Bernard spoke of working in the desert as a motor-cycle despatch rider, taking messages and packets between officers and depots. It was probably as a motor-cycle escort that he handled the paperwork for the Italian kriegies who sang on their way to clear the desert for football. We know, as the troops didn’t, that Allied command in North Africa was switching emphasis. Depending on what happened in the Balkans, it was likely that support for Greece would take precedence over action in the Middle East.

In 1939, the UK had made a declaration that in the event of a threat to Greek or Romanian independence, ‘His Majesty’s Government would feel themselves bound at once to lend the Greek or Romanian Government … all the support in their power.’ Mussolini’s ambitious and maybe egocentric invasion of Greece in 1940 was not popular with Hitler, concerned with protecting Romanian oil from the Russians and advancing eastwards.


Greece’s early success against Italy and subsequent moves by the UK to establish troops in Crete and air units in southern Greece obliged Hitler to reconsider a German invasion of Greece in early 1941. The British and Australians had succeeded in North Africa without the Hussars and other recent arrivals, and Germany was not yet directly engaged there. A British-Greek conference in Athens on 22 February agreed or confirmed what Ivor Matanle in his book World War II calls the ‘dangerous decision’ to re-establish British forces in Europe by sending an expeditionary force into Greece if the Germans acted in the Balkans.

In mid-February the regiment was still packing new equipment into recently-arrived vehicles and practising marching. On the 19th the divisional commander visited the camp for the first time, on the 20th and 21st there was a tactical exercise across the Ismailia Canal, and on 24 February the regiment was ordered to mobilize on standard war establishment footing. Less essential lorries and trucks were transferred elsewhere and the regiment was placed on the priority list.

On the night of 27/28 February it rained heavily and tents were flooded. Storms continued throughout the day and the road through the camp became almost impassable. It rained until 3 March, by which time the tanks and the troops were on their separate ways to Alexandria on Egypt’s Mediterranean coast. It was nearly a week before they left. It’s impossible to read the war commander’s diaries for this period without feeling weighed down by the dense, heavy logistics of transporting tanks, lorries, weapons and other supplies by sea and land, road, rail, ship and road again from Britain to Egypt via South Africa and on to Greece. The men travelled lightly in comparison. Once aboard the cruiser HMS Gloucester, they crossed the Mediterranean to Piraeus in twenty-four hours, arriving on 10 March. For three days already, 100 tanks and troops – a final total of 57,000 men from the Australian Division, the 2nd New Zealand Division and the First Armoured Brigade – had been arriving in Greece and advancing northwards.


From Glyfada the regiment drove in lorries northwards towards Macedonia and Bulgaria, with the tanks following in trains. The weather was ‘warm and pleasant’; the Greek people ‘friendly and obliging’. The vehicles, re-camouflaged on arrival in Greece, came under enemy reconnaissance planes on 21 and 24 March. On the 25th, officers attended Greek church and there were celebrations of Greek independence. From barracks the troops moved out to positions at Veria, Athyra and Axiopolis, the furthest north. The commanding officer travelled more than 2,000 miles in the second half of March.

Reconnaissance and liaison with Greeks continued until 6 April when the Germans invaded Greece from Bulgaria. On 8 April they blew up the Axiopolis railway bridge and captured Xanthi. The Hussars were ordered back south to Kozani: a retreat. On the 9th the Germans captured Thessalonika and the Greek Second Army capitulated. On the 10th Germans broke through the Commonwealth lines at Vevi and the Hussars reached Kozani. On the 11th, in extremely heavy rain, most of the Hussars moved to Perdika. Officers were looking for ‘lines of withdrawal’: a way out. On the 12th they moved back to high ground behind Ptolemais and ‘harboured’. On the 13th there was battle and defeat: four tanks were lost to enemy action and the troops withdrew to Mavrodendi.

The Greek First Army in Albania withdrew to the Pindus Mountains and British forces prepared to consolidate their withdrawal to Thermopylae. The going was hard; there were severe enemy attacks by air and the roads were blocked by damaged and abandoned vehicles. Following heavy losses on the 18th, the Hussars drove overnight from Farsala to Lamia, which they’d passed through on their way north. Seventeen tanks were lost to steering problems in the mountain passes that night. On the 19th they withdrew behind the Thermopylae line and halted for maintenance; the Germans took Ioannina and the airfield at Larissa. On 21 April it was decided to evacuate British and Anzac troops to Crete and back to Egypt. After dark the Hussars moved back to Glyfada, their first camp after arrival at Piraeus five weeks previously.


On 22 April the regiment was ordered into positions ‘inclusive of ’ the Corinth Canal and Patras. Three squadrons took up positions on the 23rd. One truck of B Squadron east of Patras took a direct hit; eight men were killed and five wounded. On the 24th the Germans attacked at Thermopylae and the British withdrew; 5,200 Allied soldiers were evacuated to East Africa.

On the 25th, the few remaining RAF squadrons left Greece and everyone else was ordered to rendezvous south of Corinth on the night of the 26/27th. Some 10,200 Australian troops were evacuated from Maupin and Megara and the Germans began an airborne operation to seize the bridges over the Corinth Canal. On 26 April, Bernard’s regiment north and south of Corinth came under heavy bombing from 7.00 am. Ready for breakfast when the attack began, Bernard – soon wounded in his head, arm and hand – lost consciousness.

The regimental camp was a total loss. Those officers and men who were able got away to the coast and embarked for Crete. Now many were lost at sea as boats sank and were sunk. Some 74 officers and men made it to Crete by the 28th, and almost 100 got back to Alexandria on 30 April. Lieutenant Colonel Lillingston wrote in the regimental diary: ‘As all the Senior Officers of the Regt who took part in the Greek Campaign are now missing or PoW, this diary is incomplete …’

The Germans entered Athens on 27 April, at the same time as the funeral of the Greek prime minister who had committed suicide. The Greek campaign had ended in complete German victory. A total of 42,311 Commonwealth soldiers had been evacuated and more than 7,000 captured. The decision to send Allied forces into Greece was fiercely criticized in the UK, and opinion is still divided. John Keegan, in The Second World War, wrote that the Greek and Allied forces, vastly outnumbered, ‘had, rightly, the sensation of having fought the good fight’, but even if as some think, the Greek campaign was a turningpoint in the war, it was a disaster in itself.

In London, the blitz continued. Fire-watching was now compulsory, and Walter became a local warden with a whistle. On 11 January 117 people were killed at Bank underground station and on 19 March, while the Hussars were advancing through the warm Greek countryside liaising with friendly Greeks, 500 German bombers killed 750 people in raids on the East End and the Docks; more than 1,000 others were seriously injured. As the Nazis invaded Greece in April, the blitz became more furious. On 16 April while Allied troops were bombarded and pursued through Greece by Nazi forces, bombardments on Belfast and London resulted in heavy losses: 19 April saw the biggest bombing raid so far. Unknown to Bernard, Marie was by now six months’ pregnant.

As Commonwealth troops were killed, captured or evacuated, the Daily Express, not a favoured paper with Marie’s family, reported that Prime Minister Churchill was silent on the extent of the Allied withdrawal from Greece. On 10 May, the Chamber of the House of Commons was destroyed, and the House of Lords, Westminster Abbey, St James’s and Lambeth Palaces, the British Museum, the Old Bailey, fourteen hospitals and most mainline railway stations in London were damaged when 700 tons of bombs were dropped, killing almost 1,500 people. It turned out that this was the last major raid on London for the time being, though no one knew what to expect or when. Food and clothing were hard to come by, but extra rations were allocated to pregnant women. Cheese was added to the long list of foodstuffs now rationed; eggs and fresh milk were scarce.

On 30 May, Marie was informed that Bernard had been missing since 28 April, after the Battle of Corinth. He must be presumed dead. Following his service in the First World War, Bernard William, still master of Ivy House Children’s Home in Hereford in 1941, was known to suffer from ‘shellshock’; probably what is now known as PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder). News of his son’s apparent death in action was perhaps too much for Bernard senior. Something happened that became a secret; something that meant he and Annie had to leave the children’s home and, suddenly unemployed in their 50s, find somewhere to live. Daughter Muriel, married in 1940, had a baby. Annie and younger daughter Joan organized their removal to a flat in Commercial Street, near the centre of Hereford.

The deployment of the Hussars into positions ‘inclusive of Corinth’ in the last days of the Greek campaign – when the RAF had left and troops were getting out as fast as logistics allowed – looks in hindsight like a perfunctory gesture; a demonstration of solidarity to the last rather than a serious attempt to defend the canal. What the Hussars experienced as ‘heavy bombing’ north and south of Corinth on 26 April 1941 is described by John Keegan in The Second World War as a German parachute drop on the isthmus of Corinth. Some 20,000 Greek soldiers left behind as the British withdrew were captured by the occupying Germans. Many had escaped, but able and wounded Allied soldiers everywhere were destined to be captured.

Quickly and remarkably, a local woman, 70-year-old Ariadne Massautti, commandeered the Ionian Palace Hotel, Corinth in the name of the Greek Red Cross for wounded prisoners of war. German officers wanted to take it over, but Miss Massautti resisted and persuaded a German medical officer of the paratroop battalion to look out for captured Allied doctors. Dr Bauer found four New Zealand doctors who had narrowly missed the boat to Crete. Though exhausted, hungry and captive, they were ready to work and had already been dressing wounds. In his memoir Despite Captivity, one of them, John Borrie, describes being dropped off at the Ionian Palace Hotel and waiting doubtfully until Dr Bauer and Miss Massautti brought in fifty patients from Greek field stations: one dying and several seriously wounded. On 27 April, the day after Bernard lost consciousness and went missing from the Hussars, German troops entered Athens, and these New Zealand doctors opened the Ionian Palace Hotel PoW Hospital on the Corinth waterfront. They ran it until 10 May.

There were 122 British, Australian and New Zealand patients at the hotel hospital, too few beds and poor sanitation. There was dysentery and pneumonia already, many patients had infected gunshot wounds and most had to sleep on mattresses on the floor. At first, the only medical supplies were those scrounged by Miss Massautti and her friends from the local Greek hospital. The medical officers did dressings and simple surgical procedures but later, cases needing major surgery were transferred to local Greek or German military hospitals. In Despite Captivity, John Borrie mentions Bernard Harris, shot in the face and blinded, being taken with five others by ambulance to a German military hospital in Loutraki.

Despite their injuries and the lack of food, medical and sanitary facilities, there were only four deaths in the hotel hospital thanks to Miss Massautti, her friends and the doctors she so spectacularly organized into work. The success of the ad hoc team in organizing care and saving lives is even more remarkable in the context of what was happening outside the hotel in Greek civilian society.

The occupying Nazis wanted to be seen as liberators of Greece. They raised a swastika, the Nazi flag, above the Acropolis, but the flag was soon stolen and the Nazis imposed a curfew. They appropriated private homes for their own use and requisitioned all public and private transport; Greeks must walk or use carts. Sick and war-wounded patients were turned out of hospitals, with some wandering the streets in their pyjamas. The Nazis looted the country in large as well as small ways, appropriating the tobacco, leather, cotton and silk crops and the output of the mines, paying, if they did, in freshly-minted worthless currency.

Farmers were required to hand over their flocks and herds and, according to one account, millions of animals were quickly sent to Germany. Apart from livestock, the main Greek agricultural crops – olive oil, tobacco, wine and currants – were not basic foodstuffs. Greece generally imported cereals and dairy products. Supplies of grain were already low following the advance of British and Anzac forces at the end of the winter and no new supplies could get through. Greece was quickly falling into famine. It was now that ‘Mura’ saved Bernard’s life and gave him hope.


High above Piraeus, in the Athens suburb of Kokkinia, was a large American orphanage building, only recently completed. Efficiently, and in accordance with the Geneva Convention, German officers began to concentrate wounded prisoners in this building and it opened as Kokkinia Prisoner of War Hospital on 9 May. The next day, 75 patients and 24 medical and dental staff were brought in a convoy from Corinth and soon more than 500 patients, looked after by British and Anzac medical staff, were registered in Nazi/German captivity at Kokkinia PoW Hospital.

A fortnight later, the Battle of Crete began. Wounded prisoners from this battle, eventually almost 1,400 of them, were admitted to the Kokkinia hospital from 25 May. By the 29th there were so many patients that a walking wounded and convalescent annexe to the hospital was opened half a mile away. On 31 May, the day after Marie, in Fulham, had been notified by the Ministry of Defence that Bernard was missing, presumed killed, he was listed by the Greek Red Cross as a patient at Kokkinia.

In We Shall Never Surrender, the editors write of 1941 war diarists ‘… they were always waiting for something – for letters, for the outcome of battles, for news from everywhere, for the war to end …’ It was late July before Marie heard that Bernard was captured but alive. He couldn’t see or write, and the Red Cross had organized and sent a telegram.

In various manifestations war was still a determining factor in Marie and Bernard’s lives as in millions of others, but they were both now out of the front line. Marie had a weekly allowance from Bernard’s army pay and was entitled to the green ration book available to pregnant women. This allowed her a daily pint of milk, a double ration of eggs and first choice of any fruit available. She would have acquired some baby clothes and bedding by the time clothes rationing was introduced overnight on 31 May. Most babies were born at home in those days, but in any case the hospitals were full of people wounded in the blitz, now mercifully in abeyance. Marie had the best room in the house, the front bedroom, and I was born there, three weeks ‘late’, after a thunderstorm early in August 1941. Walter wrote a letter to Bernard’s parents in Hereford and sent the first of uncounted cryptic telegrams to Bernard: ‘Daughter. Marie well. Letter follows.’

The Kokkinia hospital, built of ferro-concrete, had four four-storey blocks of sixty-bed wards, a three-storey admin block including the kitchen, and an operating theatre. The medical staff were British, Australian and New Zealand prisoners under the direct command of a young German captain. He ran the place on strict German military lines, with twice-weekly check parades for orderlies and patients, the latter staying in bed. Breakfast for all was at 6.30 am, lunch at midday and tea at 6.00 pm. Daily rations were low: 3oz of bread, lentils, broad beans, a little meat, dried fish, sugar, and dry mint for tea. The fat ration was a liquid cooking margarine, and there were sometimes hard biscuits, lard, rice, tomatoes or cucumbers.

Bernard must have been among those classed as very ill indeed; hungry, thirsty and ill-clad. These patients had received only basic first-aid and now most of their wounds were suppurating. They were given a little supplementary diet when available; for example, when it was possible to buy milk. The Greek Red Cross paid weekly visits to the hospital, delivering mail and other items as available. They bought fruit and opened a canteen. Some patients were able to supplement their rations with supplies from local traders and eventually forty British Red Cross food parcels arrived.

The operating theatre was remarkably well-equipped from Australian and British sources. Bernard’s left eye was one of sixteen removed in operations on wounded prisoners; the dental department made vulcanite replacements for cosmetic purposes. In the five months at Kokkinia only 68 patients died; 2,334 were discharged as cured or relieved; and 109, including Bernard, remained invalids. He could, however, see with his right eye, get about and play music. John Borrie, who had assisted in Bernard’s eye operation, was active in a concert party. He records the arrival of a new German medical director, Oberarzt Henkel. Approachable, human and open to reason, Henkel produced a piano for Bernard and refused thanks, saying it was a pleasure. The next concert, with Borrie as stage manager and Bernard as bandleader, set a new standard. Another concert finished with Bernard’s musical accompaniment to Borrie’s commentary on the war and what it meant in those captive lives.

Among the papers found in clearing Bernard’s last home was a letter from Dr Borrie, about to be sent from Kokkinia to what he calls ‘the long night of a winter in Germany’. He thanks Bernard for ‘all the pleasure you have given me by your piano playing and all your work with both our orchestras.’ Whatever may be coming, the doctor proposed to ‘take it’ with a smile. When nothing else will do it, he says music ‘will always lift one up and carry one further on’. What Bernard had learned of the art of ‘speaking from the stage’ would help him a great deal in his civil occupation.

Borrie’s letter was written on 30 September 1941. All prisoners were being taken to Germany, though Bernard was still at Kokkinia at the beginning of October. There’s a photo of him, black patch over his left eye, holding a small board with a chalked ID number 39476. It was about now that Bernard heard that he had a daughter and sent word that she might be called Kokkinia or Kiki. Of all the letters and telegrams sent and received between Marie and Bernard, none survive. We have only two short letters written from Germany to his parents and sister Joan. In May 1942 he wrote that he was very blue and lonely. Letters were getting through now, and they’d asked about his injuries. Bluntly, he wrote the brutal news. He needed operations on his eye and right hand, he was getting terrible headaches, no parcels had come for him and he was very fed up. ‘Don’t mind me, lots of love,’ he wrote, now about halfway through his three-year adventure.

It’s hard to tell how many times Bernard was moved in Germany. The different locations he mentions may have been parts of one administration. At the beginning of December 1942, he wrote to his family from Stalag IX A-H. Kloster Haina was the name of a small village east of Frankfurt-am-Main, the site of a former Cistercian Abbey converted to a mental hospital centuries earlier. For eighteen months from the spring of 1942, Kloster Haina was a camp for wounded PoWs; mostly DU (Definitely Unfit) for further military service.

Bernard wrote that he was ‘very deeply in the music life here’ and ‘down to give lectures on it’. A black and white photo attached to this card shows sixteen seated soldiers. In the front row most are wearing uniform jackets with shiny buttons over shirts with ties; the rest are in what look like button-up khaki shirts, with no ties, jackets or shiny buttons. Bernard is in the back row, skinny-looking with round framed glasses and a doubtful smile. Parcels of musical instruments from the YMCA had made the difference. A photo shows Bernard sitting by the piano with the dance band: nineteen men casually dressed in light shirts, posing for the camera with their instruments. The manuscript book given to Bernard by the music shop proprietor survives. The first tunes copied into it are dated July 1941, when he was at Kokkinia, Athens. Most of them are from 1942 and a few from 1943. Nine songs in the accompanying exercise book of lyrics carry Bernard’s initials, though most are by other people.

By December 1942, Bernard was confident he’d be home ‘next year’. The possibility of exchanging sick and seriously wounded prisoners was discussed in 1941. At that point though, the Nazis had so many more of ‘ours’ than we did of ‘theirs’ that everyone realized negotiations were inappropriate. However, in May 1943, German forces in North Africa surrendered to Allied forces under Montgomery and Eisenhower. The balance of sick and seriously wounded prisoners on each side was now such that there was advantage to both in swapping. Bernard seems to have been in an early exchange in October 1943. According to International Red Cross records he was released from Stalag IXC in the middle of October 1943 and repatriated on the 26th, exactly two and a half years after his capture, though it was November before he arrived in Liverpool.

He was at home with us in Fulham before Christmas 1943. I think he and I were a great shock to each other and our relationship, though sometimes good, was never easy. Bernard moved in with Marie and me to the front, best bedroom which I’d shared with my mother since I was born there more than two years earlier. Bernard’s sister-in-law Peggy had the room next door, and the landlady Maggie Kennedy the back bedroom, with priority over the bathroom and owner’s rights over the lavatory and gas water-heater. Downstairs Bernard’s parents-in-law had the front room, their bed crammed against a piano which I never remember him playing, and his brother-in-law John the room next to that.

None of these rooms was heated, had a table or sufficient light to read or write. The scullery was barely big enough for someone to stand if another was working, and the living room was where everything happened. At that table, vegetables were prepared, meals served, letters written, cards played, clothes mended or taken apart to make other clothes, cakes mixed and visitors entertained. We sat at the table for someone to tell or later read me stories; I played at the table or under it. From the sideboard next to it, the wireless sounded on and off half the time and the wind-up gramophone by occasional agreement. Through the back door, people passed to the outside lavatory: ours. On that table by the window, the goldfish swam in his round bowl. In the armchair next to it, Walter smoked his pipe or read the paper. People sat on a box at the other end of the fireplace to clean their shoes. On the mantelpiece above the fireplace, Willie the cat picked his way between a clock, a beaker of spills and brass relics of the Great War. The wooden cupboard alongside held any tinned food and all crockery, including a best tea set.

Bernard was lucky to have survived and arrived home and we were lucky to have him, but there was still a war on, with a shortage of housing and other things. Bernard’s extra rations on account of his imprisonment and still poor health affronted his father-in-law. In February 1944 he was discharged from the army, permanently unfit for military service, and in 1945 was awarded a Military Medal for gallantry under fire; one of six MMs awarded to the regiment for action in Greece. He would have a small pension but must find work. His first job was in a shop selling musical instruments somewhere in London, and when the war ended, he rented a house in New Malden for the three of us. From there public transport to work was probably quite good, but he soon got a job at Elstree film studios and travelling became a nightmare, much of it in the dark.

From this start he built a musical career which lasted most of the rest of his life. He arranged other people’s film music and copied out the band parts by hand for recording and sometimes publishing. There was no chance of a council house when Marie became pregnant with my sister, and Bernard borrowed from his parents the deposit on a terraced house in Parsons Green, Fulham, not far from Marie’s parents at Walham Green. He bought a second-hand Steinway concert grand piano with his ‘demob’ money; it was going cheap, he said, because not many people had room for such a thing. It wouldn’t go through the front door and only just through the window opening, once the window was taken out.

He had a permanent order with the stationer’s shop on the corner for two sizes of music manuscript paper. He wrote ‘mood music’, recorded speculatively by publishers hoping to score a radio or later a television spot, signature tune or interlude. However, the main bulk of his work from the late 1940s and earnings in the following decades was from writing, arranging, recording and conducting music for ‘B’ movies. When he tried to register with the Performing Rights Society so that he could receive royalties, they already had a Bernard Harris, so it was as Wilfred Burns that he signed most of his contracts. Professional contacts who became friends knew him as Wilf rather than Bernard.

He maintained his habits of prodigious hard work, (mainly) musical enterprise and great sociability. In the mid-1950s he set up a tiny company and produced a short documentary about a vintage car rally from Sidcup to Hastings, borrowing half the money from his publishers and barely paying it back fifteen years later after the company had closed and the rights moved on. From the 1940s into the 1970s, he was always engaged with others in writing musicals, from one based on a statue coming to life to one based on the life and music of Arthur Sullivan, none of which was ever produced. Some of the best years of his professional and personal life came after we moved from Fulham to Weybridge in Surrey, with Shepperton film studios not far away. When working on a film in production there, he could drive over for an hour or so, watch some filming, talk with the producer or technicians and watch the day’s ‘rushes’ before returning home to tea and more work in his first-floor study with the Steinway.

Using the car ferry across the Channel from Lydd in Kent to Le Touquet, he drove us on family holidays to Spain and to Italy, remarkable undertakings for a sole driver with only one eye. On our way back from Italy, we spent time in Germany where he’d recently recorded film music. He enjoyed working with Germans, and we shared a festive meal at which he was an honoured guest. Germans are excellent musicians, as he reminded us more than once.

In 1962, ‘The Chief ’ wrote a short piece about Bernard for the Hereford Times, mentioning his childhood in Hereford where his parents, sisters and their families were still living. Referring to his army service and imprisonment, Bernard told The Chief about the march he wrote in prison camp for the YMCA, picked up by the BBC from its Swedish broadcast. That march, played again as he and his fellow exkriegies arrived in Sweden, perhaps helped him get the start in music publishing that led to his film career, though musical talent and hard work maintained it. In 1962, when I left home, Bernard was getting plenty of work. After Hereford, he was expecting to record in Germany for a fortnight.

The year of 1965 brought his and Marie’s silver wedding anniversary and they went to Greece to visit places he’d been as a soldier and a prisoner, and to look for ‘Mura’. Before they left he contacted the Greek Embassy in London, whose press officer arranged for a piece about him and Mura in 1941 to be published, with a photo, in an Athens newspaper. It was read by Savas Kaluoglou, a 19-year-old student, the nephew of Argiroula Kartsonakis, Bernard’s ‘Mura’. Savas’s mother had visited Bernard with her sister Argiroula as he lay blind and bandaged on the hotel floor in Corinth and knelt on his broken arm.

Savas and his mother arranged for Argiroula to visit Bernard and Marie in their Athens hotel and, after a shaky, nervous start they all got on very well. Before travelling to Corinth to meet the rest of Argiroula’s family, Bernard and Marie visited with Savas’s parents, married before Argiroula, and now expecting Savas to go into the church when he finished studying theology.

Bernard and Marie went to Corinth by coach, taking roses and gladioli as gifts. Bernard remembered travelling the same route in 1941 as the Hussars and other Allied troops tried to escape the German advance and the bombardments that ended the Greek campaign. The road, full of bends, potholes and bomb damage in 1941, was now a motorway.

Bernard and Marie met Argiroula and her husband Dr Kartsonakis at their home outside Corinth, along with his French mother, their son and, luckily, Savas, who had the best English or, as he preferred to say, American. In the late afternoon Dr Kartsonakis, two cousins, Savas and Bernard went for a ‘men only’ walk. The others showed Bernard where the paratroopers had landed, and the sites of two further battles. The topography had changed little and Bernard showed them where he had been hit and captured.

They spent time at the bridge over the canal at Corinth, strategically so important that hundreds of lives were lost in attacking and defending it. Near here St Paul spoke to the Corinthians in the early days of Christianity, later writing them perhaps his best-known epistle or letter. Bernard wrote movingly about standing at the water’s edge below the Corinth bridge, so near to them in 1941 and yet unreachable:


Now the scene was so quiet, slow, hot, lazy and peaceful that all the sweating, swearing, scurrying, stinking, shot-at soldiers; the noises that accompany modern warfare, the death and destruction that had been the lot of so many in that Spring of 1941, were forgotten and almost faded into the haze of heat and the mists of time, as must have happened hundreds of times since Christ …



After the bridge, Bernard was taken to the local church, important historically and to Savas; then they met friends of the family, some with stories to tell of soldiers who had managed to escape the battle in 1941 and lived locally for years. When the party returned to Argiroula, her mother-in law and Marie, they had another meal and more drinks. It turned out that the boys were Beatles’ fans, but couldn’t get hold of their records in Corinth.

When Bernard and Marie returned to England, they sent photos and Beatles’ records back to the boys via Savas. There was another article and photo in the Athens newspaper. They exchanged letters with the cousins in Athens and Corinth for some time, and some of Savas’s and George’s letters survived in Bernard’s filing cabinet for nearly fifty years, through a house move, Marie’s sudden death in 1974, Bernard’s re-marriage, illness and death and his second wife’s long widowhood. Those letters, found at the end of 2011, gave me the confidence to write the story of Bernard and Marie’s visit to Greece as it appears above.

Bernard’s episodic narrative of his years in prison camps was also in the filing cabinet. The memoir was embedded in two typescripts of fiction, Barbed Wire Blues and Prison Blues, apparently written in about 1967. Maybe his visit to Greece in 1965, meeting ‘Mura’ and her sister, and visiting the place where he’d been shot and captured enabled or compelled Bernard to write the stories of his three-year adventure. The fictional chapters were written in the persona of Frank Tupsley, whose first wife and young daughter had been killed towards the end of the war. The storyteller had a new wife young enough to remember nothing of the war, to whom he recounted his kriegie experiences. In the fiction, it was with this second wife that he visited Athens and Corinth as recorded here.


By the middle of 2012, when I found and read these typed, copied and roughly bound typescripts, I’d already been researching Bernard’s war, initially for my own children and theirs. I’d begun to realize something of what life was like for my parents during the war. At every point where Bernard’s memoir mentions historically verifiable facts, there was agreement or at least no contradiction between what he wrote and what I’d found in my research. The story of how I might have been called Kokkinia, or Kiki, was one I knew as a child; another verification of Bernard’s memoir. I have no doubt that this book’s narrative, Barbed-Wire Blues, is Bernard’s true memoir of that time and I had no hesitation, as I lightly edited it, in ‘correcting’ an anomaly.

In the fictional side of his 1960s’ writing, Bernard called his first wife Elizabeth. His fiction killed her (and me) off, whereas in the late ’60s, he had recently visited Greece with Marie to celebrate their silver wedding. I changed ‘Elizabeth’ to ‘Marie’. In Bernard’s fiction, he visited Greece with a second wife, but in this postscript I’ve told his stories of that trip with Marie as his wife. There are photos of them in Greece together, and with a Greek family. Letters from Greece to Bernard and Marie, and the way, uniquely in his manuscript, that Bernard refers in the fiction directly to the memoir, give me complete confidence that his account of his 1960s’ visit to Greece with his wife was true to the facts and his feelings about them. Passages from the Barbed-Wire Blues story are the best way to end this postscript:


We visited places in and around Athens, new and old. We found the newly opened War Graves Cemetery where a number of my old friends were acknowledged and buried. I took a few photos to show one or two of the regiment I still knew. … Even at this distance of time I can see Joe Foster as he was with me in Egypt, just four months before Corinth. As he was on our three days’ leave when we’d gone to Cairo to ‘live it up’ a little. As he was when we went to the Pyramids and he had to climb to the top, leaving me dozing at the bottom. As he was when, on reaching the summit, he semaphored down to me that he could see for miles. When I asked what he could see, he signalled back ‘more desert’. He was a lively, lovely, healthy and cheerful man always. Now he was just a name in an Athenian cemetery. I felt very old remembering those days with Joe Foster and the others. I shall not forget them.… For the first time in my life I realized and understood the words spoken every Remembrance Day:




They shall grow not old as we that are left grow old, Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn, At the going down of the sun, and in the morning, We will remember them …



Jan Dubé

December 2012/September 2019



Appendix

Peter Crichton’s book To War With a 4th Hussar was published by Pen & Sword in 2019 while this book was being prepared. In 1940, Second Lieutenant Crichton somehow heard that the 4th Hussars were marked down for the desert war in North Africa. Impatient for action, Crichton got himself transferred to the Hussars and left with them from Liverpool on the SS Orcades.

There are inevitable reminders in his book of distinctions between officers and men, but Peter Crichton and Bernard Harris sailed to the same disastrous Greek adventure and, unlike many, lived to tell the tale.

Early in 1941, Peter Crichton travelled most of the length of Greece, south to north, by train. The village of Yianitsa, where tortoises crawled under the squadron’s tent flaps, is only a few miles from the birthplace of Alexander the Great, King of Macedon. Alexander was dedicated to reconnaissance, says Crichton; the same could not be said of those directing the 1st British Armoured Brigade. Its forces, too small to attack the German Twelfth Army, were badly placed for defence.

Since I saw them at the Public Records Office at Kew, the 4th Hussars’ commander’s war diaries, written by Lieutenant Colonel E.G.G. Lillingston, have been posted online. They mention the lieutenant colonel’s own extensive reconnaissance in the second half of March 1941, but not the fears he shared with his officers. Crichton speaks of an uneasy feeling that someone had blundered; the colonel’s career was about to be sacrificed to political expediency. Decisions taken in London, Cairo and Athens came to calamitous resolution and agonizing retreat, as the German bombardment that started on 6 April ended in the Allies’ defeat. In another online posting, the escape of Allied forces to Crete and Alexandria is likened to the evacuation from Dunkirk the previous year. Axis powers occupied Greece from the end of April 1941 till the end of the war in Europe in 1945. Lieutenant Colonel Lillingston was awarded a DSO, the Distinguished Service Order.

John Borrie’s Despite Captivity opens with the doctor and walking wounded patients hiding among olive trees as eleven divisions of Hitler’s army stormed south towards them. In the Epilogue to his memoir, Borrie records the award of the Order of the British Empire (OBE) to Ariadne Massautti of the Greek Red Cross for her exceptional life-saving work in Corinth. Said to be at least 70 years old in 1941, Miss Massautti moved after the war from Corinth to Cardiff, where she died in the early 1950s.

John Borrie was important medically, musically and fraternally in the early months of Bernard’s captivity. Dr Borrie’s own obituary, published in the Otago Daily Times in August 2006, records his war service medals and an MBE for distinguished service to Allied prisoners of war. During his captivity in Germany, Dr Borrie studied for surgical examinations. He married in 1949, and after working as a surgeon in the UK, returned to New Zealand in the early 1950s. As associate professor of cardiothoracic surgery at Dunedin University, he was honoured for distinguished services to postgraduate education. Professor Borrie wrote widely, and died in 2006, aged 91, survived by his wife, sons and daughter.

In his memoir, John Borrie refers to a ‘diplomatic’ visit to Kokkinia in May 1941 by Major David Charters RAMC, with chief surgeon Robert Harvey. Major Charters, an eye specialist who had been named senior medical officer in Greece, was about to move with Robert Harvey and some patients from Kifisia to the newer medical centre at Kokkinia.

Major Charters’ obituary, published in the British Medical Journal on 17 May 1980, records that when Athens fell to the Axis powers, the major stayed behind to care for wounded prisoners. As senior medical officer working with Australian medics, he was almost overwhelmed with casualties from Crete.

In the ‘Red-Letter Days’ chapter of his memoir, Bernard wrote about the eye specialist who restored his sight: a Scots major in the RAMC, whose name Bernard gave as Chalmers. Bernard couldn’t see to read or write for weeks after his capture, and I believe the doctor ‘with his soft, insistent soothing Scots tongue, with his “laddies” and “wees”’ who Bernard named Chalmers was in fact Major Charters.

Bernard’s account of the Scots doctor’s restoration of his sight is more eloquent than anything I might write. I will, though, draw attention to a great serendipity for Bernard among others: that the Allies’ senior medical officer in Greece, with the authority to transfer himself and others from Kifisia to better medical facilities at Kokkinia, was an experienced ophthalmic surgeon.

Dr Charters’ obituary reports that from Athens he was taken to Stalag 8B in Silesia and moved again to Kloster Haina, where he helped establish a school for the blind. The fact that the obituary mentions Dr Charters’ charm and Scottish sense of humour helps consolidate my belief that he was Bernard’s ‘gentle soft-spoken Scot’.

A brief internet note on the PoW hospital at Kloster Haina lists the civil organizations and charities Major Charters worked with: St Dunstan’s, the British Red Cross, the Order of St John of Jerusalem, the YMCA and the ICRC (International Committee of the Red Cross). John Borrie’s book finishes with the observation that ‘without the International Red Cross Society, with its life-supporting food and clothing, this tale would never have been told’ as he would not have survived.

Bernard also leaves readers in no doubt of the importance of the Red Cross, in both national and international forms. In his chapter ‘More Ins and Outs’ he sketches the role of Red Cross visitors to PoW camps, in support of international rules and standards. ‘In the twentieth century, such individual visitors, accepted by all sides, cross boundaries and frontiers in war-time, almost as easily as a tourist in peace-time.’

What we know of what happened beyond the confines of PoW camps and outside the Geneva Convention can make such observations seem trite or old-fashioned. However, for prisoners such as Bernard, unfit for further service, the mid-twentieth century may have been a high point in the conduct of war. In twenty-first-century conflicts, obstacles to non-aligned international involvement suggest the bleak world that Bernard foresaw.
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Bernard Harris with his sisters, Joan and Muriel, 1922.
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Bernard on his motorbike in Hereford, 1935.
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Bernard in 1937.
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Bernard in basic army uniform, 1937.
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Bernard as a bandsman, 4th QO Hussars, 1938.
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Bernard and Marie’s wedding day, Fulham, 1940.
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Bernard and friends at the Great Sphinx of Giza, Egypt, 1941.
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Churchill with troops in north Africa, 1941, from family album.
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The Battle of Greece.
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Aerial view of the Corinth Canal, 26 April 1941.
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Kokkinia Prisoner of War Hospital, Athens.
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Bernard PoW ID photo, 1941.
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Letter from Dr John Borrie, about to leave Kokkinia, September 1941.
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A painting of Bernard by his friend, Frankie, both in German prison camp, 1942.
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Bernard’s music manuscript book from prison camp.
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May 1942 letter home from Bernard in Germany.
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Christmas 1942 letter home from Germany.
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PoW group, December 1942. Bernard is on the back row, second from right.
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A concert orchestra of wounded prisoners, 1942. Bernard is on the left by the piano.
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Bernard at work as a professional musician in the 1960s.
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Bernard in Greece with Marie (left) and Argiroula, 1965.
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Bernard at the Corinth Canal, 1965.
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