LIFE AS A POW: MAY 1941 –1945
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Life as POW
Sinking and Kythera
On 22nd May 1941 HMS Gloucester was under constant air attack in the Mediterranean near Crete. The day started with the ship having only 18 percent of its main 4” ack-ack ammunition. “G” finally ran out of ammunition early in the afternoon and resorted to firing star shells and practice shells as a final show of fight back. At approximately 3.00 p.m. the inevitable happened. Several bombs, mainly from Stukas, hit “G” and she slowly turned turtle and sank. Fred Webster’s watch stopped at 3.35 p.m. in the water. [endnoteRef:1] [1:  Mel Baker was born on the 9 January 1920. He was 21 years old when the Gloucester was sunk. He was 25 when he returned to Port Elizabeth in 1945.
] 

I was at my action station in the shell gallery at the time. We felt all the thumps of the bombs hitting the ship. No communication came through to us to abandon ship, but it was obvious to us that we were in serious trouble. Eventually a voice from the turret above us said, “Come up top.”  So we left the shell gallery and made our way to the well deck to find that the ship had listed to port and the water was almost level with this deck. By then there were hundreds of men in the water, so all that was needed was to remove shoes, inflate lifebelt and step into the water. In the water I saw several South Africans. I looked around for some means of support in the water and decided to get near a Carley float and stick around. Being in a group I’d have a far better chance of rescue. Many of the men in the water gave up within a very short time. I couldn’t believe that they would give up so quickly. A leading seaman said to me, “Bakes, let’s swim for it.” I replied, “Tommy, do you think you can swim the Channel?” Next day he thanked me and said, “Thank goodness I took your advice.”
All the lifeboats were shattered by the bombs so we had no means of getting to land, which was visible from where we were. All that was left were a few Carley floats. The cruiser that was with us, HMS Fiji, dropped some of her Carley floats near us.  [endnoteRef:2] Not nearly enough to accommodate the hundreds of men in the water, with the result that about 60 men were trying to climb on to the float which was meant to accommodate about 20 and with another 30 hanging on the ropes on the side with the result that it kept on capsizing – what a shambles. In this struggle for survival a couple of boys kept pulling me under to support themselves. The only solution was to swim away from the float and wait until it settled down, then swim back and hang on to the side. When it started tipping again I swam away and came back each time. Eventually the number of men left by evening was down to about 15 so we were all able to climb on to the damaged raft and sit on the sides. During the night several gave up and drowned leaving only nine of us the next morning to be picked up.  I had the Chief Cook sitting next to me. He kept on saying, “I’ve had enough.” I kept on talking to him and assured him that the destroyers would come to pick us up. Of course, they never came. Also on the raft was the Captain of Marines, who had a nasty wound at the back of his head and neck. After a while, he started floundering in the middle of the raft which was submerged. I tried to help him and heard a splash behind me. It was the Chief Cook who just leaned backwards and was gone. Shortly after that the Captain of the Marines passed away. We just had to put him into the water. [endnoteRef:3] [2:  The HMS Fiji was sunk later on the same day as the HMS Gloucester, the 22 May 1945. The majority of her crew were picked up by destroyers that night; 523 of the HMS Fiji’s crew were saved and 241 were killed during the sinking of the ship. Mel met one of the only two remaining survivors of the HMS Fiji in 2013 at a ‘Fighting G’ reunion in Plymouth and took the opportunity to thank him for the dropping of the Carley floats. If they had not been dropped, in all probability, there would have been no HMS Gloucester survivors. 
]  [3:   Ken Otter’s book The HMS Gloucester The Untold Story provides the full roll of honour. The reference to ‘boys’ in the narrative pertains to the rating ‘Boy Seamen’. The Royal Navy, before and during WW2, employed boys who were 15 and a half to 18 years of age. Once the boys turned 18 they obtained the rating ‘Ordinary Seamen’ and were subject to the adult naval disciplinary code. The boys on the Gloucester ranged from 16 to 17 years of age.
] 
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Above: The following was written by Mel at the back of this photograph: HMS Gloucester. Just before being sunk 22nd May 1941. North West of Crete. 75 survivors picked up the next day and landed by Germans on Kithira (sic). Further 10 survivors accounted for in Greece. This photo given to POW by German and passed on to me.



We spent the night waiting for the Royal Navy (RN) destroyers to come and pick us up, but nothing came. It was a very long night. During the night we drifted away from the other rafts and there was no sight of them in the morning and so we lost the advantage of keeping together. We were the last to be rescued.
In the morning we could still see land but it was too far away to even think about swimming to it and we had no means of paddling our float to land. It was just a matter of staying calm and hoping that someone would come to our rescue. Nothing was happening until eventually a German aircraft flew towards us and I thought, please, no more machine-gunning and bombing, as they had done the previous day when we were in the water. Much to our relief, the aircraft dropped flares over us and sometime later a small ship arrived manned by German sailors who rescued us and took us to the island of Kythera. Of course the first words we heard from the Germans were, “For you the war is over.” That was our first day as POWs. Of all the possibilities of what could happen to me during the war, one I never thought of was being a POW. 
When I left the Gloucester I was only wearing a singlet and trousers. On the rescue ship we were stripped and our clothes put on the deck. I kept my money belt and life jacket. We were put into the hold where there were already other Gloucester survivors who had claimed the bunks and blankets so we were left sitting on the deck of the hold. I was given water and a piece of bread which I didn’t manage to hold down. We landed starkers.  Next day I was looking for my clothes – found my trousers on a marine but soon had them off him, but my singlet I never found. Unfortunately, my trousers had a big hole in the bottom due to the rubbing of the rope on the float.
We were landed at Kapsali Bay where we were imprisoned in a house right on the sea front. We were the last to get there and found that the total survivors numbered 75. (Later we found ten more in Greece.)
On Kythira there was no provision for POWs, and the Germans said they could not feed us, were not prepared to share their own meagre rations. Thank goodness for a 15 year-old boy called Nicos who saw our plight, and with the help of two of his friends scouted the island to bring some food to us. At first the Germans would not allow him to give it to us, but his friends – one of whom could speak a little German – spoke to the guards in the front while Nicos smuggled the food through the back fence. After a couple of days the Germans relented and allowed Nicos to bring food and clothing to us. From the clothing brought to us I acquired a pair of trousers which I think must have been from a cavalry man as they were rather broad on top and narrowed to just over the knee. Later, I also acquired a French army shirt. This clothing was all I had for some months.
The first survivors to arrive on Kythira were marched naked from the landing point along the sea front to the house, which had previously been occupied by German soldiers. Among the German troops who were in Kythira were survivors of the sea invasion convoys that had been decimated when on the way to invade Crete. None of them reached their objective. The RN, mainly destroyers, sank a lot of them and those that were not sunk turned back to the mainland of Greece. 
In the town above Kapsali were 120 German paratroopers who were all that remained from the battalion of 1500 originally sent over. The reaction to British sailors who had been responsible for the destruction of their convoy was to shoot them all. The first of our survivors to arrive were lined up and stood against a high wall and told that they would be shot. The German medical doctor intervened and quoted the Geneva Convention. A naval officer said, ‘These are our prisoners, not yours.”  After this, the guns were lowered. I only arrived on the island after this was all over, so did not have to go through such a traumatic experience. For once, last was the best.
Life on Kythera (we were there for ten days) was best forgotten as there was nothing to do, very little to eat, no reading matter, no cards, just the same boring routine. The only good thing was we were occasionally allowed to go for a swim, and there was a fresh-water tank near the sea front where I managed to have an occasional wash. One German guard even lent me his soap on one occasion.
 
Greece and Yugoslavia
After ten days on Kythera we left for the mainland of Greece. We were put in the hold of a caique which had been carrying manure by the smell of it. I didn’t fancy sitting nor sleeping on this deck, so climbed on to the cross beam (about a foot wide) which had two flanges against the boat’s side, so I was able to lie on my stomach and rest my arms along the flanges alongside my head and sleep.
The journey took two days as the sea was rough and we anchored in the bay of some small island for the night. Next day we were allowed on deck, which was a relief from the smelly hold.
We landed in Piraeus and were marched barefooted and very scruffy through the streets and filmed for German propaganda. The Greeks lining the streets tried to throw cigarettes to us – one old lady got too close and the next moment she was on the ground thanks to a German rifle butt knocking her flying.
We marched to a camp where a register was made of our details such as date of birth. One lad of 16 was jeered at by the Germans for the British having such a young boy fighting for them. (Later the German army was full of 16 year-olds).
The day after landing in Piraeus we were taken by lorry to Corinth, where a POW camp was set up. The conditions here were terrible – no hygiene, toilets were holes in the ground, no wash houses, food almost non-existent. The tea we were given tasted and looked like Condy’s crystals (Potassium permanganate, KMnO4). A loaf of bread was shared among ten men, ersatz coffee (acorns), watery cabbage soup. That was it for a day. There I acquired a French army shirt.
We were marched from Corinth camp to the railway station and taken to Athens by train. Here we were herded into cattle trucks – about 50 per truck – no place to lie down and not enough space for all to sit at the same time with any degree of comfort. Our destination – Salonika.
On the way north we had to leave the train as retreating Allied troops had blown the tunnel under the mountain. A German officer took pity on the “G” lads, who naturally had no boots, and took us over the mountain on a lorry. This was the first real march I missed; there were others later on in my POW career. One of the reasons I joined the navy was that I disliked marching and the navy offered me the opportunity to avoid long, arduous marches. On the other side of the mountain we once again entrained and finally arrived in Salonika not in good shape as en route the rations were even worse than those in the camp.
The camp at Salonika was the most disgusting place, worse than all the others put together: just large rooms with bare boards and nothing else. The food was the usual - coffee for breakfast, tea which had a peculiar pink colour – we thought it might be permanganate – lunch the lousiest of all so-called soups, evening 1/5 loaf of black bread.
Sleeping on the floor was quite an experience – we used to joke that you never woke up in the same place as the bed bugs had carried you away. All the other unpleasant friends such as lice, fleas, flies, etc were present. Hygiene was very primitive – nobody by now had any soap – not that I had any of my own.  Toilets were very primitive – just an open half pipe running the length of the toilet with water running along it to wash the sewerage away. So many men had dysentery, etc, etc, so not a nice place to visit.
The camp commander was a real sadist. He enjoyed making our lives as miserable as possible. Parade at 6.00 a.m, left standing for hours on end. Anyone who did not please him felt the end of a rifle butt. Fortunately my stay in Salonika was too short for me to be out on a working party – hard labour on the meagre rations. [endnoteRef:4] [4:   Currently, Salonika or Thessalonica is the capital of Greek Macedonia and the second largest city in Greece. The POW camp in Salonika was a transit camp and was notable for its bad conditions and brutality. 
] 

After about ten days in Salonika we were moved out to be taken to Marburg in Yugoslavia where a proper POW camp was established. Little did we know what sort of hell the journey was to become.
We were herded once again into cattle trucks – 50 per truck. I was one of the last on the truck – just my luck – as the first guys had got themselves sitting down against the sides of the truck and had a back rest. The guys in the middle could barely sit down in a huddle. To make our plight worse, the truck behind us (mainly Aussie) had bashed a hole through, but were caught escaping, and were distributed among the other trucks – we got seven of them, which made 57 in our truck.
No water or bucket for sanitation was provided. We sailors had to rely on the army chaps to share their canisters of water with us. When the train stopped dozens of water bottles were thrust through the ventilation slits with appeals to local civilians to fill them. Often the nearest water was some distance away and the obliging civvies could not get back to the train before it pulled away again. When the train stopped the doors were opened but no-one was allowed to get out, so bare bottoms were stuck out so the guys with dysentery could relieve themselves. Weeing was no problem.
Our rations for the trip, given to us on departure, were one fist-sized loaf of bread, three hard, dry biscuits and a small tin of bully-like “meat”.
How we managed to keep ourselves from too much despair I don’t know. One of the Aussies traded his gold watch with a civilian who was next to the train (not the door side) for a loaf of bread. Some of the guys ate all their rations in one day, having been told they were for three days, but in fact they were for four days.
Marburg
At last we arrived at Marburg station, marched to the camp. Conditions were considerably better than any we had had to endure previously, but still not great. [endnoteRef:5] [5:  Marburg an der Drau: the German name for Moribor; the Drau is the Drava River which is a tributary of the Danube.  Moribor is a city in the current Republic of Slovenia (which was part of the former Yugoslavia in 1941).  The Germans set up a new POW camp near Marburg/Moribor specifically to hold POWs from the 1941 Crete campaign. It also was known as Stalag XVIII D or Stalag 306. The camp contained about 4500 British and Commonwealth prisoners from the campaign. Initially, conditions in the camp were poor.
 Moribor, and its environs, was the scene of ethnic and politically inspired carnage at the end of the war. Fighting between the Yugoslavian Partisans under Tito and groups such as the Ustasha, a far right group, which had collaborated with the Nazi regime. This civil conflict continued until the 15 May 1945. The Ustasha and numbers of Croatian civilians reached Bleiburg in Carinthia around that time and appealed to the British army stationed there for protection. However, they were sent back by the British army and were placed in the hands of the Partisans. The march back to Moribor was characterised by mass shootings of Ustasha supporters by the Partisans. It is estimated that around 50 000 collaborationists were killed between Bleiberg and Moribor shortly after the end of the war. By 1945, the Yugoslavian Partisans comprised, amongst others, Communists, royalist Chetniks and Serbs fleeing from Croatian persecution. 
Around that time, Mel had worked his way west from his starting point of Bischofshofen in the north- east of Austria and had arrived in the UK on the 14 May 1945.  
] 

As usual, we were lined up and counted – left standing for ages and then taken for registration, etc.
We were stripped of our clothing which was put through a delousing process, which didn’t help much – the lice were still with us. No nice showers and soap, just cold showers. Registered, given a metal identity disc – my number 4867 Stalag 303 – and photographed. I would love to see the photo of me scowling with a month’s growth of beard. Relieved of any paper money we had. I lost 3 Egyptian pounds, a tiny piece of paper was given as a receipt. No-one could have kept that for four years. I was given a pair of boots, too large, with holes in the uppers and not much sole or heel, trousers and a pair of Yugoslav puttees, which came in very useful when the winter snow came, and lastly a Yugoslav cap. The best of all was a postcard which said, “I am a POW, am wounded/not wounded” - I could not write a message on it – to send home. This arrived in PE three months after we were sunk. My parents had only got the news that I was alive the day before receiving the postcard.[endnoteRef:6] [6:  Catherine Baker, (formerly Jackson), Mel’s mother lived at 10 Irvine Street, Port Elizabeth, South Africa. Joey Lappin (mentioned later in the account) was a close neighbour in Irvine Street. 
] 

We were not long in Marburg when about twenty of us were sent to Pettau, not far from Marburg, to work as labourers on a building site. [endnoteRef:7] The small camp that we were in at least had straw mattresses, sanitation (though primitive) and better rations. One Aussie (Andy) was shrewd enough to say he was a cook, so was left in camp to have a glorious loaf as our cook – I think his experience was peeling potatoes in the cookhouse. All he really had to do was stoke the fire under the boiler and make coffee, fill the boiler again for our soup – if you were lucky you got a piece of the horse’s head.  [7:  Pettau was the German name of the city – currently it is Ptuj in the Republic of Slovenia.
] 

We only spent a month in Pettau and were returned to Marburg. It was August when ten of us were sent to a small village as farm labourers. This was where our lives as POWs took a turn for the better.
After an uneventful all-day train ride from Marburg (no provisions for journey) we arrived at Wies, the end of the railway line from Graz. [endnoteRef:8]A 5-kilometre walk took us to Wernersdorf after dusk – somewhat tired and hungry.  We stopped at the first house in the village for the guard to enquire where we were to be billeted, etc. While he was talking to the “bauer”/farmer whose house it was, the wife came to the door and said, “Ein man essen.” This I understood, and before anyone could move, I was in the door, taken to the kitchen and given a bowl of soup and bread. The others saw me eating through the window and never forgave me for beating them to it. The guard persuaded the farmer to give him a loaf of bread for the other nine men in our party. These loaves were a good size, so everyone had a reasonable share. [8:  Graz was the nearest major city to Wernersdorf. Wies, a small town and station at the end of the Graz line and was about 5, 3 kms from Wernersdorf.  Wernersdorf was about 10 kms as the crow flies from the Yugoslavian border. Wernersdorf currently has about 650 inhabitants. 
] 

We were then taken halfway up the hill to a cottage, which was to be our base for some months. Our work party comprised ten men, eight of whom were army and two naval, myself and Fred Webster, both from PE. The other guys were four English, two Aussies and two Kiwis. The room we shared had beds with straw mattresses and, best of all, a wood stove.  We were given a blanket only about 4 foot x 4 foot. We then just collapsed until 6 a.m., when the hated word “raus” was shouted to us by the guard. So out of bed, dressed, taken back to the house where we were the previous evening. Ten farmers were waiting to get a worker for each of their farms. I was taken by the one who fed us the previous evening (Windischbauer) and the others were scattered all over. Two of them, an Aussie (Bob) and a Kiwi (Dick) went right up the mountain, an hour’s walk away. It was too far for them to be fetched and returned each day, so they slept on the farm from Monday night to Friday night and came down to us on Saturday evening and left on Monday morning.
	POW Work Party in Wernersdorf 
Fred Webster – S African - a clerk in the PE Municipality – older than me – had previous peacetime training - had done short course on RN ships based in Simonstown  - after the war went back to the municipality – married late in life – had no children
William Shepherd (Lofty) – English – married - lived in Grantham – worked as a truck driver – after the war went back to truck driving – had two daughters
Les Bagley – English – married - sergeant in the regular army   
Albert Widdop (Bert) – English – married - lived in Keighley, Yorkshire – painter, could also paint pictures as well as houses – went back to painting – later in life went to live in Adelaide, Australia where one of his sons lived (I met him there)
Eric Albert Churchman – English – married -Londoner – worked for a shipping company as a clerk – after the war went back to shipping and became passenger manager for his company
Keith Andreasen (Andy) – Australian – lived in Sydney – had a factory manufacturing manikins for shops and so on – after the war retuned to Sydney – became truck driver delivering petrol –married – had two daughters – later met up with Austrian daughter from Stephanie
Robert Bryce (Bob) – Australian -  lived in Sydney – butcher – after the war had a similar job – married  
Richard Henry Bracken (Dicky) – New Zealander – had a variety of jobs – after the war became a very successful farmer and lived in Rotorua
James Alexander McRae (Lex) – New Zealander – surveyor – after the war a professor at Otaga University, Dunedin   
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Back Row Standing: Dicky Bracken; Melvin Baker; Andy Andreason; Bert Widdop; Eric Churchman; Freddie Webster. Front Row Seated: Les Bagley Lofty Shepherd; Lex McRae; Bob Bryce
The obverse side of the photograph was addressed to Mrs W.F. Baker, 10 Irvine Street Port Elizabeth, South Africa with the following message: “Love from your loving son, Melvin”.
From now on food was not our only conversation as when we were starving – that was about all we could think about and talk about; and all the wonderful meals we could have when it was all over.
The first job in the morning was to clean out the stable, cart all the manure to the dump for distribution to the lands at a later date, feed the cows and horses (I was the only one where the farmer had horses). All the others used oxen for ploughing, and even cows for lighter work, such as harrowing.  After this into the kitchen for breakfast which was “sterz”, coarsely ground yellow maize “porridge”, no sugar or milk – sometimes with ersatz coffee or sour milk (which I hated) and sometimes the stertz was topped with minced, pan-cooked pork fat. At ten o’clock we had a break and were fed bread, and if lucky, a bit of pork fat. One o’clock was the midday meal. This was usually soup, not the way we would make it, watery with bits of bread floating on top, maybe baked beans, sauerkraut or potatoes, very seldom meat. Everyone sat around the table. The food was in one dish, and all mucked out of this dish (very hygienic), soup included.  We never drank water. Cider was available all the time, especially when mowing and hay-making. 
In the evening we had a slice of bread, not very interesting or inspiring food, but enough to keep one’s stomach full and once again build up strength and fitness, with the long hours and hard work. Working hours in summer (8 months) were 6 am to 8 pm, six days a week; winter 7 am to 7 pm. They tried to get us to work on Sundays to feed the stock etc, but we threw the Geneva Convention at them and said no prisoner shall be forced to work on Sundays. 
The farmer I worked for had four sons, no daughters. The eldest, Roman, was a private in the army at the Russian front. Franz, the second son was an SS corporal – where he was stationed I never found out, as he was the one who got leave to come home several times. Hans, the third son, was at home – bad eyesight – wore thick glasses. Paul, the fourth son, was an SS private on the Russian front. All except the third son, Hans, were married. 
The second son, Franz, was caught by the Partisans in Yugoslavia and no-one heard details of what happened to him. The Partisans no doubt just shot him because he was SS. The fourth son, Pauli, got home after the war, but the Russians took him away and no-one could find out what happened, but I am sure that as he was SS he was lined up with others and shot. Roman, the first son, made it home and added a daughter to his family of four sons. Hans, the third son, was finally put into uniform but spent more time at home than in the army as he was “needed at home to help with the farm”. Hans and I got on well together. The blacksmith’s lackey was called up at the age of 17 and was captured by the Russians and put in a POW camp. He was not released by the Russians until 13 years after the war ended.
Apart from the farmers having a POW working for them, there were many Russian, Polish and mostly Ukrainian male and female workers aged 17 to 19 years. Windischbauer, my boss, had a 17-year-old Ukrainian girl, very good figure and pretty, but hygiene was not her strong point, as she smelt worse than the pigsty. Pity, as otherwise she was okay. The women did a lot of men’s work and worked for longer hours than we did.
One local woman, Mitzl, aged 40 plus, not only worked in the fields and so on, but joined me in the forests sawing down trees when Hans was called up. She would pull on one side of a cross-saw, and I on the other. The heavy axe work was left to me, but she, with a smaller axe, would trim off the smaller branches. Then the trunks were cut up into 3 metre lengths and dragged to the tracks, where they could be loaded on a wagon. In winter, the one end was put on a sled, and dragged along the snow and icy road to the farm by a pair of horses. Most of the trees I felled were chestnuts. The logs were cut up in one-metre lengths and carted to Wies, the railway station, and sent to a tanning factory. [endnoteRef:9] [9: ] 

I moved round the district where we could find chestnuts, so I met up with a lot more people than the other POWs, who never left their farms during working time.
Towards the end of the war, when the bombers came over in hundreds (one Sunday morning we counted over 900) I was about 5 miles from Wernersdorf to collect the logs we had prepared for transport. I went up to the farm house to scrounge some cider, when one bomber was in trouble with smoke coming from it. The two daughters said they hadn’t seen bombs drop and would like to know how it felt. Then the bomber returning for Italy dropped its bombs, which landed about 200 yards from us. The shock and look on those girls’ faces was a sight to see! I said, “Well, you wanted to see it.” The Austrian who was working with me was with the horses when the bombs dropped. The blast knocked him over, and the horses took off, fortunately not too far. We soon had them under control. Actually, at one time I spent more time tree-felling than on farm work
Our first winter came early – the first snow was on the 1st of October. It didn’t last long, but made everything sludge, which was worse than snow. My boots by now were useless and I was issued with a pair of Dutch wooden clogs which kept one’s feet nice and warm but walking in the snow was quite an experience – the snow compacted and stuck to the bottom and built up until I was walking on stilts and had to stop and break it off. Going up the hill to our lager was quite a job as the slope was steep and the clogs kept slipping – in places it was two up and one down. Eventually my bauer found an old pair of his boots, two sizes too big for me with holes in the uppers but certainly better for walking than clogs. For socks I had a couple of rags which I wrapped around my feet. The leaking boots didn’t stop one’s feet from getting wet. The wet rags froze in the boots and when the boots were taken off the rags stayed frozen to the boots – took ages to thaw. My circulation was good and I didn’t suffer from chilblains or other problems like some of the lads. Finally the bauer’s wife took pity on me and gave me a pair of nice thick home-made socks of home-spun wool – what a joy.
The first Red Cross food parcels arrived in October 1941. We could not believe what a lot we found in one small box. That evening when we returned to camp we were each issued with a parcel. Well, you can just imagine what pigs everyone made of themselves. The result was many nightmares. Fred Webster gave a vivid account of the sinking of the Gloucester. He started laughing and said, “Poor old Lofty, he hasn’t got his lifebelt and he can’t swim.” Les Bagley went through the evacuation of Dunkirk. He was sunk three times on the way to England, and finally finished up on a coal barge. He said, “It’s a coal barge, but it floats.” What a way to get home and then go to Greece and then get caught and spend four years as a POW. 
There were many more disturbing war nightmares. I didn’t get much sleep that night, and eventually dozed off. 
From now on we were better fed than anyone else in Germany. Plenty of bulk from farms, all the vitamins and good food from our parcels. This lasted until the end of 1944.

	Red Cross Food parcel contents: tea or coffee, Klim powdered milk, sugar, salt, cheese, army biscuits, jam, 1 lb butter, chocolate, soap, meatloaf, bully, raisins or prunes, 50 cigarettes



When the food parcels started arriving we received playing cards and some books. Shortly after receiving our first food parcels we received brand-new British Army uniforms - greatcoat, boots and socks, the full kit. What a treat to be properly dressed for once. We wore them in winter, but in summer it was a case of shorts, a shirt and “socals” (wooden soles with a leather top over the front half – slippery when it was wet). If we were sawing down trees I had to wear my boots. 
Farming was all done by hand – no machines such as tractors. Wheat, rye and oats were all sown by hand.  Maize was sown by a small planter pulled by hand – two men pulling, one behind feeding the planter. Potatoes – each one placed in a furrow by hand. Beans – sown by hand in “klompe” (clumps) in the maize land. Squash – a la beans. A small garden for lettuce, cabbages, etc was tended by the “Bauerin”. The maize land was weeded with hoes, and soil was heaped up to the stems of the plants. The same was done with potatoes. Haymaking took place in midsummer – first mowing, which was done by the men using scythes, turning and raking was done by the women. A second mowing of shorter grass took place in late summer. Hay mowed in the morning was ready for carting to the hayloft by late afternoon provided it stayed sunny and there was no rain.
Wheat etc was cut by sickle by women and tied into bundles which the men took and made stooks for drying. When well dried it was carted to the barn and all these were threshed by hand by beating on a large flat stone at knee height. The bits of the ear which broke off and still had seeds were spread on the floor and thrashed with a wooden club tied loosely to the end of a stick. It was now winnowed by a hand-turned machine after sifting. Potatoes were reaped by spade and hand, then stored in the cellar for winter. Beans – hand reaped. Pumpkins – used for pig feed were loaded on wagons and brought to the farmhouse. The seeds were all retained and turned into salad oil – a very nice addition it made to the salad. Maize – yellow - was reaped by hand and brought to the kitchen of the main bauer and being the last crop of the summer, led to a party. The kitchen was half-filled with maize up to the ceiling. The shelling was done by the farmers and their workers, who went from farm to farm. It was a community project, and when it was finished the party started – singing and dancing and, no doubt, drinking. We were not allowed to join in.
Everything was very labour intensive. Small kids also had chores to do. During haymaking one kid spent most of the day bringing cider from the cellar to the workers – it was very thirsty work. There were no toilet facilities, so to relieve themselves the men merely took two paces back and turned around. The women were not so lucky, as they had to find a bush or a ditch.
Nobody drank water – just cider all the time from morning to evening – after that I don’t know if they drank any of their home-made wine (all had small vineyards). It was ghastly, except for one small barrel which was made from the only decent grapes, which could also be eaten. The others were certainly not for the table. Apple cider and perry (from pears, which had a higher alcohol content) were used for distillation.
Once a year the farmers were allowed to distil their own schnapps. They were allowed 96 hours – the fire was kept going 24 hours a day. The first distillation was low in alcohol, so towards the end it was all put back in the still and double-distilled. The first lot that came from this was not far short of 100% alcohol. I was given a small tot and had to drink it in one go. I nearly choked and felt as though the hairs on the back of my neck were standing on end, but there was no way I was going to let the locals know that I couldn’t take it better than them. 
Our guard whom we hated and for some reason did not like Andy or me – he came back from a visit to one farm totally blotto – he had sampled far too much schnapps. We thought now we had a chance to get rid of him and told the bauer in whose house we were that he had better lock us up for the night as the guard had passed out – hoping that he would report it. No such luck. He didn’t do a thing about it. So we were stuck with the sod.
Franz (second son) came back from Yugoslavia with two horses, probably commandeered, so I was now a horse knecht (worker), as old Hans still had the other horses. These horses knew exactly when it was 12 o’clock as they stopped and had to be forced to carry on. I was ploughing with them when 12 o’clock came and I got to the end of the field, turned the horses around, and as I moved the plough over, they took off at a gallop and made a nice furrow across the field. Les on whose farm we were working saw the horses and managed to stop them. They were not the easiest pair to handle.
Our horses were far better and easier to handle and knew what to do, especially when it came to pulling logs out of the forests. One day, to speed things up two great big horses (size of Clydesdales) joined us, but their handler would not let one horse at a time pull out a rather large log. So I said don’t worry – I put the mare on alone and showed him how much better one horse was than his two. He was not pleased to be shown up by an “Englander”. This was after Hans, the horse handler, was put into uniform and the two new horses had been returned. I was now horse handler. What Hans did in the army I don’t know, as he was over 60 and not very bright. He could not read or write.  
Apart from farm work, being a lumber jack took up all the spare time – so no rest when the farm did not require much work. When I first started on the tree-felling Hans (son of Windischbauer) worked with me and sometimes Mitzl came along to do the lighter work. Then we also had another old man of 75 who was still fit enough to do the lighter work.
When Hans was called up it was just Mitzl and me. She now shared the hard work on the other end of the cross-cut saw. I had to chop the scarf (where you first cut into the tree – it must be in the right place so the tree falls where you want it).
When Hans (horse handler) left we had only one pair of horses. I usually had to load the wagon on my own. Wet chestnut logs are not the lightest. It was a case of getting one end up, securing it and lifting the other end. When loaded they had to be secured by chains fore and aft. I once made a stupid mistake and didn’t re-tighten the chains after going a short distance to let the logs settle, so had to get the logs off and reload. Idiot - never made that one again.
The biggest tree we had to fell was nearly six feet across and the saw was only eight feet long. Four of us tackled this one. It took ages as it had hollowed in the middle and a bit of the centre of the trunk was still there. As we sawed through, it would drop and jam the saw. So we worked the saw loose and started again until it was small enough to finish the job. They tied a rope to the handle so that two of them could pull on one side, but the Englander had to show them up. I didn’t have any rope on my side of the saw. Of course, they didn’t realise what I was doing – when they had to pull, I put extra pressure on the cutting edge of the saw so they had a harder pull than I had. It still took a long time.
We spent our first winter in the house up the hill. We arrived together with our body lice and started the battle to get rid of them. The only way was to remove clothing daily and crush them between our thumb nails. Lex had a good idea. He was going to freeze them to death, so he hung his shirt outside in sub-zero temperatures for two days, but when it thawed they were still there.
After the first winter we moved to the house where Les worked. Better accommodation, except that the place was infested with fleas. By now, having won the battle with lice, the next one started. No anti-flea powder was available. I was allowed to go to the shop as it was next to my work place and found some Lysol which we used to scrub the floor, but no help. I saw some naphthalene on the shelf and got a big packet. We spread this on our beds and it did seem to help a bit, but we now smelt of the stuff. 
Every evening the first one in lit the stove. I was usually the first. Within minutes my legs were full of fleas; I went to the window and started on one leg killing dozens, next leg some, by now first leg plenty and so on until reasonably clear for the moment.  Eventually the battle was won. 
On getting back to camp we all made tea or coffee and consumed some of our food from Red Cross parcels. Much talk and ragging until 10 pm – lights out and locked up for the night. “Talk” was usually argumentative about which country and life in general was better than others, but we all got on very well together seeing we came from such diverse backgrounds.
Escape
There was always talk about escaping – but where to? Very remote chance of Switzerland. Several escapees made it across the Swiss border but got caught coming back, not realising that they had been into Switzerland and come out again. The alternative was Turkey, which meant a trek through the full length of Yugoslavia and northern Greece to the Dardanelles, about a two-thousand mile hike with no knowledge of the language or terrain. However, after I had fixed the window, we could have had a full night’s start.
Window story: The windows had cross bars riveted together built into the wooden frames. I had to work for the blacksmith as a payment for work he had done for the Windischbauer, such as shoeing horses and fixing wagons. I “borrowed” a hammer, cold chisel and hacksaw blade from the blacksmith’s shop, knowing I was going to work there and could return them the next morning. I sawed through the bottom of the centre upright bar, used the cold chisel and hammer to break the rivets, and then was able to loosen and pull it out from the bottom and slide it out from the top. Using a knife, I worked around the bar still in the wood at the bottom of the window frame and managed to remove it, then half-filled the hole from which it had been removed and was able to replace the bar. The rivet holes were all packed tight with chewing gum (can’t remember where we got it) to match the other rivets. To drown the noise of hammering out the rivets, I got everybody to sing as loudly as they could so that the guard in his room could not hear the banging. The guard had his own partitioned-off section of the room next to the wash area. From then on it was a very easy job to remove the bar creating a hole big enough to go in and out as we wished. I made full use of it, as on Saturday evening, when all was quiet and the guard snoring, I went out to visit my girlfriend. No meeting up in the cold snow in that part of the world, just knocked on her bedroom window and got the benefit of a nice warm bed with lovely sheets and blankets and proper mattress to “sleep” on. Far better than our straw-filled hessian. (I was the only one who made regular use of it though everybody who had a girlfriend could have done the same.) 
Before fixing the window, we used to sit up half of Saturday night playing bridge. We had a carbide lamp which gave a brilliant light. I am surprised that we were allowed this lamp, as carbide is a powerful explosive. On Sundays we went to our farms for lunch. After lunch I usually walked up to Andy’s workplace and wandered about, ragged a couple of Ukrainian girls and strolled back to camp late afternoon. [endnoteRef:10] [10:  Mel explained that ‘ragged’, in this instance, was a mixture of teasing and flirting. 
] 

Andy didn’t go out on Saturday evenings. He met his girlfriend who worked in the shop on their respective ways home. She had a seven-month baby girl (fully developed). Her soldier came home when she was two months pregnant. All the eligible men were in the army. So who was left? Ten prisoners of war. A great chance was taken by the local girls because if they were caught fraternising with the enemy, they were taken away, had their heads shaved and paraded publicly. If caught, we would be taken back to camp for 30 days solitary confinement. There were plenty of slave workers – Russians, Poles, Ukrainians, but they were not as interesting as the local frauleins.
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Above:: Back row: Mel Baker and Lex Macrae. Front row: Freddie Webster; Len; Lofty Shepherd; George Bennet; Andy Andreason

After I had chopped down some chestnut trees in the area they had to be paid for by the Windischbauer. I was given a bicycle, an envelope with a certain amount of marks in it and I was told by the Windischbauer to pay the owner of the trees who lived about a two hours walk from Wernersdorf (about 10 kms) On my way, I cycled past our guard who was walking down the road, towards Wernersdorf, with a German officer or possibly a Non -Commissioned Officer. When I got there the man who had to be paid was not at home and his wife refused to take the money. So I sat there the whole day waiting for the man to come back. By the time I got back to Wernersdorf the family thought I “had gone to the devil”, that is, that I had escaped. The irony was that I could speak fluent German by that stage and had the wherewithal to escape: I had money, a bicycle and I was dressed in shorts and a shirt. The guard recognised me when I rode past him but didn’t even stop me to ask me where I was going. I 

After I had chopped down some chestnut trees in the area they had to be paid for by the Windischbauer. I was given a bicycle, an envelope with a certain amount of marks in it and I was told by the Windischbauer to pay the owner of the trees who lived about a two hours walk from Wernersdorf (about 10 kms) On my way, I cycled past our guard who was walking down the road, towards Wernersdorf, with a German officer or possibly a Non -Commissioned Officer. When I got there the man who had to be paid was not at home and his wife refused to take the money. So I sat there the whole day waiting for the man to come back. By the time I got back to Wernersdorf the family thought I “had gone to the devil”, that is, that I had escaped. The irony was that I could speak fluent German by that stage and had the wherewithal to escape: I had money, a bicycle and I was dressed in shorts and a shirt. The guard recognised me when I rode past him but didn’t even stop me to ask me where I was going. I could have kept on riding but there was no point in carrying on because a serious escape would have required a lot preparation such as acquiring maps and so on. I didn’t want to escape for the sake of escaping because the conditions in Wernersdorf were far better than any other working party I could have been on. 
While I was sitting in the kitchen waiting to pay the man, his daughter and a land girl came into the room and I was surprised to see they were wearing shorts and tops. This was quite different from the traditional working clothes worn by the women in the region. The land girl was quite a stunner and I wouldn’t have minded spending a night with her in the barn. In fact, the very barn on this farm was later burnt down and I was told that the land girl was responsible for it. 
In another incident, towards the end of 1944, a Yugoslavian came to speak to the Windischbauer, possibly to trade something. He told us (the POWs) that if he’d known we were there two weeks earlier he could have organised to get us out through Yugoslavia and into Italy. However, the escape route that they had been using had been discovered by the Germans and a vital bridge was now being guarded, so they were no longer able to use that route. 

Farmers
The farmers or bauers were known by the names of their farms. Windischbauer’s farm was called Windisch (the previous owner was a Wend from Slovenia). The farmer’s family name was Knappitsch. He was a giant of a man with hands like hams. In the days of his youth, according to stories told about him, he was extremely strong. One day when he and his friends were carting a 300 litre barrel of cider, the wagon broke down. The wheel had come off. The others went to get a pole to lift the wagon to fix the wheel. When they came back the barrel was on the ground. They asked him how it had got there. He told then he had lifted it off. They didn’t believe him, so he put it back on again and then took it off. There were many other tales about his strength. He had gone to seed when I was there and didn’t do much physical work. When something heavy was to be lifted he made me do it, saying, “You are stronger than me.” Ha, ha! In fact, he had more strength in one finger than I had in my entire hand. When we were hoeing the mealies and potatoes he always came and did the first row at a fast rate to set the pace, expected us to continue at that pace for the rest of the day, and then disappeared. Of course, as soon as he went, the pace slackened. 
The frau made her own sauerkraut - shredded cabbage was put in a wooden tub, compressed by a lid weighed down with a 50 kg bell weight with a lifting ring on top. I battled to lift it with my middle finger, but Windischbauer said he always lifted it with his little finger. Finger-wrestling was actually a common pastime in the area. Even the kids started finger-wrestling early and developed strong hands and fingers. When it came to arm-wrestling then none of them could beat me.
Windischbauer was a member of the Nazi party, but he didn’t act like one. He used his membership to keep in with the regime, which helped him to get away with various things. Farmers were allowed to slaughter two pigs a year for their own use. Sick pigs only counted as half a pig. And strangely, all Windischbauer’s pigs were “sick”. So he got away with four pigs a year. The meat inspector had to authorise all pigs slaughtered and Windischbauer always brought out the schnapps, by the time the inspector had to sign the authority he was very much under the weather. A small cow was in the stable for a short while and suddenly disappeared. After which a pile of canned meat suddenly appeared – highly illegal.    
The youngest son Paul, a private in the SS, came home on leave. He and his brother Hans were having a discussion about politics. Hans said something against the regime and Paul threatened him saying, “You may be my brother, but if you speak like that again, I will report you.” So much indoctrination, and all this in front of me.  
The community worked hard and had very little time for relaxation and recreation. The only thing the younger ones seemed to do was go and knock on the girlfriend’s window and go to bed and do what comes naturally. Most women were pregnant before they got married. The first son, Roman’s wife was pregnant with their fourth son before they married.
One had to be careful about discussing politics with the locals. The ardent Nazis would make sure you were reported. In 1944 Eric spoke to his farmer about Hitler’s regime and how bad it was. The farmer related some of this to a neighbour, who promptly reported it to the authorities. The consequence of this was that Eric was taken away from Wernersdorf to the Stalag, put in solitary confinement and was not allowed to come back to the farm job. He was very bitter about this and threatened that when the war was over he would get the man who reported him. At the end of the war he actually acquired a gun and was prepared to go back and carry out his threat, but he was restrained and talked out of it. [endnoteRef:11] [11:  At that time, Eric Churchman was a socialist and taught Mel to sing ‘The Red Flag’. 
] 

The original ten at one time was down to six. Eric was gone. Bert had a carbuncle on the back of his neck and was taken to the Stalag to have it removed and was fortunate enough to be brought back to us. Bob and Dick (who were on top of the mountain) were taken back to the Stalag in early 1944 for medical treatment, but they did not return. They were replaced by two newcomers, who only stayed for about a week and decided this was not for them. So they just took off, were soon recaptured and taken back to the Stalag for their fortnight’s solitary confinement. They were not interested in hard work and preferred to get back to the boredom of the main camp. They had no intention of escaping to get home. When we left Wernersdorf there were seven of the originals and we had three newcomers in our midst who were with us until we left Wernersdorf in December 1944.  
One replacement was a sergeant in the paratroopers (very tough crowd). He was trained to kill. He loved sparring with me, open handed, of course. He was the quickest guy ever sparred with and I never saw his hand coming to slap me on the cheek. All I could do was use my superior weight and crowd him. Another newie called Stevens, also a Scot, annoyed the sergeant one day, and wouldn’t stop pestering him, so he gave him one punch. The result – damaged nose and two black eyes. Of course the guard was told that he was chopping wood and one piece flew up and hit him in the face. Stevens came back to camp one evening, roaring drunk. His bauer had been distilling schnapps and Stevens had done far too much sampling. Unfortunately, he couldn’t hold his liquor and was picking fights with everyone. He also hit the door with his fist and finished up with a damaged hand. Punching him back didn’t deter him, so finally when he pushed Andy over on to his back on the bed and was on top of him, I gave him a rabbit punch, which put him out. I was worried that I might have killed him because it took ages before he woke up from it. About 2 a.m. he was awake talking much better. I said, “Don’t start again.” His reply was, “Thanks for hitting me, and I mean it. You should have done it sooner.” He realised what he had done and what a jerk he had been.
George, the third replacement, was a great teller of far-fetched stories. He was talking about finding wild strawberries and telling the locals that in England they grew as big as his fist. When we laughed at him, he said, “I’ve seen them bigger.” Of course, after that if anyone came up with a tall story the call was “strawberries”.
None of the houses had bathrooms, and toilets were outside next to the pigsties. When we asked the locals about bathing they said, “In summer we are too busy and in winter it’s too cold.”
Our facilities were a shared toilet with the bauers’ families, and we had wooden tubs in our washing area for daily use. During the summer months, at the end of the day we went to the river with our soap, had a good wash and swim. In the winter months, freezing weather was not conducive to visiting the river. It was frozen over, so we had to make do with a basin wash - which was “dipping your fingers and wiping your eyes”. We had to break the ice in the basins to get our water. On a Sunday we were given the use of a boiler on the farm where we slept. We filled it with water, it got nice and hot and we had a lovely hot water basin bath. 
Not all the locals were Nazis at heart. One old man spoke to me about the pre-Hitler days and was still a monarchist. He never said “Heil Hitler” except under duress, but still said “Heil Frans Josef”. Certain things had improved for the locals after the Germans took over. Roads were better, more jobs for non-farmers. Windishbauer said he wasn’t unhappy with the new regime due to the improvements in their living standards. Obviously, he was not an ardent Nazi – he took what he could by being a member of the party.
Windischbauer had his own saw mill, which was water-driven. The river was dammed up and water came through a race to turn the water wheel by pushing against the paddles. A flour mill was also connected to this and sometimes he would mill some wheat (illegally) into fine cake flour and sometimes white wheat bread was baked, and even raisin bread when I traded my raisins for eggs for Sunday morning breakfast. Officially the mill was for grinding yellow mealies for their sterz (crumbly porridge). 
There also was a saw mill which was owned by the shopkeeper. It was power driven by steam and fuelled by sawdust and wood offcuts.  The shop-owner also had a small car, the only one in the village, and he had a truck which was powered by gas.
Sunday mornings we cooked a huge breakfast – purloined potatoes for chips, meat loaf cooked like sausages, two fried eggs, toast with butter and jam, coffee or tea (depending on what was in the latest parcel). After this we had to go to the farm for our Sunday meal. On days when I got a reasonable amount of meat (usually rabbit goulash, potatoes, etc) on top of the breakfast it was quite an effort to do justice to it.   
In the evenings I often took my evening bread home with me and had it together with all the goodies from our parcels. 
Liesl, aged 60 plus, also lived on the farm. She milked the cows, fed the pigs and also did light work in the fields. She was rather deaf and her eyesight was not too great. One day during midday meal she picked up a spoonful of food on which a fly had settled and didn’t hear me telling her – so down went food, fly and all. Nothing was ever wasted by the locals. All scraps, peelings and rinsing water from the cooking pot went to the pig swill. 
Guards
The guards in the stalags loved chasing us out of the buildings with a shout of, “Raus” (out), the most hated word.  They lined us up every day to be counted and left us standing, sometimes for hours depending on the mood of the commandant.  On working parties the guards left us mostly alone in the charge of the contractor on the building site or wherever. 
On one of our first jobs before we went to Wernersdorf, we were digging a trench. An SS soldier came up to speak to us. He could speak Dutch, so spoke to me for a long time, fishing for information. While he was there our guard said nothing to make me work. When the SS man left, the guard shouted at me for not working, and said something I couldn’t understand, I said, “Niks verstehen.”  One youngster grabbed his bayoneted rifle and threatened me with it. If the others had not interfered I’m sure he would have stuck his bayonet into me. Not a pleasant outing.
The guard who took us to Wernersdorf was not too bad. He at least managed to beg a loaf of bread for us on our arrival in Wernersdorf. He saw us to our billets and made sure we got to the job on the next morning. It was the responsibility of the bauers to get us to our work places, but after two days we knew the way and had to get there on our own. The guard seemed quite happy with this arrangement. All he had to do was get us out of bed so we were on our way by 6 o’clock in the morning.
The next guard in Wernersdorf was with us for about 6 months. He was middle-aged, easy-going, didn’t interfere with us and was only worried about waking us up in the morning and locking us up at night.
Number three was a young soldier from Sudetenland who spoke an unusual dialect. He came to the farm kitchen one morning to borrow a rucksack to go to Wies to collect our mail. The locals couldn’t understand what he was saying and asked me what he wanted! He was only with us for a couple of months.
The next one was rather elderly, 60 plus by the way he moved and spoke, very mild and no problem. We soon learnt how to handle him. When I was moved from Trofaiach to Stalag 18A I was on a passenger coach. The train stopped at a siding. Next to us was an open railway truck packed with German soldiers standing like sardines. I recognised our ancient guard among them, and shouted his name, “Recher”, as we pulled off. He heard me and looked up in surprise.  
The last guard in Wernersdorf was the worst of the lot. For some reason he didn’t like Andy or me. He would come into our room at five in the morning shouting, “Baker, Andreasen, raus!” and make us get out of bed and get fully dressed, and then he walked away. The rest of our gang were left to get up when they felt like it as long as they were ready to leave at 6.00 for work.  He was the one who got bombed out of his mind with an overdose of schnapps. We had great joy when the sergeant came on the day we were to leave Wernersdorf. At 10.00 we were supposed to be at Wies station to catch the train to Trofaiach, but we were still in Wernersdof at 11.00. The sergeant gave him hell. He could only complain to the sergeant that we were all drunk and he couldn’t handle us. The sergeant was a very sensible guy. He spoke to us quietly and appealed to us to get moving on our way to the station to catch a later train.
Trofaiach guards were not too bad. I think they were aware of the war situation at that stage, realising the end was approaching and didn’t do much to annoy us. They only did what was absolutely necessary. I was in the kitchen one day to fetch our rations where our so-called meal was prepared. I was talking to a woman who was working in the kitchen when one of the guards came in and started speaking to me in pidgin German. The lady told him he needn’t speak to me like that as I could understand German perfectly.  [endnoteRef:12] [12:  Mel learnt German through being immersed in the language. However, he related that he had an advantage over other prisoners because of his knowledge of Afrikaans, as some German words are similar to Afrikaans words. Also, the German sentence structure is similar to that of Afrikaans. He also relied on an unnamed Windischbauer farm child to help him. Mel would point and ask: What is this? And the child would tell him, for example, a scythe is a sense in German. Mel admitted that he never mastered the der, das, dat gender distinctions. Despite this, he resulted in being the most fluent German speaker within his work party. When he returned to Wernersdorf in 1964, the Windischbauer shook his head ruefully when Mel hesitated over a word and bemoaned the fact that Mel used to speak “echt Deutsch”. 
 ] 

Mail
The postcard that I sent from Marburg arrived three months after we were sunk. The day before it arrived my parents received a telegram saying that I was a prisoner of war. They had a long wait for the first news of me. It took about another two months before I got my first letter from home. What a great day that was. After that, mail came through on a fairly regular basis. I also received a couple of parcels from home including shirts, socks, shoes underpants and pyjamas. Before we received our new uniforms, Eric also received pyjamas from home. He never took them off in the morning during the winter months (except for washing) but wore them as underclothes to help keep him warm. 
Letters from home meant a lot to POWs. When we heard about the fall of Tobruk, I was worried about my brother Frank, who was in the army in Egypt. He was slightly wounded in the desert and didn’t go to Tobruk. He was sent back home to hospital. [endnoteRef:13] Lex received a letter from his girlfriend in New Zealand, who said that if he wanted to he could be released from their understanding. The poor chap went into a bit of a decline after this and became quite morose and not very communicative. It took a long time for him to reconcile himself to it. (After the war he married his Marje – they met up again in Dunedin). The parcels I received from home were wrapped in a piece of calico, neatly sewn up. This cloth served a very good purpose as “bathing trunks”. I tied them up like a nappy whenever we went for our evening dip in the river after work in the summer. I also received a long-sleeved woollen jersey which got somewhat worn out. I unravelled it and got Andy’s girlfriend to knit me a pair of swimming trunks. What a pleasure after the nappy.  [13:  Frank Baker’s WW 2 army records state that he was wounded near the right eye on 31 May 1941. He was sent back to South Africa and subsequently missed being taken at Tobruk. After he had recovered he was deployed to Italy and eventually returned to South Africa in 1945.
] 

We managed to get the local Wernersdorf photographer to take some photos of us which we were able to send home. [endnoteRef:14] They were paid for with the useless money we were paid by the farmers. It was in the form of a voucher that could be used at the shop. Our pay was one mark a day, equal to ten pence (pre-war rates) - for a fourteen-hour day. [14:  Photographs were taken in Wernersdorf by the local photographer but were stamped in the ‘mother’ camp, Stalag XVIII A, before being posted: hence they all bear a purple-blue stamp signifying that camp. The stamp encircled the following words and numbers: Gepruft. Stalag XVIII A. 73.
] 

Leaving Wernersdorf
Two weeks before Christmas 1944 we were informed that we were leaving Wernersdorf the next day. No indication as to where we were going. We were not at all happy about the fact of leaving and also the timing, as we had sorted out all our meals and drinks for Christmas. Lex had made beautiful menus for each of us with items like plum pudding a la (name of a farm). He had drawn army and naval crests at the top of the menu (although the naval one had a crown instead of ships). We even had a bottle of schnapps - that we drank the day of leaving. 
The evening before leaving, I visited my girlfriend Paula for the last time to say goodbye. 
On the day we were leaving I went to the Windischbauer and got him to let us use the horses and the wagon to take our kit to Wies. While making this arrangement, he gave me a farewell sample of schnapps. 
We left with very mixed feelings. After three years in Wernersdorf, we had got ourselves very well organised and were probably in the best situation that a prisoner of war could be. No other camp could compare with what we had. We could only be moving into a worse situation. 
We finally left Wernersdorf and had a longer than usual walk to Wies. We boarded a train to Graz, which had been badly bombed. The train couldn’t go to the station and stopped a few miles outside. We had to walk carrying all our belongings to the other side of the city to catch another train, which headed to Trofaiach. The civilians who had suffered the intensive bombing were very hostile. The guard told them that we were not Americans but English POWs, which eased the situation somewhat. 
Our journey to Trofaiach took two days, stopping at a railway junction called Knittelfeld (a city in Styria), which had been bombed every night for months. We were in a tin hut in the middle of the rail junction and prayed that we would not be bombed by the allies. Luck was with us as it was heavily overcast and no bombs were dropped that night. We heard planes flying over to bomb Wiener Neustadt (a big industrial area). I was lying on my back with my cap over my eyes talking to the guard. Another guard arrived and wanted to know from the first guard who he was talking to, and to his surprise was informed that I was one of the POWs. 
The next day we arrived in Trofaiach. We were billeted in a double-storey house. The upper floor was already occupied by about 15 POWs who had been there for some time. We were there to quarry iron ore. The task for the day was to fill a certain number of skips. When the quota was filled the guys went back to camp. When we got there it was freezing and exceedingly hard work. The chaps who were already there had it taped, but we battled. All the rocks which were too big to be tipped through a grid into the stockpile had to be broken with a sledgehammer. One of the English prisoners was working the rubble loose from under the top layer, which was frozen hard. It suddenly collapsed and his legs were caught under tons of rock. We dug him out and he was taken to hospital in a town about ten miles away. Both his legs were amputated, but he didn’t survive – he died that same night.
I hated the job and eventually developed a “bad foot” and “hobbled”. Actually, all I had was a blister on the back of my heel and the boots rubbed on it. It became very uncomfortable to walk. When I put my shoes on I could walk fine, but I still hobbled. The shoes were the ones I received in one of my parcels from home. They were not very good for walking in the snow. I finally persuaded the guards that I couldn’t work and was sent to Stalag XVIII A. By the time we left Wernersdorf, Red Cross parcels were not coming through on a regular basis and the poor rations in camp were not very good without Red Cross parcel supplements. In Trofaiach we got the usual coffee breakfast; midday was stew which at the start had plenty of potatoes and was quite nourishing, but after a while the potatoes ran out and were substituted with cattle-feed turnips. So life deteriorated pretty badly, and talk about wonderful meals started all over again.    
From Trofaiach I was taken by train to Stalag XVIII A at Klagenfurt, which had about 10,000 men. Life in the big camps was the worst apart from the camps before Wernersdorf. At least this camp was well-run and organised. [endnoteRef:15] Food and parcels were scarce. By now Germany’s transport was in shambles. The Allied bombing had damaged railways and the fighters had pepper-potted engines. We saw one engine towing five others to the workshop for repairs. The only way we got food parcels now was by truck from Switzerland. The Red Cross organised trucks in Switzerland to carry the parcels to us. POWs were allowed to go into Switzerland to fetch the parcels to bring into the camps. It was a case of one parcel among at least five or six about twice a month. One can imagine what would have happened to any of the POWs had decided to stay in Switzerland. Reprisal after the war would have been vicious.  [15:   Stalag XVIII A which was near Wolfsburg in Austria held British and Commonwealth and Russian prisoners. The first British and Commonwealth prisoners arrived in July 1941 after being captured during the Battle of Crete. British and Commonwealth prisoners were protected by the Geneva Convention. There was a considerable Russian POW camp at Stalag XVII A which was separated from the other allied POW camps. The Russians were not protected by the Geneva Convention and a large number were systematically starved to death; many also died from typhoid epidemics. 
There is some confusion around where Stalag XVIII A was situated. It is recorded as being near Wolfsburg in official accounts. However, a number of POW narratives state that it was near Klagenfurt; Mel also talked about the camp being in Klagenfurt.  What is evident is that Stalag XVIII A was on the Klagenfurter Road south of Wolfsburg (see diagram of the Stalag). In 1945 there was a large Displaced Persons camp in Klagenfurt which later became a detention camp for former Nazis.
 “Whether a soldier was captured in Greece or Crete, the next few weeks had a grim similarity. On foot, by road, rail or sea, he would eventually be taken to a temporary camp in Salonika. From there, he would be packed into a railway wagon designed for carrying cattle, with fifty other prisoners of war. There followed days of hunger, thirst and lack of sleep as the train made its slow way up through Yugoslavia to southern Austria and the final destination of Stalag 18A at Wolfsberg. (For some, the journey ended at Stalag 18D in Marburg. When this camp closed, most POWs were transferred to Stalag 18A.) A prisoner did not usually stay long in Stalag 18A, as it was a clearing camp for scores of working camps throughout Austria. Within a few days he would be assigned to a Work Party (Arbeitskommando), normally of 15 to 20 men, and sent on. The 'lucky' ones would be assigned to farm work, where there was a least a chance of adequate food. The less fortunate might be sent to an iron mine, a quarry or a timber mill, where the hours were long and the work hard.” 
Taken from Stalag 18A website. http://www.stalag18a.org.uk/buckingham/buckingham01.jpg

] 

The ingenuity of POWs in these camps was incredible. The parts to make a wireless were smuggled into the camp and tuned into the BBC news. Someone would go around to all the huts and read the latest news. A close watch was kept to ensure no guards were near. I acquired, for the price of a few cigarettes, a little stove made from the Red Cross parcel tins. It was in the form of a blower. A Klim tin had a fan in it which was turned by a handle outside the tin, which made the blower to another smaller tin in which a few sticks of wood were sufficient to heat enough water to make tea. It worked on the same principle as a blacksmith’s forge. 
By now there were no communal activities at Klagenfurt in the camp. Life was boring – the same routine every day. How some of the POWs preferred being in camp to being out in a working party, I don’t know. No wonder a lot of them had changed a lot by the time they got home. To break the monotony the camp commandant would enjoy getting the whole camp on to the parade ground and keep us standing there for hours. We did have a football and could kick it around. The ground was covered in places with cinders and one’s feet were black at the end of the day. The guards enjoyed throwing bits of bread and rotting cheese from their quarters to the prisoners and watching as people scrambled for these scraps. There is very little to write about the monotonous life in the camp.
Our rations were the usual coffee, stew and one loaf of bread to be divided among five men. Quite a job to cut it up equally, but I managed and had to do it regularly as the one who cut the bread had to take the last piece. 
I was in a working party sent to a railway siding to load a truck. When a lone plane came over we thought it was a German fighter, but the next thing we saw a rocket leave the plane. It was aimed at us but hit a tree about 50 yards from us. Of course, the pilot couldn’t know we were POWs. This is where I suffered my one and only injury. As we dived under the truck, hopefully for protection, the guy in front of me banged his knee on the rail line, which brought his heel up and caught me in the jaw. Serious wound – cut lip. When the air raid siren sounded the guard had refused to let us take shelter under the trees nearby, but after this – guess who was the first to take cover? 
Another working party I was on was to dig a trench across a road. The temperature was well below freezing and the road was frozen solid to about six inches. It was impossible to get a pick into it – it was as hard as concrete. It took me quite a long time to dig a hole deep enough to get the point of the pick into it so that it would hold. I jerked the handle as quickly as I could and managed to break it. One pick down. I did the same with the other two picks, and so we had to be taken back to camp. 
About a month before VE Day 80 names appeared on the notice board, mine included, to be transferred to another camp. This was because they were moving us away from the approaching Russians. Some of the chaps in the know laughed at me saying, “Do you know where you’re going? It’s a camp near Hitler’s redoubt and you’ll be the last to get out.” Well, as it happened I had the last laugh. Three weeks later, plus or minus 10, 000 POWs arrived at this new camp. The whole of Stalag 18 A had marched all the way (except for two lorry loads of 80). I had been taken by lorry.
The new camp at Bischofshofen in Austria was very close to the Bavarian border. [endnoteRef:16] Life here was the same as Klagenfurt. Rations terrible, but we knew the Yanks were getting closer and the attitude of the guards was changing as they knew the war was virtually over. Some still remained bastards. Our greatest pleasure was to see the bombers going over in their hundred and fighters shooting up trains, etc.  [16:  Bischofshofen in Austria is about 46 kms from Berchtesgaden, Hitler’s redoubt in Bavaria. 














The following bibliography offers a selection of books which are concerned with events at the end of WW 2, such as the books of Max Hastings and Anthony Beevor. The Applebaum, Lowe and Beruma books deal specifically with events immediately after WW 2 and cover the 1945 – 1946 period.  Ken Otter’s book is invaluable for its historical account of the WW 2 HMS Gloucester.  Porky Price’s book is a memoir of his POW experiences after surviving the HMS Gloucester sinking.
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The HMS Gloucester from a postcard which Mel sent home to South Africa prior to 1941.
















Above 2 images: Forest and river near Wies and Wernersdorf, Austria. (Google images)



























Above: Main gate of Stalag XVIII A









Above: Plan of Stalag XVIII A
















Above: Position of Stalag XVIIIA in relation to Graz.










Above: Mel travelled from the POW camp in Moribor/Marburg in the Republic of Slovenia (previously Yugoslavia); from there he was assigned to an agricultural work detail (a farm) near Wernersdorf, Styria, Austria; then he was sent to Trofiach, Austria; then to Stalag XVIIIA near Klagenfort, Austria; lastly he was sent to Bischofshoven in Austria (near Bergtesgarden). 










Above from left to right: Freddie Webster; Andy Andreason; George Bennet;  Lofty Shepherd; Len; Mel Baker] 

Two days before VE Day (Tuesday 8 May 1945) the guards knew the war was over and some of them disappeared leaving the gates wide open. An Aussie named Peb and I decided we were not going to wait for the Yanks and started walking down the road to meet them. We first went to a farm overlooking the camp to spend a night in the barn. It was much more comfortable than sleeping on bare boards. There were no beds in the camp. The floors of the huts were about two feet from the ground and the cold night air was worse coming up from the ground as the wind blew under the huts. We also went to scrounge food, but the farmer was not kind to us and wouldn’t give us any. Next morning he was ploughing on a very steep field so we decided to help him and then got some food. Peb traded his overcoat for a bottle of schnapps which he was quite sure would get us a lift. He had it in his side pack and it dropped out several times. I said, “Before long you’ll break it, so we might as well drink it.” Some of which we did. Along the way we came across some cars, which we attempted to ‘borrow’ but none of them would start so we kept on walking. A truck came along full of German soldiers, so we cadged a lift from them. A lot of SS officers were all pulling the SS insignia from their uniforms thinking that the Americans would shoot them all. But that never happened. This lift did not take us very far, so we were back to walking. 
Some time later we saw a strange vehicle approaching us. It was jeep. Of course, we had never seen one before. There was an American officer with two soldiers. We got them to stop and informed them about the camp some miles away. They told us there was an army camp at a bridge a few miles away and we should head for it. The road bridge across the river had been completely destroyed and the railway bridge had been damaged. The jeep had managed to get across the railway bridge by riding the boards next to the rails. A big truck tried to follow them but the boards collapsed and the truck was sitting on its axles on the rails blocking the bridge completely, except for pedestrians.     
We walked across the bridge to the camp. First thing we looked for food as we had not eaten much all day. It was now late afternoon and the canteen was closed. All we got was somebody’s emergency rations – not much of a meal for two hungry people. The Yanks, who were short of nothing, when hearing our story decided we needed a drink. We had already knocked back a lot of the schnapps. We were given about half a bottle of Benedictine. Their comment on being told long we had been POWs was, “That’s longer than we’ve been in this goddam war.” We sat for a long time round a fire. It was still cold at night, even in May. After the Benedictine I was given a bottle of cherry brandy. One truck had a wooden box full of booze – at least two dozen bottles. How much of this bottle I drank I have no idea. I finally climbed into the back of a truck to sleep. It was cold and I kept on waking up from the cold. 
In the morning I was woken up by a voice saying, “Get the hell out of there. We’ve got this goddam bridge to fix.”  I politely told him where I thought he should go, and he realised who I was and sort of apologised. When my eyes opened properly I saw someone’s greatcoat lying next to me. The next thing was to look for food – had a glorious hangover. I was too late for their breakfast, but I saw some bods drinking tea at a mobile kitchen so joined them and was given a mug of tea. It was so sweet that I couldn’t hold it down. All I wanted was unsweetened black tea or coffee. The only food I managed to get was some left-over French toast – not quite what I needed.      
Time now to get on the move again. We found a convoy of trucks going to Ulm via Munich. I sat between the driver and his mate. It was driven by a big black guy, full of the joys of life. He gave me a tin of butter and said it would buy me anything I wanted. They wanted me to go to Ulm with them because I could speak German. But no ways – Munich was a far as I intended to go. In Munich there was a facility for POWs the Americans had rescued along the way. They had come through Dachau and saw the results of the concentration camp and were very bitter. One said to me, “Here’s my rifle. If any of those 10, 000 Krauts we have taken prisoner have done anything to you, shoot them, as unfortunately we can’t do it.” There was no way I could ever have shot any of them even if the guard we had in Wernersdorf was one of them.
After two days in Munich we were told that we would be flown to Brussels. Dakotas were to pick us up. We were taken to the air field and put in groups of 14. About 30 groups were transported to the airfield to await the Dakotas. The first day only six arrived. We spent all the time, day and night at the airfield sleeping in the open. There were no facilities, but there was a mobile kitchen so we were at least fed some reasonable food. The second and third days very few Dakotas arrived. On the fourth day I went to each group ahead of me and found one near the front of the queue that had only 13 men. So I joined them and was flown to Brussels that day. 
On the way home at last! The camp in Brussels was run by the Canadians. What a well-organised place. We were first stripped of our old uniforms. We went through a lovely hot shower with soap and towels. After showering we were issued with brand-new army uniforms and dusted with DDT powder to ensure we had no vermin. We were given a map of the camp showing where the dry and wet canteens were, sleeping quarters, dining mess and also 5 pounds worth of Belgian francs. We were told to go on the town and enjoy ourselves after we had settled in. On our way out of camp, we were called back and told we were to be taken to Lille in France to be flown to England as the Brussels airfield was out of commission. I had a terrible night on the train. When I got on all the compartments were crowded and had to stand in the corridor. All doors at the end of the corridors locked on the outside when closed as the train had been used to carry prisoners. As there were a lot of weak bladders among the prisoners the doors were kept open. On arrival in Lille we were taken to an airfield and flown to England in the belly of a Lancaster bomber. I spent most of the time talking to the rear gunner and wasn’t affected by the turbulence, which made some of the POWs airsick. We were issued with life jackets. I said I could swim not fly, so where was my parachute? 
We landed in England at an airstrip near Horsham and were taken to Brighton by train. What a wonderful feeling after all those years of mixed experiences. We were billeted in houses in Brighton and Hove. We were given a pay book with half the pay due to us and told to take 30 days leave. We were asked where we wanted to go, and if we had no definite destination we were given a rail pass to Inverness. We were asked how we wanted to go home - by air or sea. I opted for air as I wanted to get home as soon as possible. When I got back after 30 days I was informed that no more flying would take place due to some crashes in Central Africa. I now had to wait for a ship and was at the bottom of the roster. I was told to take another 14 days’ leave, and so it went on, until after nearly three months in England I went on board the MV (motor vessel) Rhuys, a Dutch passenger cum cargo ship. The passenger accommodation was for officers and the nurses, etc. Other ranks were in the holds converted to mess decks. The food on the ship was like the ration food in England. We had kippers every day. After 14 days on board, we went on the deck early in the morning to see the most wonderful sight – Table Mountain! At long last, after five years and four months. 
We went ashore and spent the day with a friend from PE (Joey Lappin) whose relations in Cape Town gave us a sumptuous lunch. We entrained for PE that night. It took two nights and a day to get to PE, to be met by my family in the early morning. When we got on the train we thought we would get a really decent meal with a good helping of meat. The trains in those days cooked the food on the train, and it was excellent. When we went to the dining saloon, we did not know that on Wednesday it was meatless day so – we were served kippers.



Epilogue 
After the war I spent three months in Port Elizabeth waiting for discharge and final pay. I went back to my pre-war employer, the firm of accountants FW Anton Eveleigh, for a while. Before the war I had served three years of my articles. After the war I was let off the last two years of my articles as I had been in military service for over two years. We were given a government grant for study purposes, and I went to the University of Cape Town for a year. Then I got a job in Uitenhage at Goodyear Tyre and Rubber company. I was only there for five months when my former employer enticed me back to auditing with the incentive of one day becoming a partner. During this time I did not qualify as a chartered accountant and was not very happy with the boring job of auditing. Mangolds, an agricultural and engineering business, offered me a job setting up their engineering and accounting section when they separated from the agricultural section. At this time I got married 1949. Shortly afterwards my wife was expecting and housing was at a premium in Port Elizabeth. I was offered a job with housing in King William’s Town where I was an accountant in a big textile factory (Good Hope Textiles). My daughter Patricia was born in Port Elizabeth and five and a half years later my daughter Marian was born in King William’s Town. 
In 1964 I was able to get three months leave and went to England with my wife, Joan. In London I managed to trace Eric, who had moved house. I had met up with him after the war and visited him several times at his home in London. I only had his old address, but a neighbour kindly gave me his new address. He was the only one of the original ten in Wernersdorf that I knew how to contact. We had a few drinks to celebrate. I travelled to Grantham where Lofty lived and managed to find him, and he took me to see Les, who lived not very far away. The three of us had a few noggins together.  After a couple of days with Lofty I moved on to Keighley in Yorkshire and traced Bert through the local police, who gave me his son’s address. So now I had managed to make contact with all four of the Englishmen. 
I hired a station wagon in London and crossed the Channel and made my way down the Rhine into Austria and carried on south to Wernersdorf. We went to the Knappitsch residence and found they were still there in the same house. The bauer and his two remaining sons were there, but the frau had died shortly before. I was welcomed like a long-lost son and heard of the fate of his other two sons, the two SS men who didn’t make it. There was still no news of Franz whom the partisans had got earlier on. The younger son, Paul, got home at the end of the war, but the Russians found him and took him away. Despite many enquiries made by the Red Cross they never managed to get any news of what happened to him. We sat around a table on the verandah of the house and about a dozen locals arrived to greet me. Each one insisted on buying a beer which came in a huge tankard that was put in front of me and then passed round the table. I was not allowed to buy a round. Things had not changed – we still all drank out of the same tankard. So many people welcomed me that Joan said to me, “Whose side of the war were you on?”  There were so many coming and going because I had been all round the district and met up with more locals than the other POWs. 
Things had changed drastically as far as farming was concerned. All the farms, except one, had tractors and expensive motor cars. Several locals had BMWs, Volvos or Mercedes. All the roads were tarred and all houses had electricity and implements were all power-driven. While in Wernersdorf, I heard that Bob had died. He had kept in touch with the family he worked for all these years and they were notified of his death. He was at a dance and just collapsed on the dance floor. What way to go at the age of 43.
In 1974 I made another visit to England and Europe. We hired a motor van and once again visited Wernersdorf. By now the bauer had also died and among the other people I met was my old girlfriend, Paula. Quite a few of the old people had also passed on by then. Once again I was made very welcome and met Hans’s daughter who had been living in Switzerland and had learnt to speak English while living in Canada. She had married a Swiss. They had now turned part of their house into a gasthaus, and quite a few people came and went to have a drink. The daughter plied me with drinks and said she wanted to make me drunk – she didn’t succeed. 
In 1978 Joan and I went on a trip to Australia and New Zealand. We arrived in Sydney and I managed to find Andy’s name in the telephone directory and was invited to stay with him while in Sydney. He was now driving a petrol truck for Shell. I managed to contact Bob’s widow who told me that Bob had often spoken about the others and me, and our days in Wernersdorf. 
The next stop was in Rotorua in New Zealand where I met up with Dick. He had visited South Africa to support the All Blacks touring side in 1976 and he and his wife had stayed with us in East London. We used Rotorua as our home from home during the six weeks that we were in New Zealand and Dick at one stage very kindly lent us his car to visit the eastern part of North Island. We got a bus and train season ticket and made our way to South Island to Dunedin, where I was told Lex was a professor at Otaga University. I phoned the University and managed to make contact with him. We spent a few days there, then back to Rotorua, back to Australia and home. The first thing Lex said to me was, “Ein man essen.” He had not forgotten, and I don’t think forgiven me, for beating him to it.         
In 2001 I went back to Kythera, where we had spent our first ten days of captivity. I had been able to contact the Fighting G Club, a club for the survivors and relatives of all the HMS Gloucester crew. I found out about the Fighting G Club by seeing in the Navy News mention of a book written by the son of one of the Gloucester’s crew who lost his life when we were sunk on the 22nd of May 1941 (Ken Otter: author of the book). I wrote to the publisher suggesting to them that as I was a survivor, maybe they could supply me with a copy, otherwise inform me where I could acquire one. I didn’t hear from the publisher but received a letter from the Fighting G Club saying, “We have found our 16th survivor.” They also told me that they held an annual reunion in Plymouth on the nearest Sunday to the 22nd of May to commemorate the 730 men who were lost on the Gloucester. Also, they informed me that a visit was planned for survivors and interested members of the club to visit the island of Kythera. The Royal Navy had agreed to take the survivors and the party to the spot where the Gloucester lies at the bottom of the Mediterranean Sea. I went to Plymouth with my second wife Cynthia (Joan died in 1992) and my daughter Marian and her partner Fred. We were very warmly received. Then Cynthia and I went to Kythera where my elder daughter Patricia joined us. On the second day there we got up early and saw the RN frigate HNS Northumberland coming into the bay and dropping anchor. The ships’ company were allowed shore leave. 
The next day the ship provided an armed guard which was led by the six survivors present from the place where the first survivors landed to the house where we were imprisoned (I was landed in a dinghy in front this house). This time we were properly dressed! The local population lined the road and cheered and threw rose petals as we passed. We also had the additional escourt of the local band. A plaque about the Gloucester in both English and Greek was unveiled by the local mayor and the royal naval Commodore. Nicos, the young lad who fed us, now 75 was presented with a medal by the Fighting G Club for what he had done for us 60 years before. It is inscribed ‘For he who dares.’ After the ceremony the Greek band said they knew the British anthem, and played “God save the Queen” to a rather strange tune.
The following day we were taken to sea on HMS Northumberland and stopped over the place where the Gloucester was said to lie. To me it was the wrong place. When we were sunk we could see two islands, but from the frigate there was nothing in sight. A very moving service was held on the quarterdeck of the ship. Several wreaths and tributes were put into the sea. The survivors all signed the ship’s register, and the captain presented each of us with a ship’s crest. We were fed a fabulous meal prepared by the ship’s chefs – no longer known as cooks. There was no comparison with what we had in 1940. From Kythera, back home. We were only home for a month when I had a phone call. A friend of Cynthia’s saw the 10th Gloucester in Durban harbour. She went to the docks and demanded to see an officer on the Gloucester. A lieutenant commander came to her and she told him that her friend’s husband was a survivor of the 9th Gloucester. This led to a phone call from the Lieutenant-Commander asking if I could come to Durban and join the ship for a day while they were doing a joint exercise with the South African Navy. The hull of an old trawler was towed out to sea and used for target practice with a 4.5” gun. So off we went to Durban and were given a wonderful reception by the Captain and officers of the ship. 
I still keep in touch with the Fighting G Club and have attended several reunions in Plymouth. I also went to Portsmouth with Patricia for the decommissioning of the 10th Gloucester. In May 2013, we (Patricia, Marian, Fred and I) went to the Plymouth Hoe to be part of a service commemorating the sinking of the HMS Gloucester. We laid a plaque in a garden of remembrance on the Hoe.
My last commemorative trip was to the Mediterranean in 2014 to pay my own tribute to my lost shipmates from the bridge of the Norwegian Jade, approximately 20 miles from where the Gloucester lies. I was given a grant for this from Heroes’ Return 2, funded by the British Lotto, and paid via the Fighting G Club, to visit my battle ground, which was the Eastern Mediterranean. 
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