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  Preface




  ‘Hitler’s British Slaves? That is the correct title, it’s a true description. A slave is someone who is made to work under threat to his life. If

  a slave tries to run away he is killed. He isn’t paid. He is at the will of his masters. It was the same for us. We were given a bowl of soup and some bread made from sawdust. If you

  didn’t do as you were told you were shot. Therefore it was slavery.’




  Leslie Allan, founder of the National Ex-Prisoner of War Association.




  There is an impression of World War Two prisoner of war camps that is forever engraved in the imagination of the public. In this mythologized version of events the camps are

  perceived as institutions whose atmosphere and conditions were like a mixture of a severe boarding school and a strict holiday camp. This was an image created by the books and films that emerged in

  the aftermath of war with their stereotypes later reinforced by television series and comedy shows. From Eric Williams’s classic tale The Wooden Horse, first published in 1949, through

  to the 2005 television drama Colditz, the public have been fed a stream of misleading information. These were tales of heroism, evasion and escape – of tunnels, expert lockpickers,

  forgers and masters of disguise. The image was fostered of resolutely middle class officers staging escapes with ‘devil may care’ bravery, anxious to get home ready for another

  ‘crack at the Hun’.




  In this myth incarceration was an unwanted interruption to wartime service and escaping a matter of honour to be approached with the levity of boarding school boys

  sneaking out of the dorm to indulge in a forbidden cigarette. Their clothes were clean, their hair groomed and their chins shaved. These were men who read books, produced plays, listened to camp

  orchestras, made themselves cricket nets from the string from Red Cross parcels and studied for professional exams.




  This life did exist, it is part of the story but not the whole story. Missing from this story are the experiences of the vast mass of prisoners. In short, the mythical POW camp ignores all ranks

  except officers. Although the POW camp of fiction could be recognized by many former officer prisoners as a sanitized version of their experiences, for those other ranks unlucky enough to

  experience the Stalags and work camps little comparison could be made. Left out of this rosy picture of POW life are the men who toiled in the farms, factories and mines of the Reich – the

  men who swept the streets of German cities and cleared its bombsites. These were the men who marched hundreds of miles into captivity, who survived on starvation rations and faced casual violence

  from their guards. These forgotten men were forced to manufacture munitions for the enemy and were used as slave labour to build the factories of Auschwitz. Twelve-hour shifts, often seven days a

  week, were the norm. Watery soups and hard, dry bread was their diet. Often clad in rags and shod in clogs, the prisoners of war were the forced miners, builders, farm labourers and quarrymen of

  the Third Reich, slaves to Hitler’s dream of European domination.




  These were the real experiences of the men who faced up to life behind the wire between 1940 and 1945. Men whose characters were built by imprisonment and whose behaviour was shaped by all they

  had experienced at the hands of their captors between the fall of France and the collapse of the Nazi regime. As one man later wrote of his feelings towards most of the

  POW books he read in the post-war years: ‘I, an ex-prisoner, am increasingly left with a feeling of having heard only half a tale.’1

  Here, for him and the rest of his fellow prisoners, is the rest of that tale – the story of ‘Hitler’s British Slaves’.
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  Into the Bag




  ‘One of the first rules of war is personal survival.’




  Eric ‘Bill’ Sykes, 7th Parachute Battalion, captured in Normandy.




  

    ‘Treatment bad – stragglers being shot at… I saw a German officer shoot three wounded prisoners.’ 1


  




  For a soldier there can be few more bewildering experiences than the moment of his capture. This is not what they have been prepared for – they are trained to fight and

  defeat the enemy, not for capitulation. Between 1940 and 1945 almost 200,000 British and Commonwealth servicemen fell into the hands of the enemy. In the early war years, with defeats in Norway,

  France, Greece, Crete and North Africa, streams of once proud soldiers made their way into captivity. Even once the Allies were advancing through Sicily, Italy and north-west Europe there would be

  a steady stream of new prisoners taking their places in the cold, damp huts of the Stalags and their work camps. Usually exhausted, dishevelled, hungry and thirsty, they had reached the end of

  their physical and mental endurance. Whether through the fields of France, across the sands of the desert, the parched hillsides of Crete or the shattered villas of Arnhem, they raised their hands

  and shuffled off to an uncertain future.




  The first major influx of prisoners came with the shock defeat of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) in France in May and June 1940. The men who had promised to ‘Hang Out the Washing on

  the Siegfried Line’ were marched off into captivity that, for most, was to last almost five years. As the Blitzkrieg smashed through the British, French and Belgian

  lines the Allied armies were left in disarray. Whilst some British units made organised withdrawals others were left behind, lost and alone, surrounded by the enemy. They were beaten by both

  tactics and technology as British tanks failed to make an impression, their guns all but useless against the enemy panzers. The mobility of the Germans shocked the British troops, many of whom were

  recent recruits, conscripts, or poorly trained pre-war territorials whose training was limited to the occasional exercise or evening lecture.




  Unlike the Germans, who, in many cases, had years of modern military training, the British were unprepared for contemporary warfare. The British prisoners looked around at the Germans with their

  new vehicles and realised why they had been defeated. Much of their own transport had been civilian vehicles – butcher’s lorries, delivery vans, coal trucks – which had been

  requisitioned and repainted in khaki. In the chaos that followed the German offensive many units found their training and supplies woefully inadequate. Medics found themselves without supplies and

  were forced to bandage wounded men with strips torn from blankets. Some of the more recent recruits were even without uniforms, including one man who was captured at Calais still in civilian

  clothing having only joined the army 24 hours previously and been shipped immediately to France to join his regiment. It was clear to such men that Britain had clearly been unprepared for war.

  Among them was Private Ken Willats, captured in France in early May 1940:




  

    

      I didn’t volunteer, I wasn’t the military type. Like thousands of others I went because I was told to go. I was conscripted into the Queens Royal Regiment on 21

      January 1940. I was in France by the end of April, I’d had about eight weeks training. You could say my military career wasn’t very intensive, nor was it

      very successful. We were scattered through the area around Abbeville. We were subject to Stuka dive bombing. We were in a farmhouse, looking for the enemy. Out of the back of the house we could

      see about thirty or forty German tanks. They were the advance guard of a crack German Panzer division. The situation was ludicrous because we just had rifles and clips of five bullets each. We

      blazed away at these things, but I don’t think we ever hit anybody. Unbelievably when we’d used our five bullets we’d report to Sgt Major Davey and say ‘Excuse me Sgt

      Major, but I’ve used my five bullets can I have five more.’ Then you’d put the clip in and fire until you needed another one. The tanks replied by firing tracer at us. Then we

      saw a small detachment of German soldiers in the farmyard. There was no struggle or fight, we were overpowered. We just put our hands up, there was nothing else we could do. It was a bit of an

      unequal struggle.2


    


  




  Whilst the likes of Willats were going ‘into the bag’ much of the rest of the BEF was making its way back to Dunkirk. Yet in the aftermath of the largely successful evacuation many

  thousands of their comrades were left behind, many of those who fought as the rearguard to protect the retreat, suffered greatly in the days between the German breakthrough and their eventual

  capture. Stretcher-bearer Les Allan found himself confused since his unit had managed to stop the enemy only to be told to retreat from their positions. Only later would he realise this was because

  flanking units had not been so successful. They kept fighting and falling back until eventually they were overcome. Allan spent his days looking after the wounded only to see most of them killed

  when the Germans destroyed their hospital. By the time of his capture he was already starving. He had not eaten for days, nor washed, shaved or slept. It was a grim

  precursor to the months, then years, of degradation that would soon follow.




  Also included in the round up of the remnants of the BEF were a majority of the 51st Highland Division, surrounded at St Valery. Gunner Gordon ‘Nobby’ Barber was among them. He

  explained the chaos experienced by the defeated army:




  

    

      None of us knew where we were. All we could see were broken guns, dumped at the side of the road. They wanted volunteers to go into St Valery to find small arms, to fight

      our way to the beaches. We found a box of hand grenades. The sergeant said ‘It would’ve been a good idea if you’d brought the detonators’. So that was another balls up.

      The outskirts of the town was a mess. We found French officers dead in their cars, like they were asleep. I went in a smashed up shop and found a big box of nylon stockings. I thought I’d

      be all right if I got home. Our officer, Captain Wright, he said ‘Barber, you were a signaller. See if you can get a frequency on that set.’ I still remember it. ‘This is the

      BBC’ – You know, the old toffee-nosed way of talking – ‘The BEF have been successfully evacuated from Dunkirk.’ I thought what a load of bollocks that was. There

      was the whole 51st Division stuck in St Valery. It was more propaganda we didn’t believe. So the captain said ‘I can’t give you any info. Now we are going to be taken as

      prisoners of war.’ So my mate Paddy said, ‘Let’s take my bike’. We put a can of petrol on the back and off we went. It was all pie in the sky. We didn’t have a

      clue where we were or what we were doing. We were all just kids. It was a cock up from start to finish.3


    


  




  After 20 or so miles the would-be evader ‘Nobby’ Barber and his mate pulled their Royal Enfield motorcycle into a farmyard only to find it

  full of Germans. There was no choice but to surrender. They were soon returned to St Valery and packed into a field outside the town. Initially for many among the prisoners there was little time

  for emotion, as Ken Willats explained: ‘The enemy, apart from the Germans, was the lack of sleep. When we were captured we hadn’t slept for about 60 hours. I was extremely tired. The

  Germans put us in this sort of barbed wire corral and one of the first things I did was to go to sleep. Fatigue does funny things to you.’4

  This lack of emotional response was a common feature among captured soldiers, all that mattered was to have survived the battle. Seldom was it a time for tears, instead for most their emotions were

  submerged beneath instinct as ‘Nobby’ Barber recalled: ‘To be honest I can’t remember how I felt. We looked round and saw trucks with machine guns on them. We thought they

  were going to shoot us. When you’re young you don’t have time to cry. We didn’t realise what was going to happen. From that day on it was survival of the

  fittest.’5




  Both Barber and Willats were experiencing almost identical feelings. Though both very different men – one a quiet former chef and an admittedly reluctant soldier, the other a tough and

  streetwise young pre-war regular – what they learned in these early days of captivity was to sustain them through the long years of imprisonment that followed. As Ken Willats explained:

  ‘Survival is a very emotive feeling. The progression of need in extreme circumstances is water, food, cigarettes, ladies – in that order. Without being offensive to the ladies, they

  come a lot further down the list than water.’6 Little did they realise it, but their paths would later cross and they would share in a

  desperate battle for life.




  Defeated and dejected, the remnants of the BEF were marched eastwards towards Germany. However not all began the journey immediately, some were taken to Calais where

  they began the task of clearing the rubble-strewn streets of the town. Another group of 700 prisoners were crammed into a single hall. For a period of three weeks they were kept inside with no

  exercise, no washing facilities and precious little food. Others found themselves detailed to help the victorious Germans begin to strip France of her wealth. POWs were sent to sugar refineries

  where they were made to load the produce into sacks to be taken back to Germany. Though they could find little pleasure in helping the enemy plunder a defeated nation, they did at least gain solace

  in the knowledge that the handful of sugar they ate as they worked would help keep them strong.




  Those prisoners going into captivity in the summer of 1940 could hardly have known that almost five years ‘behind the wire’ awaited them. If they expected fair treatment from the

  enemy the experiences of those first few days soon changed their minds. They were marched in vast columns from France, into Belgium then on to Germany. Day after day they trudged onward, their feet

  blistered from their miles of marching, their crotches rubbed raw by their thick woollen trousers. The heat of summer beat down upon them, leaving their skin red and dry and their mouths parched.

  They spent days and weeks on the road, usually sleeping in the open, sometimes in flooded fields. There was little food – British army biscuits and soup made from boiled bones provided much

  of their sustenance, unless they were lucky enough to scrounge or steal food from civilians. As they marched, men broke off from the columns and took whatever they could find, running back to find

  their mates and hand over their haul. Without stopping, they punctured eggs and sucked out the yolk. Others dived into roadside clamps of manglewurzels and stuffed their faces with the raw

  vegetables that were grown as cattle feed. Despite the foul taste the men chewed them as they marched, desperate to quell the pangs of hunger. One group of men were forced

  to queue for three hours at an abandoned French barracks just to receive a small ration of bread. When some men were detailed to wash up after their guards had eaten their meals the prisoners

  received no more than bread crusts as thanks.




  This treatment was sudden proof that the Germans viewed them with disfavour. The guards seemed either brutal or uninterested in the fate of the defeated men of the BEF. The only sign of any

  humour was when one column of prisoners was marched into a cemetery for the night. They had no choice but to laugh to themselves at what seemed to be a sick joke. Amid the beatings and the

  starvation there was little sign of the fabled gentlemanly respect between combatants. Instead the Germans subjected their prisoners to treatment that forced them to re-evaluate their moral code.

  Many among the prisoners were quick to learn tricks that would help preserve their lives. Though confused by their situation, wracked by exhaustion and with senses dulled by hunger and thirst, the

  survival instinct rose to the fore. The more canny prisoners realised it was always best to be at the front of the marching columns since they would be the first to rest whenever the column was

  called to a halt. If they were marched into a field for a break then the men at the back of the column might still not have arrived by the time the break was over. In such trying times even short

  breaks of 10 or 15 minutes could give precious respite from the rigours of marching.




  Even brief rests could mean the difference between life and death. As the prisoners grew weaker those who fell out from the columns were punched, kicked, beaten with whips or shot. Those at the

  rear of the columns regularly faced more severe treatment than those at the front. To compound their humiliation they were taken on circular routes through towns to show

  them off to the subdued populace. Then to ensure the message of their defeat of the British army was spread far and wide, the Germans filmed the pitiful prisoners to highlight how complete had been

  their humiliation. In some locations they were made to run ‘at the double’ at bayonet point to stop them from talking to civilians. For mile upon mile they trudged: ‘On that march

  you looked in front of you. The roads were wide, long and straight. You could see for miles. It was bloody hot and I can remember how thirsty we used to get. I’ve seen blokes go to a water

  butt and skim a dead pigeon off the top then drink the water.’7




  In those first unnerving days of captivity the prisoners soon learned a German word they would hear almost every day for the next five years – ‘Raus!’. Meaning

  ‘out’ the Germans used it whenever it was time for them to move. That summer it was their signal to rise each morning from their sleep in the fields of France, it would also soon be

  their cue to exit the stinking cattle wagons transporting them eastwards, and would eventually be the call they heard each morning as their guards woke them ready for a long, hard day’s work

  in the fields or factories.




  In the early days of the march there was little food apart from that thrown to them by French and Belgium civilians. One man later wrote home of his experiences: ‘We got nothing for the

  first 12 days and had to do forced marching right through France and Belgium… At the first peep of dawn we were herded together and made to walk until ten past 11 that night, where we lay in

  a lane. Then the same the next day for 12 days, living on the charities of the villages we passed.’8 Yet for all the efforts of the civilians,

  it was the guards who had control over what the prisoners were allowed. When water buckets were left at the roadside by civilians for the prisoners to drink from, the

  guards simply kicked them over, leaving the prisoners ever more thirsty.




  In their desperation the British prisoners fought for food with their allies and with each other. Fights even broke out between members of rival regiments, each accusing the other of having let

  them down in battle. It was little wonder that morale dropped as their humiliation on the battlefield was reinforced by the degradation endured on the marches. Ken Willats, marching from Abbeville

  towards Trier in the Rhineland, remembered the situation: ‘My feelings were dulled by the extreme physical conditions. To be honest with you, the morale was defeatist. There wasn’t too

  much anger against the Germans – only when they kicked the buckets of water over. I think we all thought we’d been unlucky. Let’s face it, we weren’t trained soldiers, we

  were just there because we had to be. So we just thought it was hard luck.’9




  As the columns continued their journeys prisoners swarmed like locusts through the local kitchens and gardens stealing all the food they could find to fuel them on the march. For Gordon Barber

  it was a time to learn to survive: ‘They had guards but there were so many of us they couldn’t keep an eye on us all. So the good thing was you could nip off now and again. Not far, but

  if you saw a farmhouse you could go to get food. I remember we were going through a village and I saw a butchers shop. I had a few francs so I went in this little shop and saw this piece of meat

  hanging on a hook. I said “How much?” He said “No, no, no”. So I slapped the coin on the counter, ripped the meat off the hook, right handed him – smacked him out of

  the way a bit sharpish – but he didn’t go down. And I ran back into the crowd.’10




  It was not only the civilians who came into conflict with the marching prisoners. There was precious little camaraderie amongst the defeated Allies. British prisoners

  watched in amazement at the behaviour of the Dutch soldiers among them. They had fought hard alongside their allies but once they discovered their country had capitulated, they cheered, mounted

  their bikes and rode off home. As one of the onlookers recalled: ‘We thought that was a little odd. They weren’t exactly in a “Churchillian” frame of

  mind.’11 The ragged British prisoners were also irritated by the sight of French soldiers who marched into captivity with their kit intact,

  or the Belgians whose sudden capitulation had left the British flank exposed. The Germans exploited these divisions, humiliating the British in front of the French where circumstances permitted.

  One small group of British territorials found themselves in a hospital with large numbers of French prisoners; whilst the Frenchmen looked on the British were forced to clear up piles of human

  excrement, picking it up with their bare hands and throwing it from the windows. Later on, during the journey into Germany, some angry British POWs threw their French counterparts from the moving

  trains in order to clear space for themselves. Gordon Barber was among those who came into contact with his erstwhile allies: ‘I saw the French getting issued dripping from these big vats. I

  had a French overcoat I’d pinched, so I could go and get my share. As I came away with mine the French spotted my British jacket and I had to run for it. This Froggie went to grab it, he

  kicked my arm, so I nutted him hard. So I ran like bleedin’ anything and got back to my mates. But personally I think if it hadn’t have been for the French civilians we would have

  starved.’12




  By night the columns stopped by the roadside. They slept in the open air or occasionally in barns, fighting each other for the best place to sleep. Whilst one column of prisoners was resting for

  the night in flooded fields the strong men fought for places on the dry ground whilst the weaker men had to spend the night standing in inches of water. Many of those left

  standing in the water found themselves plagued by months of rheumatic pain courtesy of their overnight soakings. It was little wonder they fought to stand in the dry areas, as one of the

  ‘stronger men’ later wrote: ‘The evolutionary clock had been put back to the era of the survival of the fittest. Man’s primitive instincts had taken over. How thin is the

  veneer of civilization!’13




  Fortunately for the soldiers most were young and healthy. They were strong enough to keep going despite the shortages of food, their aching feet and their skin rubbed red raw by the heavy wool

  of their battledress, as one explained: ‘You’d be surprised how resilient you are at that age. When you know that if you don’t keep going you’re going to die –

  they’re going to fucking shoot you.’14 One of those shot and killed during the march was a Sapper Singleton who met his end after

  striking a guard who had been hitting him with a rifle butt for not marching quick enough. Those lucky enough not to face such extreme violence still suffered much. One prisoner later wrote home

  about how the march affected his health. When he finally sat down on a hard seat he had realised he had used up all his reserves of fat and his buttocks had disappeared: ‘So I’m now

  just gristle and bone, but as hard as iron and in good health, except for diarrhoea … I’m like Gandhi, with no hope of getting back any fat on my bones on that diet. I’m always

  hungry.’15




  Despite their desperate condition they trudged on and on until, after marches totalling hundreds of miles, they reached holding areas within Germany. Here they were gathered until transport

  could be arranged to their eventual destinations. From these camps the prisoners were marched to railway stations where they were crammed into railway trucks to continue their journey. At the

  German border one group of prisoners cheered when they saw the transport awaiting them – surely anything would be better than marching. Many would soon change their

  minds. All across Germany prisoners were crammed into closed wagons that bore the legend ‘8 horses or 40 men’. In spite of the notices 60 or more men were crammed inside, seldom able to

  sit down, never able to lie down. Some groups were even forced into wagons that had recently been used to transport horses, so recently that the floors were still covered in horse manure. In one

  case at least 80 men were forced into a single wagon. Desperate for a smoke men began pulling pages from their pay books and searching for shreds of tobacco in the depths of their pockets to roll

  cigarettes that helped them momentarily forget all they were enduring.




  For what seemed like an eternity they travelled further into the heart of the newly expanded Reich. None knew where they were heading nor that their final destination would shape how they would

  live for the next five years. All thought of what lay ahead was submerged beneath the desperate desire to leave their transport and finally be allowed some peace. In wagons without toilet

  facilities, and without even a bucket provided for them to use, the POWs were forced to improvise. Desperate men used their boots or tin helmets as toilets and poured the contents out of the slits

  running along the sides of the wagons. Where excrement stained the floors they had nothing to wash it away with except their own urine and when they needed to wipe their backsides they simply tore

  pages from books or ripped the pockets from their uniforms. Gordon Barber recalled his journey:




  

    

      They loaded us into cattle trucks – like the ones they put the Jews in – and slammed the door. All you had were small slits either side of the door. Heaven

      forbid if you sat beside them, ’cause anybody who wanted the toilet would do it in their tin helmet and throw it out. Then you got the blowback. We were in them

      for about two or three days and that was the only time I remember falling asleep – sitting back to back with another bloke – and hearing the constant drum of the train wheels

      turning. I thought it was going to drive me mad. But deep down you knew it had to stop somewhere. They used to let us out, take the straw out ’cause that was a mess, so all you wanted to

      do was stretch your legs.16


    


  




  Others were packed into barges where, deep in the dark recesses of the holds they travelled for days, sweating in the heat, the floor running with watery faeces courtesy of the

  men with diarrhoea. Few cared where they were heading, they simply wanted to be get out into the fresh air, away from the filth and the stench of shit, dirty uniforms and unwashed bodies.




  For all the trials of their journey the morale of the prisoners remained relatively high. Many thought the war would be over quickly, expecting the British to reach a deal with the Germans

  – a deal that would see them soon heading home. Some of the younger men were buoyed by the words of old ‘regulars’ some of whom had already experienced captivity back in the Great

  War. Those maudlin souls, who despaired for the future, often attempted to ‘pal up’ with stronger men, men who they thought they would be able to rely on in the uncertain times

  ahead.




  Eventually the trains and barges stopped and the final march into captivity began. Many found themselves in East Prussia or areas of Poland and Czechoslovakia annexed by the Reich. Their

  humiliation began in front of a cowed population:




  

    

      They marched us into a town. It was Danzig. There were young Jerry soldiers in the streets flicking their fag ends to our blokes and some of our

      blokes were grabbing them. The Jerries were laughing. Some of them flicked the fags then trod on them when our blokes went to grab them. I said to my mate ‘The bastards, I won’t

      pick ’em up. I’ll never let them see they’ve got the upper hand.’ And we were both smokers.17


    


  




  This final humiliation was the perfect preparation for what they were soon to suffer in the German Stalags. The shock defeat of the BEF and its allies had left the Germans

  unprepared for such a vast influx of prisoners and there were seldom enough facilities to house them all. Some were sent to temporary accommodation in tented camps whilst others found themselves

  without beds and were forced to sleep on the cold concrete or wooden floors of their huts. Others were sent to former Polish army forts where they spent their days enclosed within thick concrete

  walls. Toilet facilities in some camps consisted of open tubs kept in the middle of huts which had to be carried outside to be emptied. Although for many of the prisoners the conditions would

  improve, for others their life was hardly to change until the long-awaited return to Europe of the Allied armies.




  But before this could happen many more men would join the remnants of the BEF behind the barbed wire fences of the Stalags. The defeats suffered during the dark years of the war, up until the

  defeat of the Afrika Korps at El Alamein in October 1942, had seen waves of prisoners make their way into captivity. Norway, Greece, Crete and North Africa all saw thousands of men captured.

  Britons, Canadians, Indians, South Africans, New Zealanders, Australians, Cypriots and Palestinians were all destined for captivity.




  Each defeat brought more men into the clutches of the enemy. Many were embittered by the defeats, blaming their officers for battlefield failures, feeling their defeats

  were the cause of somebody’s ineptitude rather than any military failing on their behalf. Some vented their anger by booing officers trying to address them in the POW enclosures. Many of

  those captured in North Africa or Greece experienced even worse conditions in their first days of captivity than those taken prisoner in France. Just as prisoners in France had been forced to spend

  the night in flooded fields, some in North Africa were made to stand for hours in swamps. They too paid the price with months of rheumatic pain following them through their incarceration. If that

  was not burden enough the extreme heat left them dry-mouthed and exhausted. Flies swarmed over what little food they had – the same flies that were feasting on the pools of excrement filling

  the festering open latrines within the concentration areas. Worse came as mosquitoes fed on their sun ravaged skin, leaving many to suffer the inevitable effects of malaria. Even when moved into

  indoor accommodation they seldom had beds, instead sleeping on bare floors or rush mats. One group of men were kept in a warehouse, the floor of which was already soiled with the excrement of the

  previous batch of prisoners who had passed through. Such were the extreme conditions endured by one group of South African prisoners that it reached the point where 14 men a day were being admitted

  to hospital.




  In face of such conditions it was little wonder that tempers grew short as the men divided themselves along national grounds. Whereas in France the British had been hostile towards the French,

  in North Africa there were many fights against prisoners from South Africa. In the aftermath of such fights, some of the offenders were publicly flogged by their Italian captors. In particular the

  British blamed the South Africans for the fall of Tobruk – it was an argument that would follow the prisoners through the POW camps of Italy and on into the Stalags

  and work camps of Germany.




  Even when they had been transferred from North Africa to Italy, conditions didn’t improve much with prisoners crowded into tented transit camps for weeks on end, still suffering the

  extremes of weather. Not all even reached Italy in safety. One Italian transport ship was torpedoed on its journey from Tripoli. Of the 500 British and Indian prisoners on board just 57 were saved.

  When another ship was torpedoed the crew abandoned ship leaving the prisoners to their fate. The ship stayed afloat for long enough to allow most of the prisoners to escape from the hold, but with

  no lifeboats available there was nowhere for them to go. After two uncertain hours the stricken ship finally slid beneath the waters, taking with it 160 of the 300 POWs on board.




  Once in Italian camps few of the prisoners tasted the fabled local cuisine, instead they made do with starvation rations of weak macaroni stews and biscuits described as looking and tasting like

  kitchen tiles. Others fought each other to get hold of biscuits that were already green with mould or crawling with maggots. Even in the cold of the Italian winter they survived on a bowl of stew

  and two bite-sized bread rolls for a whole day. Hunger reached such a level that some men considered frying pieces of cardboard to sate their cravings, and others happily ignored the maggots they

  found living in biscuits. In desperation prisoners willingly swapped their wedding rings for pots of jam, or exchanged their watches for chunks of bread. Others used boxes to make sparrow traps,

  their prey being plucked and thrown into the pot. Within months their health tumbled to a state where prisoners had to be careful about standing up too quickly for fear they might pass out. At one

  camp built on a hillside the starving men could only make their way uphill by crawling on their hands and knees. As one prisoner later wrote: ‘Is it any wonder that

  we do not love the Italians?’18 They soon realised the benefits of Red Cross parcels, as one later wrote: ‘The greatest event in the

  life of a prisoner of war was the distribution of Red Cross parcels. Without them many of us would not be alive to tell the tale.’19




  The situation was much the same for the men captured on Crete. For weeks many were kept on the island clearing up in the aftermath of battle. They worked all day under the blistering Cretan sun,

  filling in bomb craters, clearing rubble, preparing runways for the Luftwaffe, and burying the dead of both sides. Stinking and clad in rags their dry mouths craved for liquid refreshment, their

  stomachs yearned for hot food. As they toiled they watched their guards smoking British cigarettes, eating British rations and wearing British khaki drill uniforms. Each time local civilians

  attempted to give them food or water the guards chased them away, hitting them with rifle butts or firing over their heads. Some noted how they were taken prisoner in early June but were not

  registered as POWs until late August. In the intervening period they faced treatment that had serious repercussions for their health. It was little wonder the British doctors reported that many

  among the wounded were found to have infections in their wounds. Conditions soon became desperate and an Australian POW, Sergeant Maurice Kelk, later recorded the shocking treatment they were

  subjected to: ‘When I say no food, I mean no food.’20 He also noted how hundreds of the British and Australian prisoners died from

  dysentery, malaria or starvation. Describing his own skin as looking like parchment, Kelk noted how he dropped from 13 stone to just 7 stone in two-and-a-half months of captivity.




  As hunger bit, the prisoners scrounged whatever they could find to eat. When one group of men found a sack of flour they mixed it with olive oil and locally grown

  sultanas to bake a cake. When the cooking was complete, much to their surprise they found the cake was rock solid. On closer inspection they discovered the ‘flour’ had actually been

  plaster of Paris. Some among the prisoners noted that the ‘lentil’ soup given to them was actually hot water with dirt mixed into it.




  Eventually, their work complete, the prisoners began the long haul to the Stalags of Germany. Exhausted from the weeks of hard labour, clad in filthy rags, their humiliation was almost complete.

  For some among them the final sign of how low they had fallen came when Italian soldiers emptied chamber pots over them from the upstairs window of a house. Marched to a port they were crammed into

  the deep holds of cargo ships where they were locked into the darkness. Exhausted they lay down, squashed like sardines against the men next to them, only to feel rats scampering over their faces

  as they attempted to sleep. The floors ran with urine and faeces as they awaited their arrival in port. It was a fitting prelude to life in captivity.




  Once ashore they were transferred to rat-infested barracks at Salonika on the Greek mainland where they endured more disease and degradation before they were eventually moved north through the

  Balkans into Germany. Night by night they heard shots and cries as the guards opened fire on those going outside to use the stinking latrines. No mercy was shown to these men wracked by dysentery

  and in the morning the bodies of the dead were laid out as a warning to their fellow prisoners. Even during the day the guards had a habit of tossing hand grenades into the latrines to force the

  prisoners out. As a result the prisoners began to use the parade ground as their toilet. Yet again the prisoners faced a daily routine of boredom and starvation rations. They lived on weak stews

  and soups, and noticed how the only meat arriving at the cookhouse seemed to be horses’ heads. When they were called out to parade some dropped dead, others

  collapsed from exhaustion. Those who stood up too quickly found themselves blacking out. The wretched men were forced to walk sideways up stairs, one step at a time gripping the handrail, for fear

  of falling. Others were reduced to crawling. One group of ravenous prisoners were able to steal a donkey that was cut up and divided between them. Nothing was wasted, with one desperate Australian

  cutting off the animal’s genitals, saying he would boil them for three hours and then eat them.




  The raids on Dieppe and St Nazaire in 1942 brought many more soldiers trudging wearily into the Stalags of Germany. The campaigns in Italy and north-west Europe also brought more prisoners

  although with no major defeats their numbers were fewer than in the preceding years. Even in the opening hours of D-Day some men were left to the mercy of the enemy. The parachute drops of the

  morning of 6 June left many of the airborne soldiers isolated. Eric ‘Bill’ Sykes of the 7th Parachute Battalion was among them. He and his comrades were dropped far to the east of their

  target, the Orne river. He recalled how his plane’s crew had told them they ‘knew the exact field’, however: ‘They may have known the exact field but they sure as hell

  didn’t know the right river.’21 Teaming up with other stranded men he attempted to make his way back to his unit. After a number of

  days wandering, with occasional encounters with the enemy, they were eventually apprehended:




  

    

      Finally on the thirteenth day, unlucky for some, the group of seven that I was with, eventually got ourselves into a predicament where we were pinned down in a ditch by

      machine gun fire and suffered the ignominy of capture. To our questionable credit, I must say that we were some of the first of the all-conquering liberation army to

      enter the city of Paris, albeit under armed guard with a German tour director. The German guards were very proud to show us their recent real estate acquisitions, the Eiffel Tower, the Arc De

      Triomphe, etc.22


    


  




  Like so many of those taken prisoner in northern France four years earlier Sykes would suffer much before his final liberation:




  

    

      At the Gare du Nord railway station in Paris where we were stood outside on display to the French people before being locked in box cars in the railway siding. Two days and

      two nights we were locked up in a boxcar before we got under steam and started our journey to far away places. The reason for this fright was that the siding was bombed each night by Allied

      aircraft and as we were locked in the box cars with no means of escape we were sitting targets and a hit would have meant our immediate demise. A large sliding door, which was locked at all

      times, was the only means of entry into, or exit from, our less than luxury accommodation and this could cause much alarm especially during the periods of strafing by Allied aircraft whilst we

      were en route to our final destination. The box cars had one small window about nine inches deep by 18 inches long situated near the roof and secured by strands of barbed wire, and during the

      heat of the day, it was a personal struggle to avoid suffocation by getting air from under the sliding door by rotation of people. I believe that there were about 30 prisoners to each car and

      we slept whenever possible on the bare floor boards. The only toilet was a bucket in one corner, which was not the most hygienic or the most fragrant aspects of creature comfort but, after all,

      we were prisoners. There were many times when we were locked in the car for several days on end without food, water, or sanitation, and in our particular luxury coach

      we had several walking wounded who did not survive the hazardous journey due to lack of medical treatment for the gangrenous infections in festering wounds which they had sustained in

      battle.23


    


  




  Three complete months elapsed between capture and the moment Sykes finally entered the working camp that would become his home until liberation.




  For soldiers captured after D-Day there was one further burden they had to endure, something that had not been a factor for the men captured in the early years of the war. By 1945 the Allied

  airforces had almost total command of the skies. Often able to patrol above the battlefields of Europe with impunity, they were entrusted with destroying the transport and supply infrastructure

  that brought German troops and supplies to the front. This involved daylight attacks on individual trains by fighter-bombers and heavy bombing raids on railway yards. For the newly captured men

  being transported on the trains that were the targets of their countrymen it became a fraught time. Unlikely to escape from the wagons and unable to see what was happening the prisoners listened in

  horror to the whooshing of rockets, the rattle of machine gun fire or the scream of bombs as they came under attack. Hearts beat fast and men prayed as they waited for the deadly impact of

  explosives. Bill Sykes remembered: ‘the fear of the potential horror of imminent death during one of the constant strafing by Allied aircraft, took its toll and many of the

  “unfortunates” never reached the promised land where “Arbeit macht frei”.’ He watched the reactions of the men around him as his train became the unwitting

  target of aerial attack:




  

    

      I was with a group of POWs of different nationalities locked in a railroad cattle car which was located for some days and nights in a siding of the

      Gare De Nord railway station in Paris, mid June 1944, during the nightly bombings and strafings of the sidings by Allied aircraft there was a tendency for a few believers, mostly American, to

      pray out loud for salvation. The British POWs kept a stiff upper lip and chastised the ‘offenders’ for their doom and gloom attitude. Those couple of nights locked in the railway

      siding were the most frightening that I have ever experienced.24


    


  




  The last great influx to the Stalags came in the aftermath of the defeat of the 1st Airborne Division at Arnhem when over 6,000 airborne troops were taken prisoner. This last

  large-scale defeat came in the aftermath of a bitter and intense battle in which both sides fought with a fervour seldom seen on the western front. Bryan Willoughby was among the paratroopers

  spearheading the drive to the bridge. Like so many of his comrades it was a journey he would not complete:




  

    

      We ran right into the Germans in the woods. Straight away we were into one hell of a battle – no messing about. We lost half the company before we started. That was

      rough. I don’t think I was scared – you didn’t have time to be. I knew everything was going wrong. It was chaos. We didn’t know what to do next because we were cut off

      and the wireless didn’t work. Then on the Monday we headed into Arnhem. We just rambled along doing our own thing, getting shot at by snipers and so on. It wasn’t too bad. At four

      o’clock in the morning they said we’d go for the bridge. We were being shot at from all over the place – blokes were going down right, left and centre. Eventually we had about

      a 1000 yards to go but the company was down to about 20 men. The CO said ‘Right, make for the bridge’. There was none of this ‘Go! Go! Go!’

      like you see in the Yankee films. There was hardly a sound. We were pinned down straight away. We realised we would be hit eventually but there really wasn’t any alternative. You

      couldn’t go backwards or sideways, so there only one place to go – forwards. We just kept shooting and running – and hoping to get away with it. Our chances of getting to the

      bridge were nil. I saw the company commander outside a house about 150 yards away, shouting ‘C’mon’. We were down to about half a dozen by then. I dived off to make for the

      house and got fairly near it. The next thing I felt a thump in the back and I’d been hit by a hand grenade. I span around and saw a dark object sailing towards me, I knew it was another

      grenade, I jumped back but it got me in the legs.25


    


  




  Realising his role in the battle was over Willoughby knew he had to find help:




  

    

      I was getting a bit ‘slap happy’. I joined a group of wounded with a Red Cross made from blood on a white shirt and we were taken prisoner. How did I feel? I was

      highly relieved to still be alive. Nothing else matters when you’re in a situation like that. Then this tank comes up and I was taken to a casualty clearing station in a café. Then

      they got behind the bar and started serving us drinks. They were quite sociable. There was no real animosity towards the Germans, they treated us like we treated their men.26


    


  




  In the aftermath of the battle there were many prisoners, like Willoughby, treated with kindness by the enemy – a kindness that saved their lives. For others the

  experience was very different. Those who resisted as their captors robbed them of personal possessions were shot without compunction, the actions of the guards ensuring

  compliance from the rest of the prisoners. When others escaped from a truck the guards opened fire on the remaining men causing many fatalities. A shadow of fear was cast over the prisoners by the

  conflicting behaviour of their captors. At one moment they were being well treated, at the next they were being executed without warning. To deepen the confusion some even watched as Germans who

  had executed prisoners were themselves executed by their own officers.




  For all the POWs, wherever and whenever they were taken prisoner, many of the experiences were the same. Sitting in fields among crowds of fellow prisoners as they awaited their fate. Forced

  marches with little food or water. Day upon day crammed into railway wagons, or locked into the holds of ships. Fear and hunger, deprivation and despair. What was common for all these men –

  from those captured during the retreat to Dunkirk to those taken prisoner in the fields of Normandy – was a shared sense of bewilderment upon capture. Few had any clear idea of what their

  fate might be. Receiving a punch, kick or rifle butt across the head was the least of their worries. The theft of personal possessions, whilst frustrating them by their inability to take action,

  was little more than an inconvenience. They could also be used as human shields by the Germans, who knew men would be unwilling to fire on their comrades. Like Gordon Barber at St Valery, many

  expected to be shot – indeed some were. During the retreat to Dunkirk over one hundred men of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment were executed by SS troops, as were a similar number of men from

  the Norfolks.




  Though lucky to be alive most felt disappointed to have failed to perform their allotted tasks on the battlefield, aggrieved at being lost in the chaos of war. The emotional turmoil caused by capture was explained by John Mercer. Though only in captivity for a matter of hours, upon release he realised the impact such an experience could have:




  

    

      I did suffer a mild form of hysteria. I was introduced to some press people. Captain Thompson said ‘You, have a chat to this guy, something interesting for you.’

      And they all gathered around me and talked to me, and do you know, I could not tell them where I lived. I mean I wanted to but I just couldn’t. I couldn’t tell them how old I was, I

      could get my name out that’s all. They went away and came back about half an hour later and I still couldn’t. I was traumatised. But it passed, I slept it off. I just couldn’t

      articulate, it wouldn’t come out. I thought to myself that was very strange.27


    


  




  Yet despite the mental stress, not all the feelings of surrendering soldiers were negative. Jim Sims, captured at Arnhem, explained: ‘I have often been asked what my

  feelings were on being captured and my answer seems to upset those asking that question. I felt relief that I was still alive, although badly wounded, and with a bit of luck would see my parents

  again.’28




  Men like Sims really were lucky, like so many of the men captured earlier in the war, he went ‘into the bag’ in the company of his fellow soldiers. Although wounded he was fortunate

  to be in the company of his comrades, men he knew and could rely on – men who could help share the burdens of what lay ahead. They retained much of the comradeship that had made life in the

  army bearable – indeed, the men captured at Arnhem even had the staff of their own field hospitals on hand to assist them.




  Others were not so fortunate. Many of those captured in minor battlefield actions found themselves lost and alone, and at the mercy of their captors. Sometimes the

  experiences of the first hours of captivity set a precedent for what was to follow. George Marsden, a private in the Duke of Wellington’s Regiment, captured in the Netherlands in late 1944,

  explained the beginnings of his ordeal: ‘A small number of our Company were ordered to move forward to a very deep and wide antitank ditch, and capture the position. This we did, surprising

  the enemy, causing little casualties, capturing all the German unit. We dug in outside a farmhouse and were attacked by a large force. After losing some men we were ordered back to our

  lines.’At nightfall they successfully recaptured the ditch but once again came under counterattack:




  

    

      A lot of the lads were shot. I was blasted through the arm and shoulder by a machine gun. I regained consciousness some time after and was carried away on a door by two

      Germans. I didn’t feel fear and certainly not relief. I had lost a lot of blood and was in and out of consciousness. I appeared to be the last of our group, the others killed or taken

      prisoner. I was carried into a coal cellar. When I got used to the dim light from the grate above me I saw two Germans in the far corner. They were wounded and had their heads bandaged. When

      they realised who I was they crawled towards me and started shouting and punching my head. I shouted out and they were dragged away, then they attacked me again. I was then carried down a

      street to a house where a lady tried to wash the blood off me, before the street further down was attacked by an RAF plane firing rockets.


    


  




  Refused admittance to a civilian hospital by his captors, Marsden was dumped on a footpath until eventually taken to a makeshift hospital where he was operated on and then spent

  the night drifting in and out of consciousness:




  

    

      I never had my trousers removed at all, my underpants were stiff with dried blood, these I never removed until the war was nearly over. I was taken

      to a hospital train and put in a bed near a big iron stove where food was being prepared by the Germans. I soon realised I had a couple of hand grenades in my pocket, I managed to hide these

      under the mattress I was on. I was taken to a big hospital which housed a number of German wounded. The doctor used to poke his fingers in my wounds saying ‘Pain!

      Pain!’29


    


  




  Eventually sent by train to a POW camp hospital, Marsden finally met up with fellow prisoners and began life behind the wire. It was a life that would mirror much of the

  loneliness, pain and terror he had known in those first uncertain days of captivity – a life familiar to so many of his fellow prisoners.




  







  2




  Abandon Hope All Ye Who Enter Here




  ‘The atmosphere in the POW camp was dog eat dog, and one soon adapted’ 1




  

    ‘Horrible. The bed bunks in the sheds at XXb were four or five high with no room to move at all.’ 2


  




  With their journeys finally over the weary POWs stepped down from the goods wagons to begin the final march into the Stammlagers – or Stalags as they were most commonly

  known – that would become temporary homes for most until they were sent out into industry. Few had travelled in comfort and most had endured extreme hardship but, as 18-year-old paratrooper

  Bill Sykes noted of his arrival: ‘Not a pleasant experience, but we’d survived.’3 Wearily moving forward, step after step –

  often dizzy from the physical deprivations of the journey – the prisoners had no idea of what awaited them. Would they be moved into barracks not unlike those they had known back in

  ‘Blighty’ or would a more uncomfortable fate await them?




  As they approached the camps many had a deceptively pleasant look. As Bill Sykes put it:




  

    

      My first impression upon entering the camp was – I hate to say this, as I believe that I’m leaving myself wide open to a great deal of criticism – that it

      appeared on the surface to have a sort of Butlin’s holiday camp type environment with a soccer pitch, garden allotments, and many other features which included

      classes on a varied assortment of subjects. There were bands, instruments, an orchestra, a choir, a small theatre, all of which I really hadn’t expected. If I remember correctly after all

      these years the camp was sectioned off into three sectors, British/American, French, and Russian. The British/American sector was to the best of my knowledge commanded by a senior British

      officer who, amongst other duties, controlled the actions of various committees which had been formed in order to try in someway to relieve the inmates of the everyday boredom of being caged up

      like animals behind barbed wire and get them to pursue active social lives.4


    


  




  Despite initially noticing how well organised the camp seemed to be he also spotted the barbed wire fences that seemed to run for miles. Two fences, filled with coils of barbed

  wire, seemed to offer no prospect of exit.




  To compound the misery of incoming prisoners were high wooden towers containing searchlights and machine gun posts, another sign that the enemy took the business of detaining them seriously. And

  beyond the wire they saw what would be their ‘homes’ – long lines of charmless, wooden huts. It was a chilling prospect for the incoming prisoners. Most camps had an unfinished

  and unpromising look about them. The huts were basic, laundry was often spread around the compound – hanging from windows or strung between huts – bored looking men wandered around

  within the wire, there were few real paths or roadways and mud seemed an almost permanent feature for long periods of the year. As one man later wrote, the Stalags should have carried the slogan

  ‘Abandon Hope All Ye Who Enter Here’.5




  Before they could enter the main camps the incoming men had another port of call. Their first stop was usually a transit barracks separated from the main enclosure, in

  which they waited to be processed by the camp authorities. Crammed into vast huts, usually with never ending rows of bunks, with bare boards and often devoid of any furniture, they awaited their

  turn. At Stalag XXa at Thorn the prisoners passed through Camp 13a. Here many among the first batches of prisoners arriving in 1940 were beaten with rifle butts for refusing to comply during

  interrogation. In the camp up to 1,000 men were housed in three vast huts where they slept in triple-tiered bunks. Conditions were so cramped there was no space for tables and chairs between the

  bunks. When their time came they were photographed, fingerprinted, sometimes given chest x-rays, then given a small piece of metal with their POW number stamped on it. Although oblong in shape the

  prisoners always referred to this as their ‘disc’. This was to be worn around their necks on a length of string, a symbol that they were no longer a free man but instead just a number

  in the Reich’s vast new labour force. Once they had been processed the new prisoners were sent for delousing. They were stripped and their uniforms sent to be boiled. Entering the showers the

  prisoners had no realisation of what lay ahead. Then the taps turned on and their naked forms were assaulted by scalding hot water. After what was little more than seconds, but which seemed like

  hours, the hot water was turned off to be replaced by freezing cold water. With no towels to dry themselves they were then rushed out to where their now clean clothes awaited them. They struggled

  to dress themselves, some finding their uniforms shrunk by the heat of the wash, others unable to find their own uniforms as groups of men scrambled around trying to find what was theirs. One man

  re-dressed only to find a sock had been lost and, knowing the importance of protecting his feet, the lost sock was replaced with a mitten. Washed and clothed, they were

  finally let loose into the main compound to find themselves a bunk. Now they were Kriegsgefangene, or ‘Kriegies’ as they called themselves, men whose fate rested in the hands of

  the enemy.




  At well-organised camps they were greeted by senior NCOs who allotted bunks to them, at less well-organised ones they were simply left to find themselves a suitable sleeping place. For men

  arriving at Thorn in the early days of the war an even worse fate awaited them – there were no bunks. Ken Willats arrived at Fort 17, in Thorn, after three days and nights packed into a

  cattle truck from Trier. He stepped down from the train to see the Napoleonic Fort in front of him:




  

    

      Our feelings were mixed when we arrived. The train journey had been so horrendous we were pleased for any change and any situation that didn’t stress you too much.

      Although the conditions in those days were horrendous. Everybody had lice. We slept in rows on the floor on straw in a big open room, there were no bunks. The toilet arrangements were a deep

      trench with a tree trunk across it. You sat on the tree trunk and held on and hoped for the best. The conditions were primitive but everybody was so worn out you just lay there. The food was

      inadequate, just a bowl of barley and potato soap and five men to a loaf. You were just existing in those early days. It was absolutely degrading, especially the diarrhoea. It was frightful.

      There was no organisation, it was every man for himself. There were some NCOs there from my regiment but they all fell to the level of the private soldiers. We became quite equal, because

      everybody was in the same boat. The NCOs ate the same food as us and had the same diarrhoea as us, so it was a great leveller. I never had a bed at Fort 17. So the

      first thing I wanted to do was get on a working party.6
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