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Preface


To tens of thousands of men in the New Zealand Division, W. B. ‘Sandy’ Thomas, D.S.O., M.C. and Bar, Silver Star (USA), was a fabulous character, a legend.


He was brought up on a farm in Riwaka at the top of the South Island of New Zealand, attending school in rural Motueka, not far from Nelson. Thomas’s great grandfather had been a colonel in the Indian Army, and Thomas applied for the Royal Military College at Duntroon in Australia. He was declined entry because he had taken agricultural science instead of chemistry at high school. Consequently, this young man started work as a clerk in the Bank of New Zealand but, ironically, the future would find him lecturing at Duntroon.


Thomas gained his commission in the Territorials before the war. In 1940 he sailed with the great convoy of troopships destined for the Middle East, but urgently diverted to the United Kingdom to counter the threat of German invasion after Dunkirk. From England he went to Egypt, Greece, and then to Crete. Thomas was left badly wounded and a prisoner on Crete, where this adventure begins. The story of his escape is still as gripping as when first published in 1951 and this edition is largely unchanged, but includes a postscript relating the astonishing coincidence of what occurred when he eventually crossed the Turkish border to Syria. The Official History of New Zealand in the Second World War 1939-45, 23rd Battalion records for 11 May ’… the happy occasion when Lieutenant Sandy Thomas, who had been left wounded on Crete, arrived across the Turkish border at Captain Dick Connolly’s Post.’





[image: images]


German paratroopers, Crete – May 1941









Chapter One


Crete 1941


‘Cripes!’ said Sergeant Templeton, stumbling over his mess-tin as he stepped back for a better view, ‘cripes, they can’t be real! They’re only dummies!’


The parachutists certainly seemed unreal, difficult to comprehend as anything at all dangerous. Seen against the deep blue of the early morning Cretan sky, through a frame of grey-green olive branches, they looked like marionettes, like little jerking dolls whose billowy frocks of green, yellow, red and white had somehow blown up and become entangled in the wires that controlled them. Standing next to Sergeant Templeton I struggled to grasp the meaning behind this colourful fantasy, to realise that those beautiful kicking dolls meant the repetition of all the horrors we had known so recently in Greece.


The invasion of Crete had begun. ‘They’re parachutists, Sergeant,’ I shouted, suddenly waking up and realising that something was expected of me, ‘get the men ready for action immediately! Those Huns will fall about five hundred yards from here, but the next lot might come right on to us. Look at those planes!’


Circling slowly above us were eight or nine flights of transport aircraft, ugly Junkers 52, with their black crosses showing clearly as they turned. In a few minutes the sky had filled with fighters, with gliders, and these flights of fat troop-carriers, each consisting of nine aircraft packed in close formation.


We had stood to as usual that morning some two hours before daylight, cursing as we stirred from the meagre shelter of the olive trees and wishing that we had some of the blankets and overcoats which had been left behind in Greece. There had been the normal bombardment, perhaps a little more frenzied than other mornings, of the Maleme Aerodrome less than a mile along the coast road from us. We had received our share of the overs, as well as a rigorous machine-gunning from some low-flying Stukas, but after a fortnight on Crete we had grown to expect such treatment. When the roar of the fighters had died away a little we had stood down from our posts to rummage about for some breakfast, assuming that the remaining drone of engines came from reconnaissance planes which were always over our heads, unchallenged and confident.
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German aircraft at Maleme Aerodrome


The first inkling that the day was to be very different happened just before the appearance of the transport planes, when a glider swished over the olive trees on its way to the aerodrome.


The noise now built up to a tremendous crescendo. Bombs crumped and roared in the distance, rifles crackled from the olive trees as the troops came into action. Machine-guns chattered as they plucked at the swinging forms in the sky, men yelled and wounded parachutists, still in their air, screamed with fear and pain. The few remaining Bofors guns joined in with their steady sharp quarks, while from nearby a three-inch mortar whoofed as it lobbed its bombs high into the air. Above it all, a deep bass rising and falling in intensity but ever present, was the drone of aero engines, punctuated by whistling bombs and diving fighters. It was a real bedlam.


My platoon organised themselves into their sections quietly and efficiently, startled perhaps, but ready for anything. I looked them over quickly, proud that they retained a soldierly appearance in spite of their experiences and losses in Greece. They were a grand crowd, I thought, as I waved them to take cover in the slit trenches until our orders arrived; they had been wonderful company for the past year. It was, in fact, just over a year since I, a very raw Second Lieutenant of twenty years, had welcomed them all into the mobilisation camp at Burnham, New Zealand. They were all in civilian clothes then, and a rough assortment they looked. Most of them were from my district and were either miners, bushmen or farm hands. There were also those who, like me, had been country bank clerks, or shop assistants. We spent four terribly busy but happy months training in New Zealand and then sailed for England where we completed our training.




It was tragic that after so much enthusiastic drill and study of war we should have been sent via Egypt to such a hopeless debacle as Greece, where these men fought valiantly, but against such frightful odds that withdrawal and evacuation had been inevitable.


Major Thomason, my veteran Company Commander, came winding through the olive trees with his distinctive limping gait, calling to me as he approached. He grinned at me, unruffled by the confusion all around, and said, ‘Well, young Thomas, here’s the war for you, brought right to your doorstep. Now pay attention. Those Huns we saw falling are part of a whole battalion group which has fallen on the 22nd Battalion positions. The Colonel thinks that some of them were dropped wide of their objective. At the moment they’re getting organised between our own 23rd Battalion positions and the main 22nd area on the high ground by the airfield. They could build up quite a threat there and prevent the execution of our counter-attack role.’ He paused and looked straight into my eyes, commanding and aggressive. ‘Move out with your platoon and clean ’em up.’
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2nd Lt W.B. ‘Sandy’ Thomas


I worked my mouth for a few moments, speechless, and a little out of my depth. Then I realised that this was the real thing, this was how I had always read orders were given in battle. I sprang into action and, briefly shouting our task to the platoon, set off with the sections spread at some twenty yards’ interval. We passed through the forward troops, all alert in their slit trenches, and then made through the grove towards the area where we had seen the parachutists fall.


Outside our battalion perimeter things seemed unnaturally still at first, the medley of battle noises seemed to be shut out of the valley as we hastened down the terraced slope. I presumed the enemy were still at some distance and pressed forward at the head of the platoon, my mind gloriously clear and alert. Only the fighting man can experience that clarity when danger expunges all irrelevant worries and crystallises the brain for that deadliest of pastimes, the stalking of fellow man.


I approached the bottom of the valley and soon stood immediately below the first of the waist-high ascending terraces on the far side. I was in the very act of clambering up, indeed I had my hand on the stone ledge and one foot raised, when something, quite unaccountable, stopped me; some chill of premonition arrested me and made me duck. I had heard nothing, and I was not expecting any sign of the enemy until we reached the crest of the next small ridge. There was no reason, even had I considered it very carefully, why I should not have continued my forward rush. But something more urgent than reason said ‘stop a while’ and I heeded it.


Looking behind me, I was concerned to find that my men were a good fifty yards back, advancing with a certain amount of caution. I signalled them to hurry forward, impatient at the delay.


I had several grenades in my pockets and they were heavy and uncomfortable. I took the one from the left pocket of the battledress trousers and, more to get rid of it than to counter my dread of climbing the terrace, I withdrew the pin and lobbed it forward. ‘Three, four, five, six,’ I counted under my breath as I crouched in readiness, and the instant it burst, on the seventh second, I leapt up the stonework of the terrace.


Before I could get my balance I saw something dark-green, a German steel helmet almost hidden by a thick olive trunk, and a revolver raised from the ground next to it pointing right at me. I pulled the trigger of my rifle, the parachutist’s shoulder jumped, and with a sudden thrill I realised that I had fired instinctively from the hip and killed him, had involuntarily killed my first German.


There was no time for any exultation or repugnance; in the next split second I discovered at my very feet, grovelling on his back, a second soldier, fair-headed, his face a sickly green. He had a revolver waving shakily in his right hand. I jerked the muzzle of the rifle down to his head, reloading en route, and screamed at him to drop it. He continued to wave it aimlessly. I could see from the saliva oozing down either side of his mouth, and from the gibbering sounds he was making, that there was no fight in him. I stepped over his body and kicked the revolver from his grasp.


I glanced around me quickly. Amongst the olive trees immediately in front there was no further movement, behind me the platoon, cautioned by my firing, were only just approaching the terrace.


What did one do with a prisoner? No one had ever told me and I had never thought of capturing one. I could not take him with us, he would immeasurably complicate the cleaning up of the pocket I vaguely imagined some distance away, and surely it would be wrong to waste a soldier to take him back to Headquarters? If I took twenty prisoners and sent them all back I would soon have no force left. Obviously I had either to tie him up, or somehow dispose of him until we could collect him on our return.


Callous as it seemed, I decided to put the first prisoner I had ever taken to sleep, to give him a little pat on the head sufficient to keep him quiet until we could pick him up on the way back to the lines. His steel helmet was off and lying some feet away, so I bent down and suggestively patted his head in explanation of what I had to do. The frantic gibbering increased but, after all, I had a job to do; why should I let one skulking German keep me from it?


Then I did a very foolish thing: I turned my rifle upside down. I clasped the warm muzzle to administer a light tap. Just as I raised the rifle two or three feet above his head, there was a burst of machine-carbine fire, and a host of olive leaves and twigs dropped down on my head and shoulders from the branch above me. Glancing up in quick apprehension I saw a giant of a German rushing at me through the olive trees. His tommy-gun was pointed straight at me.


For a split second my mind shot off to a foolish thought that this fellow did not know that all tommy-guns fire high in bursts. Then the urgent danger of the position registered like panic. My first reaction was to complete the downward motion of my rifle butt. Even as I did this I realised that my panic had made me strike far, far too hard. The butt entered the side of the fair head as though it was plywood.


I dropped to the ground behind him, and grabbed the discarded revolver. I pointed it at the charging figure and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. It was jammed.


The big German stopped about three paces from me. As I cringed closer to the still twitching corpse he raised him tommy-gun to his shoulder. Slowly, deliberately, and coldly, he took aim. I saw his right eye screw up as he focused the sights. The barrel steadied.


I was frozen stock-still. I could not move. Then in a flash it was all over.


Simultaneously, I saw his shoulder jar as he pulled the trigger, and a red splodge appear on his forehead. Something plucked at the corpse by my face. I saw the German topple to the ground, his face covered in blood.


Corporal Rae Thompson, his rifle smoking, was looking at me with inquiry from over the edge of the terrace.


‘Near thing, sir,’ he grinned, clambering up to have a look at his bag. ‘Don’t think you should move so far ahead of us, sir, if you don’t mind my saying so!’


‘Believe me, Corporal,’ I rejoined in as normal a voice as I could muster, ‘your advice is not necessary. In future I will command from well in the rear!’


We advanced warily, carefully examining each bunch of foliage where there were parachutes of any colour. We found that the yellow parachutes nearly all denoted canisters of supplies, and destroyed as best we could the guns and ammunition we found in them. Before long every man in the platoon was wearing a Luger revolver and a pair of Zeiss binoculars, and our morale ran extremely high.


The patrol continued thus for the rest of that day, the 20th of May 1941, and when we found that the area designated by the Colonel was clear of the enemy we made to return to the battalion perimeter. As proof of our success we carried the identity discs of twenty-nine Germans killed, and three prisoners, as well as an assortment of weapons and stores which would be of great value to replace the equipment lost in Greece. Sadly, my platoon also had lost two fine men killed.


Shouting to herald our approach, we entered the battalion perimeter to find that our exploits were small stuff compared to the excitement the companies had experienced since we left. A whole parachute battalion had landed late in the morning right on to the battalion strong-points, and there had been a simple slaughter, for the parachutists were almost helpless until they landed and got out of their equipment. The whole area was an unforgettable sight, with parachutes of all colours draped from practically every tree. Some of them still had their soldiers held in harness, swinging to and fro from the branches. The Colonel, the Quartermaster, the Adjutant and the Sanitary Corporal all claimed their man, and there was a glow of confidence on all sides. Even though we had left our carriers and most of our mortars in Greece, thought the battalion, we could still make Jerry sit up and take it. The men were ready for anything.


We waited all that day, and all the next night for the expected orders to execute our planned role of the counter-attack on the aerodrome at Maleme. We knew the 22nd Battalion was in grave peril there and that the main weight of the attack had come in against them.


But, even when two companies, sent up for reinforcements, returned to report the position confused, no order was forthcoming. It was not until early the next morning, when the men of the 22nd Battalion began to stream into our lines, that I realised the order never would be given. Yet, without any doubt, the initiative up to that time was ours for the asking. From that moment the tide of battle began to swing in favour of the side with enterprise, and as that side was building up each hour and had such aerial supremacy as was never to be seen again, I began to see that the Battle of Crete might go against us. I felt very bitter.


The position up to the withdrawal was never acutely dangerous compared with the battles we were to experience, and win, in later years. At the early stage of the war, however, there was a disinclination to study the difficulties and the fears of the enemy, and a tendency to build up a false picture from the vivid accounts of men in their first action. The worst reports came from those stark-eyed men who would arrive at Headquarters as ‘the sole survivor of X Company’, or as a self-appointed runner to say that the enemy was advancing in ‘thousands’ on his Company front when, in fact, the position all round was sound and secure.


The Germans had thought the olive grove wherein our whole battalion was contained was clear of any English troops, and had dropped their reserve regiment right on to us. This had demonstrated the value of concealment and camouflage which had been the Colonel’s particular fetish. He had insisted that no one showed between the trees, that no smoke rose, that not even a bit of orange peel was to be seen when there was a German aeroplane within sound of the area. There was no doubt that this foresight paid astounding dividends; the few parachutists we took alive expressed their astonishment at our presence. They told us that they had expected to land unmolested, form up and advance as a unit to the aerodrome. They even dropped the Quartermaster and the unit clerks, so sure were they that there would be no fighting initially.


Even after the lack of initiative had thrown away this tremendous advantage, there was much to be gained from deception. The enemy air force was not certain of the position of our sector; he was aware that he had dropped a regiment there and was therefore chary of attacking it. Furthermore he hovered above, ready to reinforce it. When we discovered on the corpses large red swastikas and silk strips we laid out some in speculation, to be rewarded with showers of canisters. Mortars, rifles, ammunition and food all floated down into our midst, and we made good use of them.


On the morning of the third day of fighting, the counter-attack by the Maori Battalion and the 20th Battalion, delayed by hours for various reasons, at last got under way. Such a delay in any battle makes a bad start; on Crete it was catastrophic. Instead of taking advantage of the darkness of the early hours the troops were forced to debouch in open formation in broad daylight in the face of almost complete aerial supremacy. They fought magnificently. But by this time all the scattered little bands of parachutists had been centralised, had been reinforced with units and heavy weapons brought by transport plane or dropped on multi-parachutes.


The Germans might have still lost a night attack by these warriors, when they were in the dark they so hated, and without their hundreds of planes on call. But this deliberate daylight advance, however much it frightened them and however near it came to success was, after all, their chance of effecting a quick decision on the island. The Germans fought back with confidence.


From back in the 23rd Battalion positions we watched the initial success of the advancing troops together with the light tanks under Lieutenant Roy Farran. We had high hopes at first that the day would be ours, but presently a stream of wounded Maoris began to come in, and with them the stories of the determined opposition. Before the day was well advanced there were indications that our attack had failed.


That evening, the third night of the battle, the pressure all round was obviously more intense. Calls came from all companies that they were under attack. My small force, dwindling with casualties, was used now on one side and then the other as the Germans felt for a weakness, until about midnight things seemed to quieten down.


At one in the morning the Colonel called a conference at Battalion Headquarters. As Major Thomason was now the unit second in command, I attended as O.C. of the company. The conference was, I found to my horror, to receive orders for the complete withdrawal of all British Forces from the Maleme area. It appeared that our battalion alone remained intact on this front and that we were to withdraw to Platanius and form a line there. C Company under my command was to fight as rearguard of the force; we were to hold the present positions until the other rifle companies could extricate themselves from their forward positions and pass to the rear.


About four in the morning they began to file through us in the dark, quietly and sadly. There was no enemy interference.


Corporal Rae Thompson, a dour, intrepid Section Leader, was standing by me, his rifle gripped tensely in his hands as he glared into the dark.


‘Why the hell are we withdrawing, sir,’ he whispered urgently, ‘why can’t we attack by night and knock the bastards into the sea?’


‘I don’t know, Rae,’ I replied wearily, ‘maybe to give the Navy a chance to shell the area and the ’drome from the sea.’ However unconvincing, this was one of the current rumours. ‘In any case we’ll probably get all the scrapping you want when the Hun wakes up to the fact that the companies are on the move!’


Corporal Thompson grunted and moved off to check his men. I knew they would ask him the same questions. They all felt the same. They had seen so many of the enemy dead that their morale was quite unshaken by the terrific air attacks by day. Man for man they considered that they could lick the German despite his superior weapons and equipment. Their fathers had made a name in the first war for ruthless and invariably successful night attacks, and these ex-farmers, ex-miners, ex-bank clerks who had come so far to do the job, felt sullenly critical of the powers that were withdrawing them.


The battalion was retreating over the low hills at the rear of our positions and I knew it would be daylight by the time I could assume them safely away. Before dawn, therefore, I sought out Colonel Leckie who was preparing to follow the companies, and asked permission to choose my own withdrawal route in view of the danger of my men being caught on exposed hills by the aircraft that would come with the sun.


I preferred the plains, well cropped and dotted with olive groves, which ran along the northern side of the island parallel with the sea. The Colonel was at first dubious, as there had been enemy reported in strength in various places on the plains, and it had not been possible to bring vehicles up that way for some hours. However, I explained that I knew the area well and that I felt the enemy would have withdrawn those scattered flank positions during the night. The Colonel agreed that I should leave at eight o’clock in the morning, and then choose my own route back according to the circumstances. If necessary, I was to fight through to rejoin the battalion.


At a few minutes before eight, with the fire from the direction of the aerodrome steadily increasing, the platoons assembled in the hollow of Company Headquarters. When the sergeants had checked everyone present we wound quietly back through the olive trees, stepping over the swollen bodies that lay on the path. Behind us, as we passed the small church on the battalion’s seaward flank, we could hear the sound of intensified battle, and the area we had left became full of bursting mortar shells. We had timed it nicely.


We crossed the Platanius River and made across the fields through some holding troops to the village, perched up on a steep and commanding cliff. I contacted the battalion and was told to hold a line from the sea on to the village. In actual fact I found that there was already a platoon on the flat below the ridge; it was the third platoon of the company commanded by Rex King which had left earlier than we had by some error. In conjunction with three other subalterns, all commanding companies—Jim Ensor, Ted Thomson and Bridge Gray—we tied up the defence of the village. Below us, in the direction of the airfield, we could see long columns of enemy troops reaching out towards us. The exasperation of seeing such targets with neither the aircraft nor the guns to engage them was tremendous, and occupied all our thoughts until the full weight of the attack hit us.


A hovering Heinkel picked up our positions. Soon we had flight after flight of Stukas jettisoning their bombs in quick succession into the village, followed by even more deadly mortar fire from the approaching troops.


We took heavy casualties. They were all so serious that one felt helpless to deal with them. There were head gashes, loss of limbs, and painful stomach wounds. We bound them up as best we could, but there was no means of getting them down to the doctor while the blitz was on. We made stretchers from ladders and from the timber of the pulpits of the church which had served as our headquarters and medical aid post. When we ran out of bandages we were forced to use the white robes found in the church.


There were eighteen wounded in the church when the building was registered by the enemy; mortar after mortar crashed on to the roof, so that the reverberations were almost unbearable, and the wounded were showered with falling masonry. Some of them whimpered quietly as a dog might, but none lost their control.


I went outside, flinching at the screaming splinters which spattered against the walls from all sides. The planes seemed to be engaging targets farther back at that stage, so I presumed the German infantry must be closing in for the attack. Let them come, I thought; once we were at close grips the odds would be more even.


To see my own men wounded and dead was bad enough. We were, after all, soldiers and expected to face these things. But to find the streets littered with mangled women and children was almost too much.


As I walked down the village I was suddenly astounded to see an old lady, bent almost double over her stick, hobbling quietly up the street, tranquil and apparently quite oblivious of all the danger. I had no sooner hurried her, protesting, into a building when a young woman came running, breathless and sobbing, down the street. She stopped by every crumpled form until she was almost up to me. Then with a cry of indescribable anguish, she darted almost to my feet and fell on to a fair-headed child. It was lying face down and inert on the road. I approached her awkwardly. She sat up with the mangled head cradled in her lap, but she would not move until I carried the tiny body as gently as I could into a nearby wineshop.


I had a look all along the front, from the right where we could see the troops on the narrow strip to the sea, to the very left where the highest ground made good positions for the fast-approaching attack. I passed several dead parachutists who must have landed away from the main force. That they had fallen to the villagers was gruesomely obvious. These Cretan women were already widowed from the fighting in Albania, and they made short and ghastly work of any Germans who fell into their hands.


Evening fell and with it came the attack. For perhaps an hour every rifle and bren-gun that we had blazed forth as the men retaliated for the punishment we had taken during the day. On the left the line wavered and then stabilised. In front two sections, depleted by casualties, came back a little and then fought forward again. By ten o’clock the enemy had withdrawn some distance to lick his wounds. The night became strangely quiet. From outside the church all I could hear was the quiet groans of the wounded and the crying of the children within the houses.









Chapter Two


The Battle of Galatas


We withdrew under orders soon after midnight, carrying our wounded on improvised stretchers down the steep cliff-face and along a difficult clay creek bed to the road. Then we marched until nearly dawn. I was impressed by the continued discipline of the men. Mile after mile we trudged. Everyone was tired. All were vaguely resentful, although none of us could have put a finger on the reason. Those who could bear the strain better carried the rifles and bren-guns of those who were fatigued. Len Diamond, a rough and lovable West Coast miner, with a difficult stammer, raised a smile whenever things seemed a bit strained.


We rested throughout the next day and night, just stretched out fully dressed under the olive trees near Canea. The enemy pressure was obviously increasing, and there was always the danger of being bombed. Indeed, a reconnaissance Heinkel hovered over our area most of the day. It was alarming now to see how this affected some of the men. They would cringe close to the ground and huddle around the trunk of an olive tree, and their eyes, opened unnaturally wide, showed the beginning of panic.


Feeling fresher after a full night’s sleep I reorganised the company. Late in the morning the Colonel informed me that Captain Mark Harvey was to take over the company, and when he arrived at midday I went round the platoons with him. At first I felt a little disappointed at losing my new command, but remembering that Mark was a grand fellow with years of experience and that I was after all only a very young Second Lieutenant, I was happy to rejoin my platoon.


News from the front had been scarce, but the sounds of ground fighting steadily nearer gave some credence to the fantastic rumours. So we were not surprised when at about five o’clock orders arrived for an urgent move forward to stabilise the situation on the coastal strip near Galatas. The battalion moved up in single file, the sections moving apprehensively from cover to cover. All ranks were dreading the slaughter which would happen if that persistent reconnaissance overhead was to discover so large a movement of troops.


Before we had reached the turn off to Galatas it became obvious that some serious collapse was threatened. Wild-eyed men, unarmed, came running frantically back through the trees, shouting with terror.


‘Back, back’ they screamed, ‘they’re coming through in thousands. Back for your lives. It’s every man for himself.’


At first this spectacle frightened me. Then I was worried about the effect it might have on our men. But now that they were on the move forward, our boys were quick to shout their contempt.


The sounds of battle grew nearer. Odd bullets, almost spent but still lethal, zipped twigs from olives. We were all very shaken at having to pass the Colonel lying wounded on the roadside. Although he was obviously in great pain he managed to call a cheerful greeting to each subaltern as we passed, wishing us luck. The men bucked up as we remembered that our old Company Commander, Major Thomason, would now assume command. We all had the highest regard for the Major. He had taught us all we knew and given us a terrific confidence in his shrewdness as a tactician.


By the time we had reached the foot of the hill below Galatas it was clear that the situation was desperate. As we deployed on the right of the road I saw a perspiring and dishevelled runner talking urgently to Captain Harvey. There was a change of plan. Galatas was reported in enemy hands and we were to counter-attack. We reformed and wound up the rough road.


Galatas came into sight, a small village on a commanding hill. Behind it flare after flare climbed into the dusk, and an incessant crackle of small-arms fire rose above the roar of the planes. An occasional mortar shell burst in our path ahead, the sudden flash showing a brilliant orange in the gathering gloom.


As the shadows deepened so our spirits rose. Darkness blinded the vicious Stuka and evened up the odds.


A lone Dornier, zooming low over the village and no doubt in answer to the flares, swung ominously towards us. From its belly and rear red and green tracer streamed down on the road.


We took shelter in the ditch. It was from here that I first saw a slight figure, pipe in mouth, standing unconcernedly on the road in contempt of danger. When the plane had passed I saw him in conference with Mark and Rex King. Later I heard that this was Lieutenant Colonel H. K. Kippenberger, Commanding Officer of the 20th New Zealand Battalion, who was acting as Brigadier of a composite group.


The enemy fire was still of great volume when Captain Harvey called a quick conference to give us the situation.


The enemy was fully organised and concentrated for a break through to Suda Bay. He had captured Galatas in the early afternoon and was even now forming up for a fresh advance. If he should have further success that night, the whole Division would be placed in an extremely dangerous position.


Galatas was the key to the whole situation. As far as our own troops were concerned, on the right from Galatas to the sea the 18th Battalion had been badly mauled and further resistance from them could not be expected until they had been given a chance to rest and reform. A and B Companies of our battalion were deploying on the right to close the breach and to make a firm base from which to attack. On the left of Galatas and, indeed, even forward of it, a small and hard-pressed force of Service Corps was holding out gallantly under Lieutenant Harold Rowe. In spite of being heavily engaged by determined infiltration patrols, the Divisional Cavalry and the 20th Battalion held firm, on the rear left.


All this Captain Harvey revealed in a matter of minutes. He said that Kippenberger believed the fate of the whole division depended on the recapture of Galatas.


‘… and we’ve got the job of doing it,’ he finished.


‘Hell,’ said Rex, throwing a startled glance at the objective, ‘surely not on our own!’ Kippenberger had told him of two unsuccessful attempts earlier in the afternoon.


‘Oh, no,’ Mark replied. ‘Kipp has things well jacked up. D Company will be attacking on the left of the road and we have two tanks in support, but the whole show is stiff with Huns. It’s going to be a bloody show, but we’ve just got to succeed.’


‘Sandy, you will be on the right, Rex on the left. Now for Pete’s sake get cracking!’


I rejoined my platoon. I gave the situation to the N.C.O.s and those standing near in as few words as possible. We moved forward to a mud terrace, lined up and poised for attack. Less than two hundred yards ahead the first few buildings of Galatas seemed quiet enough, but from deeper in the village the guttural shouting of the enemy could be heard. I looked along the line.


On the right Corporal Rae Thompson was talking quietly to his men— on the left Lance Corporal Irwin was stuffing extra ammunition in Len Diamond’s pocket, and Bellamy was fondling his tommy-gun. Everyone looked tense and grim and I wondered if they were feeling as afraid as I, whether their throats were as dry, their stomachs feeling now frozen, now fluid. I hoped, as I sensed the glances thrown in my direction, that I appeared as cool as they. It occurred to me suddenly that this was going to be the biggest moment of my life, that now even more than during the last few hectic days the men looked at me to see them through. Something was expected of me. I looked up to the twinkling stars and prayed fervently for guidance.


We had been waiting for the tanks and now they appeared, rumbling slowly up the track, two old Mark VIs, built between the wars and to all intents and purposes useless as tanks—even armour-piercing bullets fired from an ordinary rifle could penetrate their sides. Kippenberger, who had been moving quietly amongst the waiting troops, walked over to the leading tank and spoke to the fair-headed officer.


Meanwhile the activity within the village was increasing. Guttural orders and spasmodic shooting rang clear now that the last of the planes had left. But there was yet no direct fire on to us, and somehow I found this strangely ominous, for surely any alert sentry must have seen us form up.


Suddenly the tanks revved their motors into a roar, and passed through our ranks. The fair-headed Commander who was leading waved to us as he passed,


This was our signal to attack. Someone blew a whistle. Orders barked along the line. I found myself shouting to my men, and we were away, two hundred men in line, advancing steadily and grimly.


As the tanks disappeared into the first buildings of the village in a cloud of dust and smoke, the whole line broke spontaneously into the most blood-curdling shouts and battle-cries. The effect was terrific. One felt one’s blood rising swiftly above fear and uncertainty until only an inexplicable exhilaration, quite beyond description, remained.


We moved as one man into the outskirts. From the village a pandemonium of multi-coloured flares burst in frenzy, and in answer the German mortars came quickly into action. But we were by now almost at grips and the ugly black and orange ‘K-K-rrumps’ sounded safely behind us.


By the time we entered the narrow streets, before the first German was sighted, every man was firing his weapon to the front or in the air, and every man, one could feel it, was flushed with confidence. Nothing could stop us. We were attacking not as our fathers had done with artillery pounding ahead, but as their fathers had with cold steel and savage battle-cry.


Then something happened. One of our tanks came flying down the road towards us in hot retreat, slowing only when it saw our close ranks. The men gaped—dismayed—and the shouting sobered. From the turret a frenzied head and shoulders appeared, a frantic face with eyes popping in the madness of panic. He screamed at us.


‘Let me through—get out of the road’—then as the panic rose in him— ‘for cripes’ sakes run for it—the place is stiff with the bastards.’


There was a murmur from the quietened ranks. I realised with sudden dread that this was the emergency, the crisis, I must face.


‘Turn round,’ I said, surprised at the harshness of my voice, ‘this is no time for turning back—turn round and we’ll come in with you.’


‘Not … likely. They’ve got the other tank, killed my officer—killed him I say—get out of the way or I’ll run you down.’ Suddenly as I stood in the tracks of the tank I saw a white face looking through a square aperture in the armour—the driver. I thrust my pistol to within inches of his forehead and shouted, ‘Turn round and advance or, by heavens, I’ll shoot!’ It was strange that, for all the fever of excitement, the anxiety, the fear and danger of that night, my most unforgettable memory was the startled reproach in the driver’s eyes.


‘I’m game, sir,’ came a Cockney voice. ‘There’s no need for that. I’ll do anything I’m ordered—it’s the bastard above who needs the pistol.’


And immediately the tank began to turn. It smashed its way about by crumbling the stone wall of one of the houses which formed the narrow street, and roared its engines, preparing to move again into the attack. As it moved off the maniac in the turret leapt from the tank and ran stumbling back through our ranks. His screams and curses were an immediate danger to the success of our attack. When one man breaks, he affects the man who is wavering, and in no time a strong company can become a rabble.


I raised my revolver, hesitating. My duty as an officer was quite clear. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it.


A shot rang out and the screams ceased. A private soldier with a smoking rifle looked grimly around his friends. No one said anything. We just all moved on again, quieter now, but I think the better for that.


The road widened a little, and straightened. From ahead a Spandau spat and the bullets cracked over our heads. Sharp flashes spoke from the shadows under the walls and there were answering ejaculations of pain amongst us.


We surged forward. Three forms rose from the shelter of some corpses on the left and we fell on them. They stood their ground and bayonet clanged against bayonet. One collapsed clutching Templeton’s bayonet on his throat. One died from a burst from Diamond’s tommy-gun. I thought perhaps the third fell to my revolver.


But the defender’s fire was vicious. From the road, from window and from low roof-tops, rifles and Spandaus spat brilliant tracer in all directions. Most of it was frenzied and inaccurate, but the effect was terrifying. We sheltered temporarily behind the first tank—the one which had turned back. It was now lying knocked out in the centre of the road, at a point where it broadened into a small square.


Within the tank all was still. Occasionally shots would ricochet off its turret. I groped round the side and reached through to the driver’s seat. How horrible a dead face feels, and how surely in an instant one can know it for a dead one. I returned to the men. They were reloading their weapons. Across the square a Spandau flashed, sending staccato bursts over our heads to zip and twang off the houses in the rear. We could hear unmistakable guttural orders. Diamond and Bellamy were firing answering bursts from under the tank. Somebody was dressing a form in the gutter and saying, ‘She’s OK, Dig—we’ll soon get you out—just lie back and relax.’


I realised that my force was rapidly dwindling. Action, quick action, was essential. I decided to charge. The boys rose as one man. We jostled each other for the lead and, firing from the hip, we advanced step by step across the square.


At once we realised the enemy’s consternation. Screams and shouts showed desperate panic in front of us.


I suddenly knew, with that particular clear insight which occurs only in battle, that we had caught them ill-prepared and in the act of forming up. Had our charge been delayed even minutes the position could easily have been reversed.


By now we were stepping over groaning forms, and those which rose against us fell to our bayonets. Bayonets with their eighteen inches of steel entered throats and chests with the same horrible sound, the same hesitant ease, as when we had used them on the straw-packed dummies in Burnham.


The enemy seemed in full flight. From doors, windows and roofs they swarmed wildly, falling over one another to clear our relentless line. There was little aimed fire against us now.


The earlier exhilaration returned, victory seemed assured.


But where the streets narrowed, seven or eight men suddenly charged down towards us. Short bayonets glinted as they fired into our midst. A group of diehards. Someone shouted, ‘Look out—that bastard on the roof,’ and I fired, together with several others, at a helmeted form in the act of dropping a grenade. As I turned to face the attackers, something in the back of my mind recorded the tinkle and rattle of the grenade as it fell immediately behind me.


The enemy were ten paces away, in line. There were only four now, and before I could aim at the biggest he stumbled and fell. They were right on us. A bayonet glinted not three yards from my pointed pistol. As I pulled the trigger, even as that helmetless figure plunged down towards my groin, I saw a mop of fair curly hair, a young face with teeth bared in a savage shout. My pistol jarred in my hand. On the instant that I noted the shudder that shook his frame, something like a sledge-hammer hit me on the thigh, lifted me up and back. It is hard to describe, but I knew that even as I tumbled I felt numbed, cold and sick. Before I crashed to the ground the grenade behind me exploded. From the nape of my neck, all over my back and buttocks, down to my calves, I was peppered with stabs of pain.


For a few seconds everything was black. I had fallen hard and I had great difficulty in regaining my breath. The shrieks, curses and groans, the cracking of the bullets overhead, all welled and receded in my ears as I struggled for self-control.


My mind cleared slowly. One of my men, Schroder, of platoon headquarters, was groaning quietly on my right and trying to get to his feet. Above the babble of voices and groans I could hear a very English voice calling, ‘Good show, New Zealand, jolly good show, come on New Zealand.…’ finishing in an exclamation of pain. It was the young tank officer, Roy Farran.
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Roy Farran’s tank, Galatas


Bellamy, Knowles and Diamond bent over me, and I thought it was Logie who said urgently, ‘Are you OK, sir, are you OK?’


I pulled my hand from under my chest and rolled over. My back hurt, but I somehow knew that that wasn’t serious. My stomach felt like a lump of lead, but from there down I was quite numb. No pain at all. Just an awareness that something was terribly wrong. I felt gingerly downwards. My groin seemed untouched. My right thigh as far as I could feel was intact. But as I shifted my hand over on to my left thigh it sank deep into a warm, mangled mess. At first it might have been someone else’s leg— no pain at all—but one of my fingers groping deeper touched something hard. My whole body jarred, the blackness welled up again and I felt weakly sick.


Logie cut away some of my trouser leg and ripped it open. Diamond did something with a field dressing. I lay back and left it to them.


‘Hell,’ said Diamond, stammering as usual, ‘these are no good—needs about a dozen to fill that up.’


Ahead things seemed much quieter now. There were still desultory cracks both in front and behind us, but it seemed safe to assume that the field was ours.


‘You’ll have to go on, chaps,’ I said weakly, ‘consolidate on the outskirts of the village and then send a runner to find Captain Harvey.’ I didn’t know at that stage that Captain Harvey and Rex King, as well as five of our senior N.C.O.s were also wounded. The men demurred a bit. There was no officer or N.C.O. to lead them and they were worried about me and the other wounded.


Then Len Diamond, the rough, lovable platoon wit, stood up and, starting gamely down the dark road, stammered, ‘C-c-c-come on you b-b-b-blokes, let’s get s-stuck into the bastards and be done with it.’


Then they filed past me, saying touchingly comfortable words such as ‘Bad luck, sir,’ ‘Look you up in hospital,’ ‘Sure you’ll be OK, sir?’ and so on.


Logie finished playing with my leg and stood up. ‘I’ll come back as soon as things settle down,’ he promised, ‘and we’ll get you out of this hole.’


The sound of their feet had hardly faded when the door of one of the houses burst open and five Germans poured into the streets, obviously bent on escape. I groped and found my revolver. I wondered whether it might be wiser to lie low and sham death.


They swung in our direction. I fired point-blank into the leader’s stomach as he passed. He staggered on a few paces screaming. The second one was almost on me. I pulled the trigger, but nothing happened, and I knew that I had used the last of my ammunition. But there was really no danger. These men were driven by blind panic. They charged on. The last one trod full on my chest and almost fell. They clambered over a low stone wall and disappeared.


Silence once again descended on the square. Only quiet groans and whimpers could be heard. I felt colder than ever in my life, yet the night had been mild before. I kept stopping myself from talking aloud.


Then the Germans started mortaring the village. The pitiful whimpers, both German and British, freshened with fear. Schroder, with one leg flopping uselessly, dragged himself over to me and by pushing and shoving got me into what small shelter the gutter against a stone wall afforded. He inspected my wounds and fumbled around my groin and thigh. I realised dimly that he was applying a tourniquet.
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The Germans re-enter Galatas. A few hours earlier, I lay wounded in this gutter between my dead comrades.


When he had finished he worked slowly with immense pain and effort out into the midst of those yellow flashes, amid the deadly whistling shrapnel, until he had most of the wounded in comparative safety.


Once a young Greek girl, not more than twelve or thirteen years old, brought out a glass of hot sweet milk which to our parched mouths was real nectar. She brought rugs and carpets and covered us where we lay.


Soon after midnight, Logie, Bellamy, Knowles and Diamond came back and reported that things seemed quiet. They had obtained permission to get the wounded out. There were, of course, no stretchers available. The difficulty was solved by pulling doors off the bomb-shattered houses.


At dawn, I was carried into a rough, stone-walled courtyard already filled with stretcher cases. The building which framed it formed an Advance Dressing Station which was hopelessly crammed. The medical orderlies were doing sterling work, but they couldn’t cope with the numbers.


They made an attempt at feeding us soon after we arrived. They gave me a slice of bully beef. I was by now wholly taken up by selfish thoughts. The sight of the meat repelled me; all I wanted to do was to be quiet and worry over the fact that it was sixteen hours since I had been wounded and I had seen no doctor. It occurred to me that with loss of blood and shock it was imperative that I should eat something. But my most determined effort would not let a mouthful down my throat, and only brought on painful vomiting, so I desisted.


Roofing the stretchers and part of the courtyard was a lean-to built with heavy beams and roofed with tiles. It had obviously housed the farmer’s pigs and cows. The stench was almost unbearable, attracting thousands of flies which buzzed greedily around until our blood-stained garments were almost covered by their horrible blackness. Above, in the eaves, pigeons billed and cooed. We would have been less annoyed if they had confined their activities to that.


At last my turn came for attention. A young, fresh-faced doctor introduced himself as Lieutenant Ballantyne and asked me how long it was since my wound was last dressed. He was most concerned when I told him that it had not yet been dressed at all. As he took my temperature and felt my pulse it occurred to me that in spite of his forced cheerfulness he was nearly all in, probably had not slept for days. He seemed to be the only doctor there, and upwards of eighty people were on his hands, requiring urgent surgical attention.


I was carried out of the courtyard by four orderlies, and had a brief glimpse of the countryside.


We were on a low hill. A mile away across the valley I saw a large red flag, with a swastika, clearly laid out on the hillside for aerial identification. I had thought the enemy were miles off. I pointed it out to the orderlies, but they were quite unconcerned, pointing to the large red cross on the rude flagpole over the building and saying confidently that the Hun would not dare to fire on that. I was not so sure.


They took me through a narrow doorway into the ‘operating theatre. Here Ballantyne was busily arranging gruesome-looking knives and syringes. The operating table on which I was placed consisted of two planks bridging two small barrels. I was given morphia and at least four other injections, including anti-tetanus serum. The morphia made me drowsy and I was only dimly aware of something plucking and tugging at my leg until some instrument touched my bone and nausea engulfed me. When the doctor had finished with my leg he dabbed, tugged and dressed the small grenade wounds on my back and buttocks.


He said quietly, ‘Your leg is in a bad way. How did it happen?’


I told him briefly.


‘That’s no ordinary bullet wound—I’m afraid the Hun is using explosive bullets. I have seen quite a few of them,’ he commented.


Mention of the enemy reminded me how near us they were.


‘Do you know they are almost on us?’ I asked him.


‘Are they?’ he replied, almost without interest. ‘I’ve been too busy to worry about them. Do you think they’ll play fair?’


I didn’t answer. I didn’t think they would, but somehow it didn’t seem to matter much.


‘We’ll soon know, anyhow,’ said Ballantyne, stretching elastoplast over some of the smaller grenade holes. ‘The sooner the better; I’d like to get some urgent cases down to the hospital. It’s out of the question until the fighting stops.’


I pondered over this for a few moments. ‘Would I be one of the “urgent” cases?’ I demanded finally.


‘Well, yes, you would. I can’t do much to your leg here.’


‘Do you mean I’ll lose my leg?’


‘Not necessarily,’ he replied casually. ‘Now I’ll give you a little more morphia. Try and relax and get some sleep.’
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