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Anyway, orders had now come through to move to Salonika. There was a slight change to the plans for 5 FFCU. I was to take an advance party by air (two Dakotas) as before. This time I was to ‘set up shop’ at Sedes airfield a few miles south of Salonika. But the rest of my unit would not go with the initial body of sea-borne troops; they would follow by sea as soon as my little gang had got properly settled in – in fact I was to fly back and sail up with them. Once again our airborne party would leave the day after the initial seaborne lot had landed and secured the docks and airfield. And once again it was a repeat of Athens. The seaborne lot found Salonika harbour heavily mined, and had to hang about for nearly two days until the mines had been cleared.

In the same fashion my airborne lot set off strictly to schedule and landed at Sedes a day before the seaborne lot got ashore. Once again our touchdown was with much trepidation and once again we found that the airfield was completely free of mines. It really was a mirror image of Athens, with our Dakotas unloading our stores and us as quickly as possible and waving goodbye. But Sedes was out in open farmland, not on the edge of a city. If anything we seemed more ‘abandoned’ than at Athens – there hadn’t been a soul to wave to us as we came in to land.

One difference from Kalamaki, was that there was a dilapidated hangar and a few unattractive barrack-type (or office) buildings. They didn’t look at all weatherproof, and the climate seemed several degrees colder. But it wasn’t raining, and they would do as a start for our temporary accommodation. There was no sign of any furniture of any sort, and no electric light, but once again water – in fact two working taps. Cold water, of course. It seemed hard to tell whether it had all been abandoned a couple of days ago or a month. In fact, we later learned it was barely two days. I did a quick trip round in the Jeep with the signals officer, Ryder, so that he could decide best where to set up his equipment. We didn’t see anything of other interest – not even an abandoned bath! 

One other difference was that there was no Fighter Squadron about to land and keep us company. I think that aerial reconnaissance must have shown that all German air units had been withdrawn to bolster the Russian front. So, to that extent, we would be completely on our own until the mines had been cleared and the convoy had secured Salonika. We didn’t know if there were still any German troops in Salonika; though it was peaceful enough out at Sedes. I decided to do a little recce of the immediate area to find one or two locals – preferably with knowledge of some other language but Greek, as none of us knew more than a word or two of it.

So I left Ryder to set up his signals section and supervise the rest of the men who were to sort out the best spots for sleeping and other temporary accommodation. Pop Rolfe, a corporal and an airman were to accompany me as an armed guard while I drove the Jeep. We headed in the Salonika direction, as it seemed likelier we’d come across a village on that road. We could see a chap ploughing at the far end of a field, but the field looked too muddy to cross. After two or three miles we did come to a village – it seemed a bit deserted, until we came to a taverna. Nobody spoke much English but with odd words of two or three languages we gathered that the Germans had completely pulled out of Salonika one or two days ago – or so they understood! They didn’t seem all that delighted to see us, compared with Athens, but eventually offered us glasses of wine and we handed out some cigarettes.

We had offered some BAF money for a second drink, but they’d never seen it before, or even heard of it. However, the proprietor spotted a 10,000 million drachma note as Pop Rolfe flashed his wallet to show that was all else he had (probably enough to buy a bread roll in Athens). He said, I think, why not use that. So Pop handed it over. What was even more surprising was that he gave Pop about 7,500 million change. In due course and another round of drinks we were able to spend the rest of it on six bottles of wine and were given four eggs as well. On our way back we tried to work it out. All we could come up with was that the rate of inflation had been so rapid lately in the Athens area, and communications so poor, that Salonika had not kept pace. Our unit searched its wallets the next day and found two or three more of these souvenir drachma notes we’d been given. But we could no longer spend them. Word must somehow have got around overnight, and they weren’t accepting old drachma notes anymore. A good lesson in economics though. Paper money is only worth as much as the trust people have in it, whatever the number of drachmas it says it is worth. 

That next day’s trip was basically to try and reach Salonika and see if the convoy had got in. From high ground we were able to see that it seemed to be forming up in the approaches and presumably soon to be landing. We got into the city to some square. Pedestrians treated us as curiosities rather than liberators. We’d got battledress on, and in a Jeep, but they seemed more interested in the latter than in us (vehicles in the city were nearly one hundred percent horse-drawn). We had no real interest in the convoy’s actual docking, as the rest of our unit was still down in Athens. It was a dull day and chilly, and Salonika looked drab and uninteresting compared with Athens. We’d nothing to spend, so we decided to return to Sedes before we took a wrong turning and got ourselves lost – signposts were very few and far between and in the Greek script, of which we only knew two or three letters.

My letters do not state the date of our flight up to Sedes, but from clues in them I think it was either the 31st October or 1st November. Certainly, up there, the summer was over and winter about to start. It was clear that our temporary accommodation at the airfield was not going to be adequate for winter quarters, so finding something more suitable had to be high on the list of priorities. It also seemed highly unlikely that the authorities were going to serve anything up on a plate for us. I had no personal authority to requisition anything, as at Kalamaki, but we seemed able to take over anything the Germans had requisitioned, provided we got our hands on it before the locals did. So I must get cracking, as they said in those days.

Language was the main bugbear. However, in my absence, one of the officers, Dodd, had been out in the other Jeep and come across a big farmhouse and outbuildings. The farmer was friendly and was willing to swap eggs for some of our tinned rations. I asked Dodd how he’d become so proficient in Greek so suddenly. It turned out that the farmer’s twenty-five year old daughter had been at polytechnic, or some such, in Salonika studying English before the outbreak of war. I went and saw him. He was a Royalist and very pro-British. (Through his daughter he told me that the local farming community were mainly Royalist, but most of the population of Salonika were inclined to Communism since the German occupation). He was agreeable to his daughter doing interpreting jobs for us in return for payment in cigarettes and chocolate, until the currency was sorted out. So we recruited her to our staff.
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I asked her where we could find suitable winter accommodation for our unit. She had a chat with Papa and they remembered the old agricultural college, which the Germans had requisitioned. It was only half a mile across the fields from the airfield (though a couple of miles by what was called a road). So she came with me and showed me the place. Not quite Buckingham Palace but there were extensive outbuildings and three or four cottages. There were doors and windows, though a shortage of glass in some windows. There was running cold water at many points, and electricity installations – but no electricity. They had apparently made their own and the diesel engines were still there, but Papa understood they had broken down. There were also quite a lot of tables, chairs (mainly wooden) and cupboards and shelving. 
I went and collected Pop Rolfe, Ryder and Dodd and took them to view. The verdict was unanimous, as expected. We quickly found answers to various ‘minus’ points. Over the next two or three days we managed to switch our personnel to the new quarters amid great enthusiasm. Quite a lot of glass was transferred from the one building at the airfield, which still had any. One of Ryder’s men had knowledge of marine diesels, and with help from pals, got the electricity generator going within about five days. Things were looking much more promising. As for work for the unit, there was not a lot. Ryder’s signals section were receiving information from HQ near Athens (Tatoi) and from Bari, in Italy. These were mainly about aircraft movements we were to expect at Sedes. The aircraft were bringing in stores and equipment, and some personnel for army units landing at Salonika, and instructions for them and us. Similarly we were passing back information about aircraft taking off from Sedes, and their flight plans.

After a few days I decided we had made sufficient progress with our settling in, and that I could return to Kalamaki to collect the rest of the Unit. I arranged for a plane to come and fetch me, and that it would bring up a few of my men, such as the Adjutant and some orderly room personnel who would be more use up at Sedes than at Kalamaki. So back I went to Athens. The climate change was very noticeable – nice warm sunshine by day, and less cold at night. There was the usual, but still unexpected, delay in organising the shipping to take my unit and some other Army units. Eventually we learned that it would shortly (say three or four days) arrive at Piraeus to pick us up. My unit and some army personnel, our stores, equipment and vehicles were allocated to what I believe was called a LCT (Landing Craft Tank). At any rate, our vehicles would be able to drive onto it at the docks.

Most of our stuff had to be loaded aboard a couple of days before we were to sail, which meant living for three days in little more than we stood up in. One of my officers, by the name of Rodd (not Dodd, who was up at Sedes) was a bit of a fitness freak. He suggested that he and I spend a long day exploring the mountains beyond Kalamaki. I gladly accepted, not realising that his climbing skills were on a par with a mountain goat. All day I struggled to keep up with him – and I had thought I was fit! But we were well rewarded. The views from the top, on that clear sunny day, were stupendous. On our side of the mountain, was the coast, with various inlets and capes and several small rocky islands amid the blue sea. Ahead other mountains partially blocked the view but there was a long valley, with a large village nestling in it, which led on to the sea beyond, the true Aegean Sea. The mountains were not very wooded – probably denuded for fuel. There were signs of colourful vegetation, such as cistus, rosemary and broom, but the only flowers on show were a variety of autumn crocus. Clouds hung along the mountain tops, dappling the countryside with dark patches of shade. What a spot it would have been for a walking holiday – with a less agile companion than Rodd! It was, even so, worth the tired limbs, and far better than hanging around at base, just waiting for our ship.

The next day we left the docks at Piraeus in lovely warm sunshine and a calm sea. We sat on the deck sunbathing. Soon after we rounded Cape Sunion and headed north for Salonika, the wind got up, thick cloud came up and we were in the middle of a sizeable storm. In fact, in our small ship the seas seemed bigger and more ominous than a full gale had brought when we were in mid Atlantic on the aircraft carrier Furious. I’m a good sailor and was one of the few not to feel, or be, seasick. Indeed I rather thrilled to the little ship battling the elements. Then, two or three hours later the storm had passed, the sun was out again and the seas gradually subsiding to a flattish calm, long before we reached Salonika a day later. There we anchored in the approaches to the harbour. The Captain told us we might be there an hour or a day. Another ship was in our berth unloading.

In the end it was 10.00pm before we moved to our berth. The Army was supposed to organise our unloading, but was nowhere to be seen. There were a few army lorries and drivers on the quayside whose job was to be available, but they didn’t seem to know where the unloading organisers were – probably gone back to bed. I was the senior officer on the boat, and hence OC Personnel. I hadn’t the least experience of unloading, but it seemed like the reverse of loading, which I had witnessed. So, with the acquiescence of the Captain and crew I went ahead with the job. With beginner’s luck it all went pretty smoothly and we were unloaded by 4.00am. Some of the Army lorries there were used by the Army element on board to load their men and equipment, but they only needed three of them. I asked their Lieutenant if I could use some of the surplus, as we’d got far more equipment and stores than our few lorries could manage. It was nothing to do with him – meaning OK with him, I suppose. So, commandeer a few, I did. We lined them up along the docks as they filled up.

Then came the bit I was apprehensive about. I’d never done the actual journey from the docks to Sedes, only bits of it. Could I find my way in the dark at 4.00am. There was nothing to do but try – and at the same time look confident. Off we went. As we turned a right turn about a couple of miles on, I looked behind, and all I’d got following me were three lorries. There should have been eight or nine. So I had to park my few at the roadside and go back to see what the trouble was. I’d got all the way back to the docks without a sign of them (rising panic!) But there on the docks they all were, still in their line. The army driver of the leading one was fast asleep over his wheel, while all those behind were still waiting for him to move off before they followed. Later, much later, I could see the funny side of it.

Finally, after one or two hesitations as to the route to follow, we all arrived at Sedes just as it was beginning to get light. There were still a couple of unused Army lorries at the docks who knew where their pals had disappeared to, so I wasn’t worried about my hi-jacked Army lorries. But I did feel that things were less likely to become acrimonious if I got those lorries unloaded and returned to the docks with all possible speed (and a good breakfast inside each of the drivers). It seemed mighty chilly at Sedes, and as it became full daylight I could see why. There was snow halfway down the mountains behind, which hadn’t been there when I left.

Everything seemed to have gone smoothly during my absence. We now had electric light in all the buildings we were using, except the cottage that was to be the officers mess. That had needed substantial re-wiring, but the job was practically finished. Heating, for warmth and cooking (chiefly water heating, as we were still on ration packs) had been their chief problem, but the stores we’d now brought included several paraffin heaters. The rest of the day, the personnel I’d brought with me spent settling in, ready to make up for the previous night without a scrap of sleep (except for that Army driver).

The journey by ship had been one too many for my collapsible camp bed, which had taken a few knocks in its career. So I had to sleep on the floor on my camp roll (of bedding shielded by strong canvas). Next day I searched the area but the best I could come up with was a discarded bed-frame to which still clung a few bits of its wire mesh. It was irreparable, but the Germans had left behind many lengths of rubber-covered electric (or telephone) wire. This I sliced down the middle and removed the wire inside. Then I wound it round the old bed frame in a criss-cross fashion. All German rubber at this stage of the war was synthetic, and less elastic. So it had just the right amount of give in it for the purpose. It was much the most comfortable bed I’d had and I was sad when I eventually had to leave it behind.

We had a rain shower the day after we arrived, but then a week’s dry period. Sunny by day, and warm in the sun, but rather fresh out of it, and a frost each night. There was grass in the fields – not lush English grass but more the stuff of Scottish Highlands, which some areas resembled.

The ending of the dry period seemed to herald the end of autumn and beginning of winter, with rain, a little sleet and bitterly cold winds (about the 23rd November onwards). We realised we were not as weatherproof as we thought and had to put in more work on it. There were odd days when there were hardly any flights in or out of the airfield, and our work seemed mainly in looking after ourselves. We always hoped the bad weather would not occur when the mail plane was due for one of its periodic visits. When it was delayed we had to wait longer for our incoming mail, but we’d hand our outgoing mail to the pilot of any outgoing plane heading in the right direction, and hope for the best.

Two mornings after my return to Sedes, a long line of horses and carts, full of people, were heading past the airfield in the direction of Salonika, from before dawn until about 10.00am. My interpreter found out for me, that there was to a big Liberation Day Parade in the city to which they had all been coerced to attend. So, mid-morning, I set off with her and Pop Rolfe in my Jeep to see what it was all about. They were all assembled in the main square, being harangued by different speakers through a public address system. Apparently it was all arranged by the Communist (or ELAS) element to announce that they had taken over administration of the city until it was possible to hold elections. They said a new electoral roll would be needed before this could happen – if it ever did with them in charge, I suppose.

Two or three days later there was a rumour going round that a couple of Greek girls had had their heads shaved by ELAS yobbos for going around with British Army chaps, so it seemed that our troops were no longer the flavour of the month. The next disturbing feature was when an ELAS party equipped with rifles set up a checkpoint on the road to our camp. With three officers and my interpreter I went along to see what it was all about. They said we had a guard on the entrance to our camp, in their country, so why shouldn’t they have a guard-post? In a co-operative attempt I said I couldn’t see any reason why not, as long as they didn’t try to prevent us going in and out. I said I’d see that all the drivers of our vehicles would respect their guard post by stopping at it and identifying themselves. Cigarettes were passed round, and all seemed amicably settled for a few days.

However, at the end of the week, an armed bunch of them arrived at our guard post at breakfast time demanding to see me. I was in the middle of a conversation with my Sergeant who had come to see me because there was no water coming from our taps. So I had to break off and go to see the delegation at the gate. Luckily my interpreter had just arrived from her home. The ELAS delegation was in an angry mood, the cause of which was that we had cut the water off from their checkpoint. I told them of our similar plight, and that we’d be equally glad to have our water supply restored. I suggested they get in touch with their superiors, whoever and wherever they were, to see if they could help. By lunchtime, our water supply was back on. I went to see if theirs was OK, and it was. A bit of a storm in a teacup, but it was an indication that the British presence was not very popular in the Salonika area. We’d probably be OK if we didn’t interfere with ELAS aims to take over the local administration. What my interpreter told me her father (of the opposite political persuasion) had discussed with her at home added some of this assessment of mine to the situation.

When we had last seen Maria and Rita before we left Athens, Rita had given Ryder a letter addressed to her parents in Salonika, to deliver if we ever got the chance – just to let them know she was alive and well. So I took Ryder down with me to see if we could deliver it, though my main purpose was to contact the Army authorities to see how they were getting on with ELAS in the city, and if they thought my growing unease was warranted. I wasn’t quite sure whom I wanted to contact, so I headed for their stores and equipment lot, where I was expecting soon to be getting fresh rations. What they had to say was that the atmosphere towards the Army, in the city, was chillier than they’d expected but they knew of no cases of tempers boiling over.

With our interpreter, we had little difficulty finding Rita’s parents. They were still at the address given. Much to our surprise they didn’t seem over the moon at learning that Rita was alive and well. They seemed to know that she had got involved with the Partisans, whom they equated with Communists. They were life-long Royalists, and were dismayed at how ELAS had taken control in Salonika. It had all been sprung on the Royalists and happened too quickly for them to organise any opposition. All in all a disappointing visit, as we had not brought the expected joy to them. It did reinforce our feeling of caution towards ELAS. I gave all my troops a talk on the care needed to avoid trouble with ELAS and to try and maintain a friendly attitude towards them. I don’t think it was all that necessary, as with no money acceptable to buy drinks etc, there was no demand for transport to take them in to Salonika. 

With the wintry weather and rain, and earlier darkness, all the trouble I went to in the Cairo area getting magazines, indoor games, cards and the radio for the troops was well rewarded. That, and no money to spend, meant that they were able to amuse themselves in the evenings around the paraffin stoves and with the benefit of electric light. The ELAS lot at the guard post looked pretty miserable in their draughty hut and minimal lighting, so I took pity on them, in the cause of friendly relationships, and lent them one of our paraffin stoves and we took them a little fuel for it from time to time. It paid off -–they were rarely bothering to stop our transport going in or out, and then, I think, chiefly in the hope of scrounging the odd cigarette.

A few days later supplies of the new Greek drachmas began to circulate. I was able to get a much-needed haircut in our nearest village, and then send a lorry in with others who were in similar need. We were also able to buy locally grown apples, walnuts and raisins quite cheaply – and, best of all, chestnuts for which our stoves were ideal for roasting. Things were beginning to look up a bit, although messages over our wireless from HQ, as well as stories some of the visiting pilots told, were informing us that the situation between ELAS and the Royalists in southern Greece was deteriorating. ‘We’ still seemed to be pro-Royalists there, but also trying to stifle any trouble between them. Up in Salonika one might have anticipated more trouble, but it seemed that the Royalists had accepted the ELAS fait accompli over local government and were ‘keeping their heads below the parapet’. Long may it continue, the Unit heartily hoped.

The Army (RASC) in Salonika was still dishing out ration packs to us – no fresh meat, fruit or vegetables and no bread. This last item was the worst as we were getting fed up with the hard biscuits, which we got instead. Fewer and fewer were being eaten. One of our bright sergeants tried trading them with the local villagers and farmers, and found eager customers to swap them for eggs, apples and nuts and occasionally bread. Another officer and I were even invited by one of the local farmers to go and have lunch with them one Sunday.

Back in England the press were reporting regularly on the strained relationship between the British and ELAS, and the matter was in the BBC news daily. Churchill made a speech in Parliament indicating that we had no intention of getting involved in Greek politics but that the official line was that we would stand no nonsense from ELAS and would use force if ELAS didn’t abide by our authority. All this was very confusing for the British troops, as the message was reinforced by instructions from HQ without any clear indication of how we were to go about it.

On the ‘plus’ side, the weather had improved considerably and my unit was able to play soccer again on a pitch they had made, and get out for walks. There was still little desire for trips into Salonika, mainly because it was a bit like an armed camp there, with lots of people (mainly the younger ones) going around with rifles slung over their shoulders. I therefore organised a Race Night (à la Cyrene) and bingo for our lot and they started preparations among themselves to put on a concert at Christmas. Although they now had their own radio I continued to do my daily news sheet for them. Hints that I thought it was now unnecessary brought considerable protest, in spite of the fact that the war on both the French and Russian fronts had got rather bogged down as a result of the winter weather, and wasn’t so news-worthy.

Arthur and I had two or three further invitations from our farmer friends. Apart from their 17 and 19 year-old daughters, there were also relatives and friends, and most of them able to cope with English. They really were hospitable and happy, jolly affairs. Dora, the 19 year-old seemed to take a fancy to me, but it was obvious it would go no further than greeting and farewell kisses, short of a proposal of marriage.

Meanwhile we had moved into December and still no date for my repatriation home. Deirdre had held back part of her holiday just in case, but she had to take it before Christmas. So she went up to my Mother and sister instead – all part of the softening-up process, as we still planned a quick marriage on my return, for which there would be no time to gather the two families around for a slap-up wedding.

One day, about early December (I failed to note the actual date) we lost all communication by wireless with our Headquarters at Tatoi near Athens. We used our other link – to Bari, in Italy – to enquire, but all they could tell us was that they too had lost their link with them. Gradually we were able to piece the news together with the help of the BBC overseas broadcasts over the radio. A considerable body of ELAS bristling with arms had raided the HQ in the early hours of the morning and marched all 240 of them off into captivity. Almost unbelievable, but then, of course, we hadn’t been kept au fait with the actual state of affairs down in southern Greece.

There seemed no change in local attitude as far as we could gather from the behaviour of the ELAS guard-post down the road. It seemed as if ELAS were happy with their controlling position in Salonika and we hoped they weren’t entertaining any thoughts about taking us into captivity. But it was all most unsettling, as we had no means of accurately assessing the situation. I could hardly go and ask them what their intentions were! The Army down in Salonika didn’t seem at all interested in, or responsible, for us. Maybe they thought we were not actually under threat. Certainly we felt rather isolated. Movements of aircraft into and out of our airfield were greatly diminished. But there were still a few, and the mail plane still included us in its service.

I got quite excited when we got a wireless message from Italy that a Wing Commander would be arriving for accommodation. Then a further message said that he had been intended for HQ in Tatoi and was to be regarded as a temporary visitor and that I was still in charge of 5 FFCU and Sedes. He turned out to be an excellent chap and fitted in remarkably well, never expecting any special consideration in view of his higher rank.

Headquarters in Italy thought we ought to give up our accommodation in the agricultural institute, and move onto the airfield for greater security. This posed a serious problem as we needed tentage – the few buildings on the airfield were completely inadequate and unsatisfactory to house our unit in mid-winter. So we gained a little time before beginning the move – we were so cosy where we were!

I sent a signal off to Italy reminding them that I was due for repatriation to the UK, and enquiring whether I might have missed any information on this point through messages going astray when HQ Greece at Tatoi were taken into captivity. I got no immediate reply and wondered if I would, for being a bit cheeky. Much to my surprise I got a reply three days later saying, “yes, I was due to go on a troopship from Naples on the 30th December. If I could make my way there by that date I could hand over the Unit to my guest Wing Commander.” It was then the 19th December.

On the 21st an American transport plane landed at Sedes. His destination was an airfield near Bari, and he had plenty of room for me, and the entire luggage I wanted to bring. He’d even give me two-and-a-half hours to pack, while we fed him. I easily did the packing in the time, as I’d started on it as soon as I got the signal. My Wing Commander was most co-operative – glad to have a job to do, I expect. My last act was to send off a signal to Bari saying I was on my way. 
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