NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST

The NZETC epub Edition

This is an epub version of New Zealand Engineers, Middle East by Author: from the
NZETC, licenced under the Conditions of use (http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/tei-
NZETC-About-copyright.html).

For more information on what this licence allows you to do with this work, please
contact director@nzetc.org.

The NZETC is a digital library based at Victoria University of Wellington, New
Zealand. We publish texts of interest to a New Zealand and Pacific audience, and
current strengths include historical New Zealand and Pacific Islands texts, texts in
Maori and New Zealand literature. A full list of texts is available on our website
(http://www.nzetc.org/).

Please report errors, including where you obtained this file, how you tried to access
the file and details of the error. Errors, feedback and comments can be sent to
director@nzetc.org.

About the electronic version

New Zealand Engineers, Middle East

Author: Cody, J. F.

Creation of machine-readable version: TechBooks, Inc.
Creation of digital images: TechBooks, Inc.

Conversion to TEIL.2-conformant markup: TechBooks, Inc.

New Zealand Electronic Text Centre, 2004
Wellington, New Zealand

Extent: ca. 2400 kilobytes


http://www.openebook.org/specs.htm
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-110061.html
http://www.nzetc.org/
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly//tm/scholarly/tei-NZETC-About-copyright.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/tei-NZETC-About-copyright.html
mailto:director%40nzetc.org
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/subject-000010.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/subject-000005.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/tei-doc.html
http://www.nzetc.org/
mailto:director%40nzetc.org
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018236.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-121582.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-121582.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-121582.html

Illustrations have been included from the original source.
About the print version

New Zealand Engineers, Middle East
Author: Cody, J. F.

War History Branch, Department Of Internal Affairs, 1961
Wellington, New Zealand

Source copy consulted: Defence Force Library, New Zealand

Official History of New Zealand in the Second World War 1939-45
Encoding

Prepared for the New Zealand Electronic Text Centre as part of the Official War
History project.

All unambiguous end-of-line hyphens have been removed, and the trailing part of a
word has been joined to the preceding line. Every effort has been made to preserve
the Maori macron using unicode.

Some keywords in the header are a local Electronic Text Centre scheme to aid in
establishing analytical groupings.

Revisions to the electronic version

15 November 2004
Jamie Norrish
Added name markup for many names in the body of the text.

31 August 2004
Jamie Norrish
Added link markup for project in TEI header.

4 June 2004


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-110061.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018236.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-110576.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-110032.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-110032.html

Jamie Norrish
Corrected detail of source copy consulted. Split title into title and series title.

12 February 2004
Jamie Norrish
Added cover images section and declarations.

February 2004
Rob George
Added figure descriptions

5 January 2004
Jamie Norrish
Added TEI header


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-110032.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-110032.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-121573.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-110032.html

NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST
Contents

[covers]

[frontispiece]

New Zealand Engineers, Middle East
[title page]

Foreword p. v

Preface p. vii

Contents p. ix

ERRATUM p. x

List of Illustrations p. xi

List of Maps p. xv

CHAPTER 1 — ‘With the Rank and Pay of a Sapper’

[section] p. 1
11 Forestry Company p. 27

CHAPTER 2 — The First Offensive

[section] p. 30

Divisional Engineer Units p. 47
19 Army Troops Company p. 48
5 Field Park Company p. 55

CHAPTER 3 — In the Lee of the Storm p. 60

[section] p. 60

21 Mechanical Equipment Company p. 62
18 Army Troops Company p. 66

Railway Units p. 69

The Forestry Group p. 74

CHAPTER 4 — The Campaign in Greece p. 80

CHAPTER 5 — The Campaign in Crete p. 123

CHAPTER 6 — Non-Divisional Engineer Units in Middle East and England, June
- December 1941



SURVEY AND RAILWAY OPERATING AND CONSTRUCTION COMPANIES
p. 160

18 Army Troops Company p. 176

19 Army Troops Company p. 180

21 Mechanical Equipment Company

The Forestry Group p. 192

CHAPTER 7 — The Crusader Campaign p. 196
CHAPTER 8 — A Miscellany of Work p. 236

[section] p. 236
Forestry Group p. 242
The Field Companies p. 244

CHAPTER 9 — The Western Desert Railway p. 252
CHAPTER 10 — Neap Tide in Egypt p. 280
CHAPTER 11 — Behind the Retreat p. 320

[section] p. 320
Forestry Group p. 338

CHAPTER 12 — The Turn of the Tide p. 341
CHAPTER 13 — High Tide in Tripolitania p. 375
CHAPTER 14 — Behind the Advance

[section] p. 396

Railway Operating Group

Railway Construction and Maintenance Group p. 399
18 Army Troops Company p. 402

19 Army Troops Company p. 405

21 Mechanical Equipment Company p. 411

Forestry Units p. 415

CHAPTER 15 — Flood Tide in Tunisia

[section] p. 419
MOVEMENT ORDER p. 459

CHAPTER 16 — Reorganisation p. 461
The Railway Groups p. 461



The Army Troops Companies p. 466
21 Mechanical Equipment Company p. 472
Forestry Group p. 476

[section] p. 476
Act Of Gallantry p. 479

2 NZ Division
CHAPTER 17 — The Italian Winter Line

[section] p. 483
14 Forestry Company in Algiers p. 526

CHAPTER 18 — Cassino p. 530
CHAPTER 19 — 14 Forestry Company in Italy p. 569
CHAPTER 20 — Advance to Florence

[section] p. 591

6 Field Company p. 621
7 Field Company

8 Field Company

5 Field Park Company

CHAPTER 21 — The Advance to the Savio River

[section] p. 627
INFORMATION p. 642
INTENTION

CHAPTER 22 — To the Senio p. 651

CHAPTER 23 — To Ronchi p. 677

CHAPTER 24 — ‘Battled Fields no More’ p. 717

Appendix I — ORDER OF BATTLE — New Zealand Engineers — Middle East
and Italy, 193945 p. 726

Appendix IT — 2 NZEF ARMY POSTAL SERVICE p. 727

Appendix III — 3 Section, 9 NZ Railway Survey Company, and the Wadi Halfa
Extension, 1941 p. 731

Appendix IV — EXTRACT FROM ROYAL ENGINEERS TRAINING MEMORANDUM
— Section 43.—NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS IN ITALY p. 734



General p. 734
Local bridging method
Lessons learned as a result of operations in Italy p. 735

Appendix V — ANALYSIS OF PROMOTIONS, CASUALTIES AND AWARDS IN A
FIELD COMPANY, NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS p. 738

Roll of Honour p. 740

Summary of Casualties p. 747

Honours and Awards p. 748

Commanders, New Zealand Engineers, 2 NZEF p. 750

Index p. 751

[backmatter] p. 775



NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST
Contents

[covers]

[frontispiece]

New Zealand Engineers, Middle East
[title page]

Foreword p. v

Preface p. vii

Contents p. ix

ERRATUM p. x

List of Illustrations p. xi

List of Maps p. xv



NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST

[COVERS]

e IATTALEA d38 dF8 L2 ward =T

ELtas wwst s wihn, FESELED




NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST

[FRONTISPIECE]

P
Mew Zralil Exginesy siare work onomes Bridge, che sooml
Dikey boidge cver the Sangro

New Zealand Engineers start work on TIKI bridge, the second Bailey bridge over the Sangro


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-029288.html

NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST

NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST

New Zealand Engineers, Middle East

The authors of the volumes in this series of histories prepared under the supervision
of the War History Branch of the Department of Internal Affairs have been given full
access to official documents. They and the Editor-in-Chief are responsible for the
statements made and the views expressed by them.


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-005853.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-110027.html

NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST

[TITLE PAGE]

New Fealand Fnmineers,

Mlidele: East

Official History of New Zealand in the Second World War 1939-45
New Zealand Engineers, Middle East

J. F. CODY

WAR HISTORY BRANCH
DEPARTMENT OF INTERNAL AFFAIRS WELLINGTON, NEW ZEALAND 1961 set up,
printed and bound in new zealand
by
coulls somerville wilkie Itd.
dunedin


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-005853.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-110027.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-008844.html

NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST

FOREWORD

Foreword

windsor castle

By Lieutenant-General the Lord Freyberg, vc, gcmg, keb, kbe, dso

I take it as a great compliment to be asked to contribute a foreword to the History of
the New Zealand Engineers in the Middle East. Throughout the 1939-45 war the
Engineers served in the forefront of the battle with the 2nd New Zealand Division.
They saw the recognition of their new value in war through the development of
minefields and the necessity for acquiring skills in, first, the laying of our own and
then the lifting of the enemy protective minefields. Readers of this history will note
how the sappers' new duties took them into the most forward of the fighting
throughout the campaigns in North Africa.

When the Division moved to Italy the role of the engineers grew even more
important, because in that hilly country roads and bridges were vital to a
mechanised force such as 2 NZ Division. This campaign made great demands on the
sappers, for the success of operations depended largely upon their ability to build
bridges quickly, frequently under fire, to clear minefields and to maintain roads
under all conditions.

The non-divisional engineers, working away from the Division, were little heard
of; it may come as a surprise therefore to the New Zealand public to learn that the
non-divisional sappers built and operated sawmills in England, North Africa and Italy,
and produced tallies unsurpassed by any other Forestry Groups; and that they
formed and built a railway track from Similla, near Mersa Matruh, to the outskirts of
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Tobruk, a total of 275 miles, 250 of which were laid and completed in 265 days—
another outstanding performance in military engineering. For many months New
Zealand train crews drove across this Desert Extension railway at night without
lights, and defied the enemy air forces' not inconsiderable efforts to prevent them.

In addition, harbours at Aqaba, Safaga, and Adabiya on the Red Sea were
largely built through the work and supervision of the non-divisional engineers. In the
Middle East from the Turkish frontier to the Sudan and from Safaga to Algiers, there
are few names on the maps that stir no memories for the New Zealand non-
divisional sappers.

I hope this history will be widely read.

Deputy Constable and Lieutenant Governor,

Windsor Castle 1 March 1961
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NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST

PREFACE
Preface

When the late Sir Howard Kippenberger, upon my handing in the final draft of 28 (
Maori) Battalion, suggested that I might care to attempt the history of the New
Zealand Engineers in the Middle East, I must confess that my first reaction was a
definite negative. I did not like engineers—few infantry in the First World War did. All
I ever saw of the sapper arm was an individual, well protected against the weather,
who appeared when an infantry working party arrived at the designated rendezvous.
He would indicate an enormous amount of work—digging a trench, building a
strongpoint, or laying a cable—and intimate that when we had finished we could go
back to our billets. He would then disappear while we worked in the cold, muddy
wetness of Flanders.

However, upon reflection, I decided that the history would be a simple and
straightforward account of road work and the like and accepted Sir Howard's offer.
Nobody told me that World War II engineers could be found at any given period
spread between England and Iraq, and from the Turkish border to Central Africa. As
the story unfolded so did my admiration for these men increase.

The numerous units involved and the variety of work they performed—the
construction and operation of railways, the milling of timber, the construction of
bridges, airfields and harbours, the supply of water to the Eighth Army via pipelines
and barges, as well as exploits with mines and bulldozers—have created an
unavoidably disjointed volume. This has, somewhat inadequately I fear, been
countered by bringing each chapter up to the same point in time.

To do the many sappers of high and low degree who have helped me by loan of
diaries, answers to letters and by reading draft copies the simple courtesy of a
personal acknowledgment would extend this preface far beyond the permitted
length. I acknowledge my indebtedness to them. I also thank Major Nevins and
Lieutenant-Colonel Knapp for the valuable appendices they have contributed. And
without the unfailing assistance of the War History Branch officers, the CRE
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(Brigadier Hanson) and the former Chief Engineer, New Zealand Army (Lieutenant-
Colonel Currie), I would never have been able to complete the job at all. My thanks
are also due to the Cartographic Branch of the Lands and Survey Department, which
drew the maps and sketches, and to Mr. F. A. Davey for his index.

J. F Cody

WELLINGTON September 1961
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ERRATUM

ERRATUM

Page 313, note 33, biographical footnote Maj H. F. Hamilton, should read Lt-Col
P. H. G. Hamilton (see p. 460, note 23).
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The occupations given in the biographical footnotes are those on enlistment. The

ranks are those held on discharge or at the date of death.
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NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST



CHAPTER 1 — ‘WITH THE RANK AND PAY OF A SAPPER’
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NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST
[SECTION]

ON 12 September 1939 volunteers were invited to enlist in a special military force for
service within or beyond New Zealand. Throughout the three weeks prior to
mobilisation, many thousands of recruits, with an eye to the age limits—between 21
and 35—and the kind of industry not classed as essential, were forgetful about their
years and mendacious concerning their occupations. !

At some time in the same three weeks they were medically examined, during
which operation they produced a ‘specimen’; stood anxiously while the doctor
listened to pounding hearts; strained to hear watches ticking at varying distances
from their ears; deciphered different sized letters and identified colours on a chart;
said ‘ninety-nine’ very manfully.

The Special Force—an infantry division—was to be raised in three echelons,
each an infantry brigade with a proportion of supporting arms and divisional troops
of roughly six and a half thousand men. The Engineer component of the division was
a Headquarters Divisional Engineers, a Field Park Company, three Field Companies,
a Base Post Office and a Divisional Postal Unit. This history will, in addition, follow
the fortunes of Forestry, Railway, Army Troops, and other non-divisional units.

The Headquarters of a Divisional Engineers (6 officers, an attached medical
officer and 31 other ranks) is the focal point in the necessarily scattered engineer
organisation, the Commander of which is known by the British title of CRE
(Commander Royal Engineers). The CRE is the Divisional Commander's adviser on
every aspect of military engineering and is responsible for the general direction and
control of engineering tasks. He is also responsible for everything else that happens,
does not happen, or ought to happen to the Divisional Engineers.

A Field Park Company (3 officers and 153 other ranks) consisted of a
Headquarters, a Workshop section, including a lighting set for Divisional
Headquarters; a Bridging section holding equipment for immediate use; a Field
Stores section holding reserve stores, anti-tank mines and the divisional tool reserve.
The job of Workshop Section was to keep equipment in good order, repair it, modify


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026488.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-006644.html

it, make it or otherwise acquire it. A Light Aid Detachment of Electrical and
Mechanical Engineers, comprising 1 officer and 12 other ranks, was generally
attached.

A Field Company (5 officers and 237 other ranks) was organised into a
headquarters and three working sections. Each company, in the field, was normally
in support of an infantry brigade and carried a comprehensive range of explosives,
detonators and fuses. From a civilian point of view, a Field Park Company was the
retailer and a Field Company the consumer of engineering stores.

The Postal units were much smaller, but to the rest of the Division were of
extreme importance because they delivered the parcels, papers and letters from
home. The function of the New Zealand Base Post Office (1 officer and 11 other
ranks) was to receive the mails, sort them to units and arrange distribution. Base
Post Office maintained an address history card for every man and woman in 2 NZEF,
and these cards were kept up to date from units' daily statements of marchings in
and out. In addition to the handling of mail, it was the duty of Base Post Office to set
up Field Post Offices at Divisional Headquarters, base camps, hospitals, clubs and
line-of-communication units as far forward as Railhead. The establishment, like
those of other engineer units, was altered from time to time. At its peak the Postal
Service had a strength of about 200 all ranks.

The Divisional Postal Unit (1 officer and 24 other ranks) operated four Field Post
Offices, one with each of the three brigades and one with Divisional Headquarters.
In addition an odd man or so was stationed at Divisional Supply Point and forward
railhead.

The Engineer units raised with the First Echelon were Headquarters Divisional
Engineers, 5 Field Park Company, 6 Field Company, NZ Base Post Office, and the
Divisional Postal Unit.

The main body detrained at Hopu Hopu in the cold rainy darkness on the
evening of 5 October 1939, the birth day of their units. They stood in forlorn groups
while lanterns bobbed around in the blackness and voices called for different units to
come that way. Soon they were stumbling about with arms full of blankets, a
palliasse and a groundsheet. Somebody guided them to triangular white objects
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which proved to be tents. The loads were deposited and the bearers herded towards
a place where they drank tea and ate thick slices of bread and butter. Then they
were taken back to the tents, told what the tin at the end of the row was for, made
up their beds and turned in. Most of the tents leaked.

It took a little time to get used to the Alice in Wonderland life in the Army.
Instead of waking to an organised world of breakfast followed by the train, tram, car,
‘bike’ or maybe a walk to work, they jockeyed for places at the ablution benches,
after which they straggled around endlessly at the behest of some person with
stripes on his arm or perhaps a star on his shoulder.

By the time the incomprehensible chaos had clarified into the suggestion of a
system the sappers in embryo had acquired a serge uniform (First World War
pattern) and working denims, a rifle and sundry pieces of webbing that were joined
into some sort of harness with fixtures for holding things like bayonets and
ammunition, water bottles and lunches.

After a while they did not straggle any more; they stumbled around in three
lines and tried not to kick the man in front or be kicked by the one behind; finally
they marched around. (Swing those arms! Left! Right! Left! Pick it UP! Pick it UP!")

Selected volunteers who had had some training in Territorial units had preceded
the main body and undergone an intensive refresher course in order to take the
place of non-existent instructors, 2 for the New Zealand Regular Force was not
geared to mobilisation on such a scale. ‘Stock’ Baigent, 3 a Regular NCO and later
Headquarters RSM, had conducted the course, assisted by the officers.

By night the instructors swotted up their lessons and by day the recruits imbibed
the result (‘This is a Lewis gun. This is the butt and this is the barrel”) and learned to
dissect firearms, to move a rifle from one position to another at the same speed
(ONE two three! ONE two three!) and in the same number of moves. When their
basic soldier training was over they started to learn the trade of a sapper and
something of the functions of the different engineer units. They built bridges on the
Waikato River, did quarry work with compressors and rock drills and made satisfying
bangs with explosives.

The tour de force of 5 Field Park Company was the construction and operation of
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a ‘flying fox’. This involved sending a party across the Waikato in a boat with a light
rope attached to a stout steel cable, which was pulled across and made as taut as
possible. Landing ramps and stagings were set up on each bank and a raft built from
army folding boat equipment. The raft was shackled on pulleys to the steel cable at
such an angle that it was worked across the river by the force of the current. By
reversing the angle of attachment the river was made to bring the raft back on the
return trip.

Engineers as a race are very free and easy about rank and the deference due to
superior officers. It was, however, quickly established that Colonel Heath, # a retired
RE officer with a bewildering array of campaign ribbons on his tunic, was CRE and
that Captain Sanders ° was his Adjutant, although just what the titles implied was
not very clear—at first. Major Rudd © (OC 6 Field Company), likewise nicely garnished
with First War ribbons, and Captain Morrison 7 (OC 5 Field Park Company), whose
decorations were yet to come, were also identified as worthy of respectful
obedience.

It was only natural that uniforms long held in store should smell of napthalene
and vary in shade, and that meals supplied from overtaxed cookhouses by
underskilled cooks would not measure up to domestic standards; it was in fact these
short- comings that were the origin of many of the early stories which helped to
build traditions.

One such concerns a sapper in 6 Field Company who was disappointed both in
his sartorial condition and in the restricted menu. He hadn't even volunteered, but
had acted on a letter of instructions posted to another person of the same name but
wrongly delivered. There was a Company parade, and as Major Rudd was making his
inspection this sapper stood forward.

‘Wanta talk to ya Major,” he said.
‘Well Sapper, what's the trouble?’

‘This uniform, it don't fit too good, and the tucker around here ain't so good
either.’

‘Well,” said the Major tactfully, ‘can you come and see me on Tuesday? I'm
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rather busy just now.’
‘Dat'll be de bloody day. I might be busy meself on Toosdy.’

True or not, this story really branded 6 Field as a unit, and the expression ‘dat'll
be de bloody day’ became the accepted answer to every situation.

In the first week of December the companies moved to Waiouru to a camp
which at that time was as primitive as Hopu Hopu. They did not stay there long for
the original intention of concentrating all the North Island units in a locality with
scope for brigade exercises was frustrated by a message from the United Kingdom
that the sailing date, previously fixed for 1 March, had been advanced to 6 January. 8
This of course was a Cabinet secret, but there was a rising tension occasioned by the
sudden and secret conferences from which the participants emerged looking smug
and mysterious. An advance party including Lieutenants Woolcott 2 and Kelsall 1°
vanished overnight and rumours began to chase each other around Waiouru: the
First Echelon was going soon, next week, immediately to Singapore, to England, to
Egypt, to France, to garrison duty in New Zealand.

In France the state of ‘phoney war’ existed, so when the troops were deposited
at Papakura the ‘I told you so's' of the garrison-duty faction were frequent and
emphatic. Papakura was a newly constructed hutted camp, but the ensuing four days
were so packed with preparations that the fact was hardly noticed.

Before moving out on final leave the troops were warned that they had been
declared on active service; they were now real soldiers under the Army Act, and
military misdemeanours hitherto considered venial and vestiges of civilian
independence were military mortal sins with punishments to match. Everybody was
suitably impressed.

The days following the return from leave, in the case of those who had the
farthest to go, 30 December, were very full. There was a farewell parade in the
Auckland Domain on 3 January, with speeches followed by lunch, followed in turn by
a march across Grafton Bridge, through Karangahape Road, Queen Street, Customs
Street and thence to the railway station. It is not unpleasant to be clapped and
cheered by a city crowd, particularly when the casualty lists and the boy with the
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telegram wherein ‘the Government regrets to announce ..." are something in the
future. The return to camp was not the end of the emotional spree—it was Visitors'
Day and the last one. Those who had friends or relations walked or stood about in
little groups where there was talk of inconsequential matters followed by
uncomfortable silences; it was a relief when the camp gates closed on the last of the
visitors. The railway siding was not far away. (‘Stand by your kits!") Units moved off
according to a timetable (‘In three ranks—fall in!"), were entrained and settled down
for the all-night trip to Wellington.

The train that had stopped at sundry stations which the grapevine had filled
with spectators was incommunicado at Wellington. People who had waited for hours
were supposed not to know that the carriages with shuttered windows contained
their men folk. Opinions on both sides of the shutters were unanimous and there
should have been some burning ears in high places.

The Engineers went aboard the Strathaird with expectations of crowded
quarters and hammocks slung in the cargo hatches in the style of the First World
War. They had been told of horse dormitories on the promenade decks while troops
slept in coal bunkers, and so were prepared for anything except what was waiting.
Sergeant Jay ! wrote:

‘We were lucky in our transport, the Strathaird. We all had cabins and bunks, we
sergeants even bedroom stewards and our mess was the 1st class smoking lounge
with bar and stewards. Pure luxury! The men had quite good messing arrangements
too.’

In the afternoon (5 January) the Strathaird and her convoy companions Orion,
Empress of Canada and Rangitata moved out into the stream; at seven the next
morning HMS Ramillies headed the line of transports which sailed out of Wellington
harbour and rendezvoused with the Dunera and Sobieski from Lyttelton under escort
by HMS Leander.

Senior appointments in the Engineer units were:
Headquarters Divisional Engineers

Lt- Col F. P. Heath, CRE
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Capt G. P. Sanders, Adjutant
5 Field Park Company

Capt W. G. Morrison, OC

Lt R. C. Pemberton, second-in-command
6 Field Company

Maj L. F. Rudd, OC

Lt H. C. S. Woolcott, second-in-command 2
Attached:

Capt M. Williams, MO

Lt G. D. Pollock, OC 10 LAD
Base Post Office

Capt T. O. Lambie
Divisional Postal Unit

Lt J. S. Shelker

The calmness of the Tasman and the consequent voracity of the sappers'
appetites were countered by a series of inoculations and by vaccination. The result
was that the picking up of an Australian convoy and glimpses of barren islands in
Bass Strait caused little comment; it was even something of an effort to wonder how
Auckland could have produced a team to beat Canterbury in the final Plunket Shield
match by an innings and forty runs.

By the time Fremantle was reached (18 January) the vaccination cases were on
the mend, but in any event the impact of Australian hospitality would have
overwhelmed the toughest troops and it was days before the sappers could
contemplate the cavorting flying fish with any concentration. Sapper ‘Porky’ Neale 13
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recovered in time to win the heavyweight division of a boxing tournament.

Colombo, the first glimpse of the East, was reached on 30 January. By then it
was hot, really hot, but on shore everything was excitingly different: there were the
rickshaws, the snake charmers, the money changers, the beggars, the Buddhist
temples, the modern shops. Some of the sappers visited the temples; most of them
visited the pubs. A few advanced their engineering education by taking over and
driving the trams through the teeming streets. But nobody got into real trouble and
the convoy sailed the next day.

The Red Sea was not what it was cracked up to be; it was as hot as the hobs of
Hell but it was not red. By now the officially announced destination was Egypt, the
country where the fathers of many in the convoy had finished their training prior to
Gallipoli and France.

The convoy gasped through the Red Sea, pulled in to the Gulf of Suez and
anchored off Port Tewfik on 12 February, the same day that 7 Field Company
marched in to Papakura. General Freyberg 1 and the Rt. Hon. Anthony Eden came
on board and welcomed the troops. Early next morning the sappers were lightered
ashore and entrained for Maadi, near Cairo.

They were to find, like their forebears did, and as Lance-Corporal Hec McVeagh
15 was to write in a letter home:

‘As far as Egypt goes there has been little substantial change in the place since
those far off days when Young Moses was bawling his head off in the bulrushes;
when old man Herod was voted Public Enemy No. 1 at the annual general meeting of
the Plunket Society; and Cleopatra was one of the bright young things about town
whose telephone number was the common property of Julius Caaesar, Mark Anthony
and the rest of the boys.’

First impressions were that Egyptians wore dirty white nightshirts and little
rimless red hats; women were shapeless bundles tied in the middle; small children
dispensed with clothing.

The painfully un-upholstered third-class carriages contained more than a
suggestion of the smells, the all-pervading smells, some of them secondhand at the
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time of the Prophet, characteristic of any Eastern country with elementary sanitation.

That trip through cultivations where buildings, animals and costumes gave
validity to half-forgotten Sunday School cards, the ones with a text on one side and a
picture on the other, was engrossingly interesting; it led through stretches of sandy
waste needing only a pyramid and a couple of camels to fit the troops' preconceived
notion of a desert; past railway stations with such names as El Zagazig and
Mansoura; through the Dead City on the outskirts of Cairo.

The train stopped in the late afternoon at a level crossing on the Abbassia- Tura
line; the sappers collected their gear and marched a dusty mile and a half; General
Freyberg, waiting on the roadside, took a rather encumbered salute.

Maadi Camp, named after the nearby outer suburb of Cairo, itself some eight
miles distant, was built on a plateau overlooking the Nile Valley. Tents of a reddish
brown tint that merged into an organic unity with the desert monotone stretched
apparently into infinity. In actual fact there were seven miles of tarmac in Maadi
Camp.

Engineer Headquarters and both Postal Units were located with Divisional
Headquarters on a slight mound known then as ‘the hill’; it was later known to all
and sundry as ‘Bludgers' Hill".

Base Post Office had operated in the waiting room of the Strathaird from 7
January to 13 February, but the quarters allotted in British Base Post Office No. 4 in
Cairo were not immediately available so the Divisional Unit set up an office the
following day in the tent of its Commanding Officer at Maadi Camp. Base Post Office
opened in Cairo on 15 March and Divisional Postal Unit reverted to its original role.

Fifth Field Park and 6 Field Company were quartered in less aristocratic Russell
Terrace nearby. The advance party which had vanished so mysteriously from
Waiouru was there to help with the acquisition of low plank beds and palliasses.
They were old hands and comported themselves as such, with just a touch of
condescension and with speech flavoured with an odd Arabic word. They told
scarcely credible tales of Cairo and its attractions.

After the initial settling in, leave to Cairo was on a generous scale and almost


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-003601.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-002740.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001418.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-207994.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-004203.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-003601.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-004203.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-006644.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026488.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-207167.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026488.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-003601.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-004203.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026488.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-003601.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-021590.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-003601.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-003601.html

everybody could go to town for an evening as often as he could afford, which, on a
pound a week, was once a week, usually on Friday or Saturday. There were not
many troops about and prices for soldierly necessities, food, beer and transport were
very reasonable. They did not stay long that way.

Movement in a new country is always interesting, even if it only means going
from one place which is a sandy eyesore to another which is equally sandy and hard
on the eyes. And often you passed through places you didn't know were there until
you checked up on the map.

Engineers are fortunate that training, for them, need not be apparently
purposeless exercises carried out over and over again just by way of rehearsal for
some hypothetical situation which might never arise; on the contrary their military
education was work, useful in itself and involving real situations. So, because of the
serious shortage of engineers in the Middle East Command, the New Zealand
sappers were widely spread and engaged in a multitude of tasks ranging from
roading, drainage and building projects to courses at Schools of Instruction and
attachments to Royal Engineers companies.

A number found themselves attached, without their consent, to the Provost
Corps for varying periods. The reason was generally a variation of the theme: "WOAS
being AWOL,; out of bounds; improperly dressed; not in possession of AB 64 and
giving false particulars to an MP.’

Fifth Field Park Company landed the most important job of the period, or at
least the job that gave most pleasure to most people—a swimming bath was to be
built for the troops in Maadi Camp. The original site selected was, with some lack of
imagination, right out in the open desert, but through the good offices of Mr Tom
Dale of the Delta Land Development Company and the co-operation of the Maadi
Boy Scouts, who gave up possession of a shady grove of grass and palm trees
between the railway and the camp, a more fitting situation was obtained.

Sapper Yates 1© was detailed as architect for the project, which was undertaken
by a civilian contractor employing native labour. When completed the Maadi baths
were 30 metres by 12 metres and from one to two metres in depth, with a tiled
surround and its own chlorination plant.
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General Freyberg opened a carnival on 5 April by taking the first dive and
swimming a length. The General was no mean swimmer in his day (he had only just
failed to swim the Channel) and it was not courtesy that kept the ADCs threshing
along behind their superior officer.

Four days later the quiescent war in Europe exploded. Den- mark was overrun
without warning (‘Naturally we will respect the rights of small neutral States”) and
Germans landed in Norway without proper notice.

Fighting between British, French and German forces in Norway occupied the
headlines until 10 May when Holland, Belgium and Luxembourg were invaded; the
Dutch Army capitulated on 15 May and the Belgians followed on the night 27-28
May.

The evacuation from Dunkirk continued until the night 2—3 June, by which date
the French were staggering under the German armoured blows which culminated in
the occupation of Paris and finally, on 17 June, in the fall of France.

After Dunkirk, when, to Continental eyes, England did ‘lie at the proud foot of a
conqueror’, Mussolini, anxious to strike a blow now that the fight was practically
over, declared war on England and France.

IT Duce would not have been pleased at the effect his declaration had on the
First Echelon. The news was released in the evening when all the places of
entertainment, the NAAFI, the Maadi Tent, the YMCA and Shafto's picture theatre
were crowded. Instead of dismay and consternation at the prospect of another
enemy, the announcement was received with thunderous cheers. North Africa was
now in the war for there were Italians in North Africa—a most satisfying prospect.

Despite the manning of anti-aircraft posts and the issuing of gas masks, life
among the First Echelon engineers went on much the same for the time being; their
next surprise, a nasty one, arrived on 21 June. 1/

‘We heard today,” Lance-Corporal McVeagh wrote in a letter home, ‘that the
Second Echelon arrived in England and golly! our boys are wild. It was broadcast at
3.15 p.m. Egyptian time and the temperature was then 112 in the shade. They
seemed to get a wonderful reception, with bands playing and crowds cheering etc. 1
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could not but compare it with the reception we had here, which consisted of a few
black dirty smelly Wogs holding out their filthy hands and yelling “Give it
Backsheesh.”

The Italian declaration of war had presented the Middle East Command with a
battleground and a problem; the former was a desert running 2000 miles west to
Tunisia and 1000 miles south from the Mediterranean Sea; the latter, how with only
36,000 ill-equipped troops to prevent 215,000 Italians from overrunning Egypt. We
are not concerned at the moment with another slight headache for the Middle East
Command—there were 200,000 more Italians in Italian East Africa.

Geographically the North African desert may be divided into several regions:
drifting sand seas, thousands of square miles of shingle, more thousands of square
miles of hard rock covered by a few inches of sand, acres of low-growing camel scrub
which exists apparently without water, and the coastal strip where in the winter
sufficient rain falls to provide the Arab nomads with corn and spring grazing.

There were high-ranking officers who had visualised the Western Desert
becoming a major battlefield, so while the politicians were making frequent and
ineffective gestures to Italy, Lieutenant-General H. M. Wilson, 18 GOC British Troops
in Egypt, asked for authority to see if the establishment of a substantial water
system for the Western Desert by way of a pipeline from the River Nile was
practicable.

Sanction was forthcoming but the General was left to think up what he was
going to use for pipe as nothing of the kind was available in England. This difficulty
was overcome by requisitioning sufficient stores, mostly second- or third-hand, from
the Irag- Haifa oil pipeline to build a 60-mile-long water pipeline from Alexandria to
Bir el Khassa. Although the pipes had been discarded as useless and were of
differing sizes, the experiment was a success and simplified the water problems of
the troops concentrated at Amiriya and Burg el Arab.

Early in 1940 it was decided to carry the line westward to Mersa Matruh, the
terminus of the Egyptian State Railway system, about 200 miles west of Alexandria
and 120 from the Egypt- Libya border. The railway, like the pipeline, was built from
bits and pieces, at least westwards from Fuka, which had been the railhead until the
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Italian aggression in Abyssinia. That pipeline and that railway line became the
particular care of New Zealand sappers for the whole period during which North
Africa was a battleground.

The water line was constructed in a series of separate sections, emptying into
reservoirs from which the water was siphoned to be pumped forward to other
reservoirs; the distance between the pumping stations was dictated by the size of
the pumping sets and the pressure the pipes would stand.

Provision was also made to connect up with any artesian water located, as for
instance at Fuka, while west of Matruh the Royal Engineers discovered a wonderful
network of aqueducts and cisterns used by the Romans when North Africa was part
of their Empire. The discovery and renovation of these aqueducts and cisterns after a
couple of thousand years of neglect is one of the romances of the Libyan campaigns.
Roman geologists discovered that winter rain falling on the higher ground inland
seeped through the limestone to the lower levels on the coast. This usually formed a
layer of fresh water one to two feet deep lying directly on salt water near sea level.
The shallow depth of fresh water precluded the sinking of wells and the problem was
to draw off or separate the fresh water.

The difficulty was ingeniously overcome by the construction of a network of
stone-lined aqueducts cut into the shallow upper layer of porous rock. Into these
aqueducts, about 6 feet deep and 4 feet wide, the water trickled and ran down to
cisterns nearer the shore. Royal Engineers cleared and repaired the aqueducts so
that they provided a substantial quantity of the water for the forces about Mersa
Matruh, or since we are speaking of Roman times, Paraetonium.

In addition to this underground network, the whole coastal belt is dotted with
Roman rock cisterns. They were excavated in the surface rock at points where the
rainfall could be collected. These wells, birs in modern Arabic, are up to 20 feet deep
and 75 by 75 feet in area. Some are still in use.

The British strategy was to await the enemy at Mersa Matruh, while his coming
would be attended by 7 Armoured Division less one brigade. It was to assist 7
Armoured Division—the original and authentic ‘Desert Rats’ 1°—that the New
Zealand Engineers were given a job more directly connected with war than the camp
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installations that so far had been their main preoccupation.

Middle East Command wanted 500 dummy trucks and 300 dummy tanks for
deception purposes and it wanted them in a hurry. Colonel Heath was told on 17
June that the order must be filled by the 24th and to get busy. Fifth Field Park was
ordered to organise the stores and build the trucks, while 6 Field took care of the
tanks. Within the hour lorries were heading for Cairo, Alexandria and Suez to pick up
material, while Captain Morrison and Lieutenant Bucknell 2% did some hard thinking.
There were only three days left by the time the prototypes had been built, saw
benches erected and the components spread along the assembly line. Four hundred
men were borrowed from the infantry and artillery and mass production started. The
flow of components was co-ordinated by Sergeant Lineham 2! and as each unit was
completed Corporal Brittenden 22 gave it a shot of camouflage paint from a
homemade outfit mounted on a compressor truck.

The finished articles, which used up twenty miles of timber battens and ten
acres of hessian, were knocked down for transport and the last units delivered to the
railway people within half an hour of the deadline. Captain Morrison remarked in his
report that the only major difficulty was the recovery of hundreds of hammers and
saws from the infantry and artillery helpers.

The dummies were used to good purpose, for General Wavell in his despatch on
the early operations in the desert up to November 1940 mentions the smallness of
the force falling back from the frontier in the face of Italian superiority in men and
material and concludes: ‘Nevertheless this small force continued to inflict heavy
casualties on the enemy with practically no loss to itself, and to hold in check a force
of four or five divisions for a further six weeks. A skilful use was made of dummy
tanks to deceive the enemy.’

July saw the end of scattered training jobs and the start of real military
engineering work. Sixth Field Company left Maadi in August for a beach near
Alexandria, where it was to help in the construction of a brigade defensive position
under the command of the Area CRE, Lieutenant-Colonel Boddington, RE. By then
Colonel Heath had relinquished command on transfer to the British Army, and Major
Rudd had taken over until the arrival from England of Major Clifton. 23
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Part of the task entailed the building of 196 concrete pillboxes and 140 dugouts,
with connecting roads and water supply. It was hard work in the heat of an Egyptian
summer but the beach was handy, each section had a wet canteen and leave to
Alexandria was liberal; in times to come that spell at the beach was part of the ‘good
old days'.

Fifth Field Park was soon to follow 6 Field out of the Maadi nursery. On 4
September the convoy took the road to Alexandria as far as Ikingi Maryut, where it
turned into the Western Desert. There was magic in the name ' Western Desert’ to
the Maadi based engineers. The enemy was out there in the ‘blue’ not a hundred
miles from Mersa Matruh. Certainly sections had been stationed for short periods at
Matruh before the Italians had broken loose, but that was different.

The Company made its camp two miles from Baggush and two miles from the
railhead at Sidi Haneish in a spot which might be anybody's dream—before he
sampled the real thing—of a genuine desert setting. Not even Hollywood at its
brightest could have improved on it. Burbeita was an oasis, a real oasis, a small
oasis with date palms and grass, surrounded by gleaming white sand. A hundred
yards away was a perfect little bay full of very blue Mediterranean, lacking only a
pleasure yacht, a beautiful heroine and a husky villain.

The sappers dug into the sandhills and made ready for work. Colonel
Boddington, who apparently roamed at will over North Africa, was CRE Lines of
Communication and commanded both 5 Field Park and 6 Field Company. He seemed
to have the ability to be in two areas at the same time, and that in spite of being
large enough for two ordinary men. He was an old hand in the Middle East and knew
all the tricks and short-cuts. He seemed to like New Zealanders with their ability to
cut corners. They liked him because he knew his stuff and behind his back they
called him Bodd. Somebody burst into verse:

It has always struck me as odd

That this eminent Colonel called Bodd
Should spell, if you please,

His name with two d's

When one is sufficient for God.
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‘Bodd’ saw to it that Field Park did not lack occupation—Stores Section
(Sergeant Len Morris 2%) was put to administering the engineers' stores at Sidi
Haneish siding, a job that involved receipt and distribution of everything needed for
the perimeter defences of Baggush, including the water supplies for the forces
snapping at the cautious Italians.

Workshops Section (Sergeant de Cavalho 2°) was kept flat out on jobs for the
First Echelon infantry battalions and Headquarters 13 Corps. Bridging Section
(Sergeant Bill Hanley 2°) had no specific employment but its vehicles were used as
pool transport, which included the sought after running of errands to Cairo and
Alexandria. There were other tasks with compressors and explosives helping the
infantry on hard rock areas, and there was also a small team who went about with
Corporal Ted Madigan 2/ defusing unexploded Italian bombs. It was about this time
that the enemy began to drop a particularly dangerous anti-personnel booby trap,
known from its shape and size as a Thermos bomb. These apparent thermos flasks
were fitted with a delayed action device that withstood the impact of being strewn
over the desert from aircraft. But once primed the slightest movement would
explode them and they had a wide danger area. %8

Sapper ‘All Irish’ Kelly 2° found a couple of dozen thermos flasks scattered
around his quarters one morning and handed one in to the office where Lieutenant
Thomson 3% and Sergeant Morris were discussing the day's work. They did not stay
long; in fact they did not stay at all but took off like jet-propelled missiles. Madigan
and Major ‘Waddy’ Wadison, RE, took Kelly's trophy to pieces not knowing it was a
dud, and proceeding empirically, solved the problem of how it worked and how to
deal with the others. As for ‘All Irish’, he was inundated with requests to go shares in
a Tatt's ticket.

Corporal Madigan was very possessive about any bombs that fell in what he
regarded as his territory but he had an enemy, an RE who was also fascinated by
anything that made a loud bang. On one occasion they both pounced on a nice new
model and a heated argument about who saw it first had to be settled by Captain
Morrison. He made it a draw, whereupon both experts played happily together and
dismantled their toy in unison.
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Madigan was awarded a Military Medal in recognition of his bomb disposal
activities. The citation ran:

‘This NCO over a period from September 1940 to February 1941 destroyed or
made safe upwards of 500 enemy “thermos” bombs and other bombs. His work was
of a specially trying and dangerous character and his unremitting care and zeal
ensured that his party did this work in the Western Desert and Libya without a single
casualty.’

There was hard work and plenty of it, but there were compensations; the
evenings were free and the Company's wet canteen was as wet as the best and
wetter than most. The rule was that a sapper could drink as much as he could pay
for providing he was capable of carrying out his duty whenever called upon. Sapper
Noel Finney 3! operated the canteen, which never went quite dry in spite of serious
and protracted droughts. He even solved an acute financial crisis when there was a
shortage of small change. The customers had been paid in notes for which change
could not be given, but Finney issued his own paper money, redeemable at par in
Finney's bar. ‘Finney Felouse’ as it came to be called, backed by his extensive range
of liquid goods, restored fluidity to business transactions.

It should be mentioned at this point that another Engineer unit was in the
process of being formed for the purpose of servicing the base establishment that was
being evolved for 2 NZEF. It was known variously as No. 1 Works Section and 25
Field Company 32 and came, officially, into being in December 1940, although it had
in effect been formed by Captain Morrison and a few sappers soon after their arrival
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in Egypt.

The Officer Commanding No. 1 Works Section was also the Garrison Engineer.
There were upwards of 200 permanent workers and, on occasions, as many as 3000
natives under the control of the Garrison Engineer, whose appointment was a dual
one: he was responsible to BTE (British Troops in Egypt) for all works and to 2 NZEF
for army personnel. The natives were on the BTE side.

As Lieutenant Bucknell, for some time OC No. 1 Works Section, writes:

‘It was all very involved. The GE administered an area extending from the
outskirts of Cairo to a line about 10 miles from the Red Sea, being an area of about
400 square miles. All army construction work within this area was his responsibility,
also all water supply, roading and electrical installations. Main constructions were
Maadi NZ Camp, Maadi Middle East Camp (British). Other smaller establishments
were at Cairo AA Camp, desert tank ranges, South African Camp at Wadi Ramleh and
Indian Camp at Maadi.

‘Installations included water pumping plant at Maadi delivering up to 1700 tons
of water per day, a number of emergency water pumping plants spread over a wide
area, two main reservoirs [of] 600 tons each, all water supply reticulation, a large
number of smaller reservoirs, electrical power station, sullage water disposal by
evaporation areas developed as gardens. The GE Staff consisted of the Works
Section (25 Field Company) and a number of Egyptian clerical and technical
personnel, about seven or eight. The GE had a very considerable authority on the
BTE side, but on the NZ side his authority was limited to his command. Attachments
from other formations were frequently present, as for instance, South African survey
unit, British Army personnel, Indian troops etc.’

Before the First Echelon had left New Zealand, officers and prospective NCOs of
7 Field Company were training at Narrow Neck Camp near Auckland; they moved to
Papakura on 5 January, the day after 5 Field Park and 6 Field departed for
Wellington to embark. A week later the main body marched in, callow but eager to
commence the practice of martial life.

Major Hanson, MM, 33 who commanded 7 Field Company, wore a row of ribbons,
the first of which signified to the cognoscenti that he had begun his military career in
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the ranks, for the MM is not an officer's decoration. That, of course, was a good thing
and his technical qualifications were unassailable, but what, to the sappers, clinched
his fithess for command was the fact that in 1 NZEF he had been a member of the
1919 Army rugby team which had won the Empire tournament.

Some weeks prior to the mobilisation of 7 Field Company, the Secretary of State
for Dominion Affairs had cabled to the Governor-General of New Zealand to the
effect that a very pressing need had arisen for the immediate provision of
transportation and forestry companies, and what could the New Zealand Government
do about it—or words having that meaning.

The reply was that approval had been given by His Majesty's Government in
New Zealand to the raising of a Forestry Company (6 officers and 147 other ranks), a
Headquarters Railway Construction and Maintenance Group (3 officers and 22 other
ranks), Railway Survey Company (7 officers and 66 other ranks) and a Railway
Construction Company (6 officers and 273 other ranks).

An appeal for logging and sawmilling workers to form a forestry company was
open for twelve days and produced 600 applications for enlistment. The selected
men on 14 February entered Papakura Camp, where Captain Eliott 3* was waiting to
receive 11 Forestry Company, the first of its kind in the New Zealand armed forces.

The railway construction men were sought for in the Railway and Public Works
Departments. Both Departments circularised their employees and four times the
wanted number enlisted forthwith. The new engineer units were entitled 9 Railway
Survey Company, NZE (Major Packwood 3°), 10 Railway Construction Company, NZE
(Major Rabone 39), and Headquarters Railway Construction and Maintenance Group (
Lieutenant- Colonel Anderson, MC, Croix de Guerre 37). His adjutant, Captain John
Brooke-White, 3¢ was the only Regular in the unit.

The railway units entered Burnham Camp and went through the same basic
training as the other inmates; then came final leave and farewell marches through
Auckland and Christchurch. Seventh Field Company then took train to Wellington and
boarded the Aquitania while the Forestry and Railway Groups embarked on the
Andes at Lyttelton.
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The Second Echelon sailed for Egypt on 2 May 1940; in Egypt the First Echelon
was being blasphemously eloquent about dust-storms. It had got accustomed to the
prevailing northerly winds which enable the Egyptian river boats to sail upstream
against the sluggish Nile current, but it was then early summer and the season of
the khamseen, when the sky turned dark with swirling sands from the inland deserts.
The sky over France was also dark—dark with the wings of the Luftwaffe as the
Blitzkrieg got under way.

The engineers found the after effects of West Australian hospitality as
exhausting as did the First Echelon and later visitors, but the German thunderbolts
striking Holland, Belgium and Luxembourg offered food for thought. Of course the
invasion of France would be soon turned back because the Maginot Line made it
quite impossible for the attack to succeed. Everybody knew that!

The sappers were contemplating how they would put in their time at Ceylon and
were waiting for the counter-stroke that would throw the Herrenvolk out of France
when the convoy changed direction. Authority was blandly ignorant, but Ceylon was
dropped as a subject for conversation and Capetown took its place.

It was Capetown all right, a Capetown taken completely by surprise but a
Capetown that quickly mobilised its resources of hospitality. Three hectic days, which
out-Fremantled Fremantle, left the Capetown pubs almost dry and the Capetown
police profoundly grateful that 31 May had seen the visitors depart.

The next stop, a short one to take on water and fuel, was at Freetown. Less
than a day was occupied thus and there was no leave, but it was a malaria stricken
place and few were sorry to get to sea again. Two days later, 10 June, Mussolini's
declaration of war explained the diversion of the convoy from the narrow seas where
Italian submarines might be lurking into the broad Atlantic, where the Germans were
most surely operating but where there was room to manoeuvre.

The risk of drowning either in the Red Sea or the Atlantic Ocean had been
decided in favour of the latter, but the engineers were to be drowned in neither.
Floating wreckage, however, did not make for over-confidence.

Their first glimpse of war at sea was of a tanker with its bow pointing skywards
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and its stern aground in the shallow Irish Sea and the ship blazing like a gigantic
blowlamp in the middle of a mile square of black ail.

The convoy entered the Firth of Clyde on 16 June. Gourock is a little port and
the sappers watched the mists rising and falling on the Scottish hills until the 19th,
when they got solid land under their feet again. In the meantime the news was
released that France had fallen and that the Niagara had been sunk off the New
Zealand coast. The troops were getting close to the war and the war was getting
close to New Zealand.

The Railway and Forestry Groups took train in the afternoon and, after passing
through Greenock, Paisley and Glasgow, stopped for tea at Edinburgh. At York they
had their first air-raid warning, then breakfast at Leicester and on through Reading
to Woolmer, in Hampshire and about 18 miles from Aldershot.

The newcomers very quickly realised that they were in a war area. Routine
Orders prescribed the carrying of steel helmets and anti-gas respirators when not
actually on a drill parade; insisted that vehicles left unattended for more than five
minutes must be immobilised by the removal of the distributor, etc.; urged the men
to recognise the difference between the white puff of a bursting anti-aircraft shell
and an opening parachute. This was followed by a cryptic note to the effect that:
‘The value of controlled fire against aircraft flying at less than 500 feet has been
proved in France’; and of course the old, old reminder of how a war might be lost:

‘Cases have been reported of members of this unit having failed to salute
officers of the British and other Dominion forces. Other ranks will pay courtesies to
those officers in the same way as the other ranks of the British Etc., forces do to the
officers of this unit.’

The original destination of both the Railway Group and the Forestry Company
had been the British zone in France; they were to have gone on to Marseilles after
the Second Echelon had disembarked in Egypt, but events had marched too quickly
and there was no future for Allied forces in France at that juncture.

A grave shortage of technical troops had made the British War Office decide to
get the railway units to Egypt as soon as possible; the Forestry Company was to join
similar Australian, Canadian and British units in the South of England.
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The men were met at Woolmer by Colonel Anderson and the advanced guard
that had preceded them and had prepared their camp—tents spread under the trees
of a pine-clad slope.

Lieutenant Marchbanks 3° recalls the scene:

‘We were camped in the park of Lord Woolmer's home. This was a temporary
camp set up to take RE transportation troops who had got out of France and Norway
and before we left held 5,000 men. These men generally had only the gear they
stood up in but in spite of this, the overcrowding and poor cookhouses etc were very
cheerful. It was our first glimpse of how the Tommies could “take it".’

A few days' leave, spent mostly in London, a few more days settling in and then,
under command of the Royal Engineer Railway Training Centre, Longmoor, the
sappers began training. It was almost exclusively route-marching, fieldcraft and anti-
gas instruction, for the very good reason that no training gear was available.

Tenth Construction Company did get in a little platelaying and 9 Survey
Company surveyed a line from Woolmer to Long-moor; but it was more by way of a
diversion than serious work.

There were, of course, visits by high dignitaries, commencing with the New
Zealand High Commissioner and culminating on 6 July in an inspection by His
Majesty the King and General Freyberg. Very soon afterwards orders came to be
ready to embark on or before the end of the month.

The troops, according to British Army practice, departed on a week's
embarkation leave, after which began the collection of mobilisation equipment and
preparation for another sea voyage. On 3 August the Railway Groups entrained at
Woolmer, en route north again to Gourock, where they went aboard the Franconia
disguised as HMT 8.

The Second Echelon Postal Unit, one officer and five other ranks who were
intended to reinforce the New Zealand Base Post Office in Cairo, but who instead
now found themselves in England, accompanied 5 Brigade to the Aldershot area,
where Lieutenant Knapp “° organised an impromptu Base Post Office in the stables


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026733.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026389.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026734.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-008009.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-007390.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-008904.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026354.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026733.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-207994.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026733.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-010456.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026488.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-003601.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-002775.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026326.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026488.html

of Mytchett Place. The Dunkirk evacuation was still first priority and nobody seemed
to worry whether the Postal Unit functioned or not, so Knapp borrowed some
equipment from the British Post Office and set up the first independent New Zealand
Base Post Office to operate in England.

Mytchett Place, one of the stately homes of England, set in a large park behind
an ornamental lake, had been taken over as New Zealand Headquarters, and
somebody thought that the Postal Unit made the place look untidy. It was removed
to a less prominent position in a tent and later again to a small church hall.

In general, while the Second Echelon was in the United Kingdom, mails were
collected from Base Post Office (stables, tent, hall) by units. Ordinary letters—there
was then no airmail to New Zealand—were accepted postage free, made up for New
Zealand and handed over to the British Post Office.

Incidentally the troops in England enjoyed free postage home before the First
Echelon did in Egypt, where difficulties with the civil postal authorities took time to
resolve. It looked like something for nothing to the wily oriental gentlemen 4! who
believed in being on the receiving and not the giving end.

Seventh Field Company marched into Rushmoor Camp adjoining the Tattoo
Grounds near Aldershot, where tents had been erected and a hot meal prepared by a
Royal Engineer company which was camped alongside it. The difference between
British and New Zealand ration scales became apparent when the tea supply dried
up within twenty-four hours.

The same programme of inspections and leave followed, then the sappers went
to work on the erection of amenities in the other New Zealand camps—roading,
pipelines, drainage, sewage disposal, and shower huts. Very soon indeed a question
similar to that of the ration scale cropped up. The British Army has a scale of stores
for every imaginable contingency, but the RE authorities were thoroughly ‘rocked’ by
the demands of enthusiastic Kiwi sappers anxious to show how a cookhouse or an
ablution stand could be produced at short notice—especially when the equipment
scale did not provide for it.

The partly trained Second Echelon, which had missed its intended proving
ground by some thousands of miles, was absorbed into the British defence scheme
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and organised into a small division. This necessitated the forming of a Field Park
Company less the Bridging Section, which was done by using the sapper
reinforcements for the 5th, 6th and 7th Companies who were also in England.

General training began as soon as the camp installations were completed; rifle
practices were taken up with enthusiasm, antigas and respirator drill with
resignation, map reading and convoy work with very mixed feelings. To really
appreciate the troubles of convoy operations these must be done in an English
county where the lanes, designed for one-way horse traffic, wind, curve and twist in
all directions. And of course the lanes are enclosed by hedges or trees, thus
effectively hiding all landmarks and facilitating the escape of the vehicle ahead.
Finally, the removal of signposts, the blank look of well trained country folk when
asked how far the village of so and so is from the spot you are bushed in, and the
fact that church spires were often low towers hidden by vegetation made map
reading a major accomplishment. How much luckier were the First Echelon whose
maps were of just plain desert!

July and August were taken up with these manoeuvres in mobility as well as in
training with the rest of the Echelon. Across the Channel Hitler made a triumphant
return to Berlin (6 July) and indicated that he would like his last enemy cleaned up
as soon as convenient to his Wehrmacht.

The Battle for Britain commenced on 10 July with daylight air attacks mounting
in intensity and in losses until the end of August. By then the invasion was expected
daily and on 6 September 2 NZ ( UK) Division, judged fit for first-line duty, left for
the danger area, between Maidstone and Dover.

The division was deployed in a counter-attack role with detachments from 7
Field Company working with each brigade. Engineer Headquarters was in the cricket
pavilion at Mote Park, Maidstone.

Sapper work in this period varied from restoring blackout screens to metalling
roads and repairing electric light plants, but it was also the responsibility of Engineer
Headquarters to arrange water points for every unit in the area. Overhead the Battle
of Britain was being fought by day and by night; jettisoned bombs fell in paddocks
and villages; smoking planes hurtled earthwards. One energetic sapper, keen to
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capture a German parachuting to safety, was partially rewarded when in the same
day he collected a British pilot and two Free Frenchmen.

It was in these pregnant weeks that the troops saw something of the character
that makes the English a difficult race to subdue. An RE group operating in the
vicinity had defused over 2000 enemy time bombs when there was no way of telling
if such bombs were going to explode in five seconds or five hours. The Tommy
engineers were taking those risks without a shudder but were complaining bitterly
that two days' leave due to them had not been approved.

Meanwhile the invasion had, on Hitler's orders, been postponed for the time
being. The RAF had not been shot out of the sky according to plan ..., and then there
was the Royal Navy to be considered. That 30-mile-wide English Channel was just 30
miles too wide.

Early in November 7 Field Company returned to the Alder-shot Command and
went into winter quarters at Crondall, an ancient village about eight miles from
Rushmoor, where Crondall Lodge, ten Nissen huts and the village hall were taken
over. Weekly dances, complete with refreshments and orchestra, were organised.
Partners were obtained by ringing the local ATS headquarters and inviting a
company to the dance. Everything was fine until somebody thought a change would
be a good thing and sent an invitation to a nurses' home; the organisers had
forgotten that the usual ATS invitation had gone out, with the unhappy result that
most sappers had two partners—a most embarrassing situation.

There was work in plenty. Every New Zealand unit in England wanted one or
more huts built and there were draining, roading and metalling problems occasioned
by army traffic over roads around billets that had been ancestral homes, and where
so far the heaviest vehicle to use them had been the baker's van.

A fundamental principle of Engineer training is initiative and enterprise; a sapper
must never be stuck for lack of tools or material—the material or substitute must be
found and a suitable tool improvised. Major Hanson's lectures on the subject were
frequent and not in vain, as he found when his car broke an axle. Neither soft words
nor official requisitions could produce an axle but the Major asked no questions when
his car was miraculously restored to him.
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An observant sapper took a kit of tools and a Canadian accent and rode off to
where he had noticed a Canadian army car laid aside with some minor complaint. A
sentry strolled over before the axle removal was complete, but the sapper's accent
was near enough and the operation went according to plan.

It was known by the middle of November that the Engineers were leaving
England for a destination which, though officially unknown, could not be anywhere
but Egypt. The crating of tools, the packing of equipment and the preparation of
vehicles for shipment was a long job, for a considerable amount of gear had been
taken on issue over the period. There was also a quantity of explosives which the ad
hoc field park company had received, and which the authorities had failed to recall,
that had to be suitably labelled and safely hidden.

The Company went on embarkation leave, was not impressed with the snow of
an English White Christmas but performed a feat that is, in all probability, still
spoken of with awed admiration by the landlord of the Plume and Feathers.
Lieutenant Wildey #? reminisces:

‘7 Field Company excelled themselves and became a bit out of hand in the
festivities and drank the Plume and Feathers dry. The CO was very annoyed because
the NCOs were not of much help. Anyway in the middle of the night the landlord
arrived at the Mess asking to see Major Hanson. He explained to him the wonderful
feat that had been performed that night—the Inn had been drunk dry for the first
time since it had been built which was shortly after the time of the Armada.’

Mine Host requested the loan of transport to go and collect more ale but Major
Hanson's refusal was firm and not suitable for publication. Furthermore, the Plume
and Feathers was put out of bounds. On 3 January 1941 the sappers marched away
from their friendly village, entrained for Liverpool, and on arrival embarked on
transport J 23.

1.0On 11 Apr 1940 the age limit was raised to forty years, and in the case of
men with special knowledge in specialist units there was no fixed limit.

2 0n 3 Sep 1939 the New Zealand Regular Force had four officers and three
NCOs to look after the training and administration of the Territorial Force
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Engineers as well as the Works Services of the Army. They were: Capt J.
Brooke-White, M Sc., BE, AMICE, NZSC, Staff Officer Engineers at Army HQ);
Capt G. P. Sanders, AMICE, NZSC, Adjutant, 1 Field Company, NZE, and
District Engineer Works Officer, Northern Military District; Lt A. R. Currie, BE,
NZSC, Adjutant, 3 Field Company, NZE, and District Engineer Works Officer,
Southern Military District; Lt P. G. Monk, NZSC, Adjutant, 2 Field Company,
NZE; S-Sgt M. G. Fowler, NZPS, Permanent Staff instructor, 3 Fd Coy; S-Sgt
L. R. Baigent, NZPS, Permanent Staff instructor, 2 Fd Coy; Sgt W. R.
Kennedy, NZPS, Permanent Staff instructor, 1 Fd Coy; Of these, Captains
Brooke-White and Sanders and Lt Currie were the only professionally
trained Engineers in the Regular Force.

3 Maj L. R. Baigent, MBE; Levin; born Wakefield, 23 Nov 1906; Regular
soldier, p.w. 25 May 1941; wounded ( Germany) 9 Apr 1945.

4 Col F. P. Heath; Kenya; born USA8 Apr 1889; Regular soldier; CRE NZ Div
Sep 1939-Aug 1940.

> Col G. P. Sanders, DSO, m.i.d.; Auckland; born England, 2 Sep 1908;
Regular soldier; BM 4 Bde 1940—41; GSO II NZ Div Apr-Dec 1941; CO 26 Bn
Jun-Jul 1944; 27 (MG) Bn Nov 1944-Oct 1945; 27 Bn ( Japan) Oct 1945-May
1946; Director of Training, Army HQ, 1949-53; Commander, Fiji Military
Forces, 1956-58.

6 Col L. F. Rudd, DSO, OBE, ED, m.i.d.; Auckland; born Christchurch, 13 Jan
1898; barrister and solicitor; 1 NZEF 1917-19; wounded and p.w. Apr 1918;
OC 6 Fd Coy 1939-41; Military Secretary, 2 NZEF, Jul 1941-Mar 1944; comd
2 NZEF Reception Group ( UK) Aug-Oct 1944; British legal mission to
Greece, 1945.

7 Lt-Col W. G. Morrison, OBE, ED, m.i.d.; Wellington; born Waimate, 12 Mar
1903; civil engineer; OC 5 Fd Pk Coy Oct 1939-Jul 1941; transferred to RE
1942-46; CRE RNZE 1948-1953.

8 Documents, Vol 1., Nos. 57 and 63.

9 Maj H. C. S. Woolcott; born Auckland, 29 May 1909; civil engineer; OC 6
Fd Coy 1941-42; wounded 1 Dec 1941; died of wounds 24 Oct 1942.
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10 Capt D. V. C. Kelsall, m.i.d.; London; born Taihape, 13 Dec 1913; civil
engineering student; p.w. 9 May 1941.

11 Sgt J. 1. Jay; Reporoa; born NZ 12 Sep 1911; clerk; p.w. Apr 1941.
12/ eft with advance party.
13 Spr H. E. Neale; Waiatarua, Auckland; born Waihi, 28 Feb 1911; butcher.

14 t-Gen Lord Freyberg, VC, GCMG, KCB, KBE, DSO and 3 bars, m.i.d.,
Order of Valour and MC (Greek); born Richmond, Surrey, 21 Mar 1889; CO
Hood Bn 1914-16; commanded 173 Bde, 58 Div, and 88 Bde, 29 Div, 1917-
18; GOC 2 NZEF Nov 1939-Nov 1945; twice wounded; Governor-General of
New Zealand Jun 1946-Aug 1952.

15 WO I H. E. McVeagh; Wellington; born Cambridge, 27 May 1917; clerk.

16 Spr W. A. Yates; born Dunedin, 17 Sep 1903; architect; died Wellington,
22 May 1960.

17 The Second Echelon anchored in the Firth of Clyde on 16 June but for
security reasons the news was not released immediately.

18 The same Colonel “Jumbo’ Wilson who was GSO I to the New Zealand
Division in France in the 1914-18 war.

19 The desert rat or jerboa is not unlike a diminutive kangaroo.
20 Capt G. W. Bucknell, m.i.d.; Christchurch; born NZ 25 Jun 1903; architect.

21 Sgt A. E. H. Lineham; Auckland; born Kaiha, North Auckland, 28 Nov
1915; duplicator operator.
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22 Maj J. A. M. Brittenden; Wellington; born Tinwald, 28 Mar 1914; artist;
wounded 5 Jul 1942.

23 Brig G. H. Clifton, DSO and 2 bars, MC, m.i.d.; Porangahau; born
Greenmeadows, 18 Sep 1898; Regular soldier; served North-West Frontier
1919-21 (MC, Waziristan); BM 5 Bde 1940; CRE NZ Div 1940-41; Chief
Engineer 30 Corps, 1941-42; comd 6 Bde Feb-Sep 1942; p.w. 4 Sep 1942;
escaped, Germany, Mar 1945; Commander, Northern Military District, 1952—
53.

24 Sgt L. C. Morris, m.i.d.; Auckland; born Masterton, 9 Aug 1905; carpenter;
wounded 14 Aug 1942.

25 Sgt J. E. de Cavalho (now Thompson); born USA 18 Jun 1911;
refrigeration engineer.

26 Sgt W. Hanley, m.i.d.; born Glasgow, 16 Dec 1908; ship repairer.

27 Cpl E. K. Madigan, MM; born NZ 17 Jun 1912; bridge builder; p.w. 1 Jun
1941.

28 The Italian 4 AR (Thermos) bomb was essentially an anti-personnel
weapon and was given the soubriquet ‘Thermos’ on account of its more
than superficial resemblance to a thermos flask. The bomb body was made
of ? in. steel, painted buff or green to make it inconspicuous on the ground.
Its overall length was 12.3 in. and weight 3.9 kilograms. A safety pin
removed when the bomb was dropped permitted the arming of the fuse by
the release of secondary safety devices when the bomb struck the ground.
The armed fuse was extremely sensitive to a jerk or jolt and the bomb was
lethal at 100 feet.

29 Spr J. E. Kelly; born Ulster, 15 Apr 1906; PWD employee; p.w. Apr 1941.

30 Capt D. G. Thomson, ED and bar; Ngatea; born Stratford, 2 Jun 1917;
chainman; p.w. 28 Nov 1941.
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31 Spr N. Finney; Amberley; born Christchurch, 10 Jul 1918; warehouseman.

32 The title 25 Field Company did not actually come into use until 1942,
when as a deception plan base units were given divisional signs and serial
numbers which identified them as divisional units. No. 1 Works Section,
Maadi Camp, became 25 (NZ) Field Company, NZE, 6 NZ Division. The sign
of the imaginary 6 Division was a Kiwi. It was intended to deceive enemy
Intelligence as to the number of divisions in Egypt during the critical period
dealt with in
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Chapter 10.

33 Brig F. M. H. Hanson, CMG, DSO and bar, OBE, MM, ED, m.i.d.;
Wellington; born Levin, 1896; resident engineer, Main Highways Board;
Wellington Regt in First World War; OC 7 Fd Coy Jan 1940-Sept 1941; CRE 2
NZ Div May 1941, Oct 1941-Apr 1944, Nov 1944-Jan 1946; Chief Engineer, 2
NZEF, 1943-46; three times wounded; Commissioner of Works.

34 Lt-Col J. G. Eliott; England; born NZ 8 Jan 1899; company manager; CO
Forestry Gp Nov 1940-Jul 1943.

35 Col R. H. Packwood, OBE; Auckland; born Kaiapoi, 11 Apr 1892; district
engineer, Public Works Dept; OC 9 Ry Svy Coy 1940-41; Asst Director of
Works (Docks), GHQ MEF, 1941-43; Director of Planning, Engr-in-Chief's
Branch, GHQ India, 1943-46.

36 Lt-Col T. C. V. Rabone, m.i.d.; Auckland; born Blenheim12 Sep 1891; civil
engineer; OC 10 Ry Constr Coy Jan 1940-Nov 1941; OC Engr and Ordnance
Trg Depot, Maadi, Nov 1941-Apr 1942; CRE Central Military District 1942-
43.

37 Lt-Col J. E. Anderson, OBE, MC and bar, Croix de Guerre; born NZ 7 Dec
1890; civil engineer; CO NZ Ry C and M Gp 1940-42; later served with
Royal Engrs; died Wellington, 5 Nov 1945.

38 Col J. Brooke-White, OBE; Wellington; born Wellington, 15 Jan 1909;
Regular soldier; CRE 3 NZ Div 1944; OC 28 Assault Sgn ( Italy) 1945; AAG 2
NZEF 1945; wounded 30 Apr 1945.

39 Maj D. S. G. Marchbanks, DSO, MBE, m.i.d.; Wellington; born Wellington,
30 Sep 1901; civil engineer; OC 10 Ry Constr Coy Nov 1941-Feb 1942; 19 A
Tps Coy 1942—43; 8 Fd Coy 1943-44; Chief Engineer, Wellington Harbour
Board.

40 Lt-Col A. V. Knapp, MBE, m.i.d.; Wellington; born NZ 15 Jan 1900; civil
servant; Assistant Director of Postal Services 1942-45.
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“l The term Wog which supplanted Gippo of the First World War is generally
believed to be derived from the first letters of the appellation ‘Wily Oriental
Gentleman’. Another explanation is that it derives from the expression ‘We
Oriental Gentlemen’ attributed to an Egyptian notable speaking at a
banquet at Cairo. But perhaps the most likely origin is a resurrected student
term for an unidentified microbe on a slide.

42 Maj P. B. Wildey, m.i.d.; Dunedin; born Dunedin, 13 Oct 1913: mining
student; OC Engr and Ordnance Trg Depot 1943.



http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-003601.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-022407.html

NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST

11 FORESTRY COMPANY

11 Forestry Company

The men of 11 Forestry Company whom we left at Woolmer went up to London
on a couple of days' leave before departing for work in England that the Germans
had deprived them of in France. The ‘woodpeckers’, as the railway sappers called
them, were sorry to part with the ‘worm disturbers’, their term of friendly abuse, but
were keen to get on the job. They left on 3 July for Jarvis Brook, near Crowborough,
East Sussex, settled into tents and sharpened their axes. The next morning work
started on felling trees for road blocks and tank traps along one of the defence lines
across the south of England. Anti-tank ditches covered by pillboxes had already been
completed parallel to the coast and about 30—40 miles inland. It was the job of the
Forestry Company to build road blocks and clear fields of fire, and for a month they
were widely spread—places mentioned in reports include the Dorking- London road,
East Grimstead and Tonbridge Wells. Word got around that the Kiwis were pretty
good at clambering up trees and cutting them back, with the result that a section
was lent to the RAF to top and fell trees around the approaches to airfields.

Early in August headquarters and half the company moved to Cirencester in
Gloucestershire, where it was to remain for the following three years. The other half
of the company under the command of Lieutenant Collier 4 remained at Jarvis Brook
until October. Meanwhile the Cirencester detachment had taken over two mills, one
in Hailey Wood and one in Overley Wood, while the Jarvis Brook detachment carried
on with defence works. If they had needed any spurring on, the sight of massed
formations of German planes would have been sufficient inducement. They left on 5
October for Calne, near Chippenham in Wiltshire, where they were to build the first
New Zealand designed sawmill in Bowood Park forest. This mill, which completed the
three mills that the company was to operate, commenced cutting at the end of
December. There were delays in the arrival of essential equipment which threw the
works programme out of gear, but a reserve of logs was cut between delays. The
other two mills had their share of trouble, for with the onfall of winter the roofless
Overley Wood mill had trouble with saw belts until the omission was rectified. Faulty
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pulleys kept Hailey Wood mill out of production for days on end awaiting
replacements, and at both mills the prevailing wet weather slowed up the transport
of logs from bush to bench through the logging units being rubber tyred instead of
tracked.

A hint of the lack of equipment is evident from this passage from a letter written
by Major Eliott:

‘Conditions have been completely altered as you might imagine. All our
equipment went to France and we arrived here just as France collapsed and we are
left to operate on what remains in England. We became an offensive unit ready to
take our place at any time in the defence of England. At this moment I have
established our headquarters in a very comfortable country home, a hotel (Stratton
Arms) in the outskirts of Cirencester and have with me about half the company. The
other half is down in Calne. We have had great difficulty in obtaining the type of
equipment we are accustomed to using—axes, saws and the like. All manufacturers
are so full of orders that deliveries are very slow.’

Cirencester, a town of about 10,000 population, had a history that began when
it was the junction of three Roman roads, and Calne village, pronounced ‘Cam’, had
once prospered on wool but had fallen on evil days until a bacon curing firm made it
their headquarters. The Company was billeted in the firm's hostel for small-goods
workers.

With the knowledge of the early arrival of 14 Forestry Company ( Captain Jones
4 and 15 Company (Captain Biggs +°) the War Office requested the setting up of a
Headquarters Forestry Group to control, as a self-contained unit, the three New
Zealand companies. The establishment, based on English Forestry Groups, was a
CRE and twenty other ranks, designed to supervise up to six sub-units and, equipped
with sufficient vehicles, to be continually on the move from one area to another.

To this end Captain Gamman %© became OC 11 Company with the rank of major,
and Major Eliott, promoted lieutenant-colonel, set up his Group Headquarters at
Castle Combe in Gloucestershire. Lieutenant A. M. Collier became Adjutant and
Second-Lieutenant A. P. Thomson %/ Field Engineer and liaison officer. Lieutenant
Greer *® had accepted a transfer to an RE Company on 7 October, which left Major
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Gamman short of four officers. Sergeants Coogan, 4° McKenzie, *° Porter >! and Cook
>2 were accordingly promoted to commissioned rank to fill the vacancies.

The Company had been, and the Group continued to be, administered by 2 NZEF
( UK) (Brigadier Park °3) but was also subject to control by Southern Command,
Forestry Division of the War Office and the Ministry of Supply. All interested parties
met at conferences from time to time. Such a conference was held at Bristol on 5
November 1940, when it was agreed that 11 Company would continue to operate
two mills at Cirencester and one at Bowood; 14 Company would make its
headquarters at Grittleton, Wiltshire, and 15 Company at Langrish, near Petersfield,
Hampshire.

The 14th and 15th Forestry Companies disembarked at Gourock on 7 November
and entrained for their areas, where after a few days' leave they were to undergo a
course of military training until 15 December and were then to be available for
forestry work. Thereafter the Group would do ten days' training by companies every
six months.

The disposition of 11 Company on 7 November was:

Cirencester 3 sections operating two mills, Hailey Wood and Overley Wood.
Calne 1 section building a third (NZ type) mill.

Benson 1 section on loan to Air Ministry felling trees near approaches to landing
grounds.

Grittleton A detachment preparing billets for 14 Company.
Petersfield A detachment preparing billets for 15 Company.

43 Lt A. M. Collier; Tokaanu; born Hamilton, 7 Jan 1912; sawmiller.

44 Capt O. Jones; born England, 26 Jan 1888; forester; died Rotorua, 7 Feb
1955.

4> Maj C. Biggs; England; born England, 9 Jun 1890; Conservator of Forests,
Nelson.

4 Maj G. A. Gamman; London; born Wellington, 14 Mar 1904; sawmiller.
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47 Capt A. P. Thomson, m.i.d.; Rotorua; born Wellington, 2 Apr 1913; forest
officer.

48 Lt A. Greer; Auckland; born N. Ireland, 27 Mar 1907; mechanical
engineer.

49 Capt 1. D. Coogan; born NZ 9 Feb 1906; timber worker.

20 Lt L. J. McKenzie, m.i.d.; Gummies Bush, Invercargill; born Riverton, 31
Jul 1905; bushman.

°1 2 Lt G. A. D. Porter; born NZ 27 Apr 1911; tractor driver.

>2 Capt W. L. Cook; Palmerston North; born England, 13 Jun 1919; audit
clerk.

>3 Brig R. S. Park, CB, CBE; Auckland; born Dunedin, 18 Feb 1895; Regular

soldier; NZ Fd Arty 1917-19 (Lt); NZ Military Liaison Officer, London, 1939—
46; Commander, Northern Military District, 1947-50; Commander K Force (
Korea), 1950-53.
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CHAPTER 2 — THE FIRST OFFENSIVE
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NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST
[SECTION]

The Third Echelon, of which 8 Field Company was a component, began training in
New Zealand in May 1940. The Engineers' teething troubles were much the same as
those of previous units except for an epidemic of influenza which interrupted the
training.

The official intimation that the King of Italy would consider himself at war with
Great Britain and France from midnight on 10 June 1940 provoked the reply,
transmitted by the United States Ambassador in Rome to the Italian Government,
that His Majesty's Government in New Zealand associated themselves in that matter
with His Majesty's Government in the United Kingdom and with the Government of
France—which was a long-winded way of saying we would be in too.

The excitement occasioned by the Italian declaration was increased by rumours.
Eighth Field Company, and as many others as could be packed aboard, were said to
be sailing almost immediately in the Awatea, which was at that moment in port at
Wellington. Training, however, went on until Friday, 19 June, when the Company
was paraded and informed that following representations from the War Office, Army
Headquarters was applying the present strength of 8 Field to form two other units,
18 and 19 Army Troops Companies. They were to depart on final leave forthwith,
and during their absence more men would be called up to bring the new companies
up to establishment.

The transformation of 8 Field into two Army Troops Companies (18 under Major
Lincoln ! and 19 under Major Langbein 2) was the result of a message to the United
Kingdom Government to the effect that if the New Zealand Government could do
anything more to disabuse the Italian Government of the idea that the war was all
over bar the Victory Parade, the Imperial Government only had to mention it.

The Imperial Government did mention it: could the New Zealand Government
consider providing, in addition to the Forestry, Railway Survey 3 and transportation
units already being despatched, another Railway Construction, two Railway
Operating and another two Forestry companies? The Army Council would also be
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glad if the New Zealand Government would consider the provision of two Army
Troops companies of Engineers.

The establishment of an Army Troops Company—288 all ranks—was higher than
that of a Field Company and the organisation was different, with a Company
Headquarters, which included a workshop, an electrical and mechanical section and
four sections for general engineer work.

The function of an Army Troops Company is to carry out engineering projects
along the lines of communication. It normally has no connection with divisional
formations and is under command of CRE, Base, or CRE, L of C Sub-Area. The work is
prosaic and there is no seeking ‘the bubble reputation at the cannon's mouth’; no
glory; just tradesmen and civil engineers in uniform.

It did not turn out that way with 19 Army Troops Company, but let us not
anticipate.

Back from final leave and ready—as they thought—to sail to Vancouver, thence
across Canada to Montreal and finally to England, the sappers found instead an
extensive programme of instruction waiting them on the Trentham training circuits
and in the Trentham lecture rooms.

The rumour of an early departure had been no rumour, but difficulties in
providing an escort, plus the reluctance of the Government to sanction the voyage
without one, ended in the cancellation of the project. A reappraisal of the situation
resulted in the Imperial authorities suggesting, and the New Zealand Government
agreeing, that 14 Forestry Company ( Captain O. Jones) and 15 Forestry Company
(Captain C. Biggs) be sent to join 11 Forestry Company in England, and that
Headquarters Railway Operating Group (Lieutenant-Colonel Sage %), 13 Railway
Construction Company (Major R. T. Smith °), 16 Railway Operating Company (Major
Aickin ©), 17 Railway Operating Company (Major Poole /) and the Army Troops
Companies go to the Egyptian theatre. Transportation units, to use the technical
term, would be GHQ troops and would work under the direct supervision of the
Director-General of Transportation, General Headquarters, Middle East.

The intention at that date was to re-form 8 Field Company and despatch it as
soon as possible so that each infantry brigade might have its correct engineer
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complement. In the meantime, one of the Army Troops Companies, although not
trained or organised for the role, was to be at the disposal of General Freyberg and
attached to 2 New Zealand Division.

Fresh complications ensued with the end of the French resistance; the defence
of the Pacific became the sole responsibility of the over-stretched British Navy and
Japan began to make far-reaching demands. It was time for New Zealand to look to
its outer defences along the line Tonga, Fiji, the New Hebrides; 18 Army Troops
Company was earmarked for essential preparatory work in Fiji and only the 19th
sailed with the Railway and Forestry Groups in the Third Echelon.

They departed on 28 August 1940 and left 18 Army Troops Company gloomy in
Trentham; 6 Field Company was digging dugouts and building pillboxes at Agamy
Beach, Alexandria; 5 Field Park was preparing to move to Railhead at Sidi Haneish; 9
Survey, 10 Construction and Headquarters Railway Construction and Maintenance
Group were stretching their legs in Capetown en route from England to Egypt; 11
Forestry was building road blocks in the south of England; 7 Field Company was
working with the Second Echelon, now organised as 2 NZ ( UK) Division and standing
by to move into the danger area between Maidstone and Dover.

With one third of the New Zealand Division in Egypt, one third in England and
one third in New Zealand, the question of its ultimate concentration posed some
problems. The im- mediate threat was to the United Kingdom, the security of which
was vital, but the shortness of the time left to the enemy before the winter storms
made a water-borne invasion unlikely also made it impossible for the Third Echelon
to reach England in time.

On the other hand, the retention of our position in the Middle East was also
vital, for on it hinged the defence of the Suez Canal, the oilfields of Iran and Iraq and
the Red Sea lines of communication.

As to the Italian naval danger, two convoys had lately been passed through the
Red Sea without loss. The Third Echelon therefore would go to Egypt and the Second
would follow as soon as the German invasion threat was resolved.

Besides Fremantle, the route to Egypt took in Bombay, the first eastern city for
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the great majority. For two days the sappers went sightseeing, by taxi or, according
to the finances, on foot. Shawl and brassware souvenir vendors did a good trade, but
the strangest bargain was made by a sapper who thought he was giving alms and
found to his horror that he had purchased a baby. The mother was so insistent on
handing over her unwanted and unwashed infant that it was necessary to make a
hurried retreat to the safety of the dock picket line.

The Third Echelon engineers disembarked at Port Tewfik on 29 September,
twelve days after 9 Railway Survey and 10 Railway Construction Companies had
arrived in Maadi from England. The ‘Glamour Boys’ had pitched tents for the
newcomers, collected their own equipment and departed into the ‘blue’ towards the
work for which they had been sent from England.

Before the formal moves took place, however, a small party had been sent
forward to Daba. Corporal Farrell, 8 who was in charge, wrote a racy description of
their adventures. After describing how the driver taking them to the Cairo railway
got lost and landed back in Maadi with his passengers, and how he himself was then
supplied with a truck and a guide as far as the Pyramids so that he could not again
get lost, because from there there was only one road, he continues:

‘Just at dusk, weary, cramped and hungry, we ran into a large CCS and tried to
persuade them to take us in as patients suffering from anxiety neurosis and
inanition. They declined, politely but quite firmly but cheered us up by saying that
the apparently mythical Daba was only four miles ahead.... our hearts leapt high
within us when we perceived, standing in the middle of the road, a Kiwil Never was a
member of the Div. Cav. as welcome as was this solitary representative of theirs at
this hour. He led us to his orderly room, where a ring was put through to the only
REs in the place and therefore the only British Army Engineers who could have had
anything to do with the “running of trains”. But no! When they were asked if they
knew anything about some fellows who had come along to help them in the running
of their trains they replied that they didn't; and furthermore they showed not the
slightest anxiety to be saddled with the feeding of sixteen hungry Sappers from a
strange land.

‘The good old CO of the Div Cav was made of different stuff. He bellowed for his
Quartermaster and demanded "“beds for all who come”. He bellowed to the cooks
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“Bring wine for them and food”. I think he'd have got us dancing girls if we'd asked
for them. Well, we dined, we talked, we rested and we drank beer with our
newfound friends, and then we staggered off to bed, good pals all, determined that
henceforth the blasted railways could run themselves. We were going to be
Cavalrymen.

‘But it was not to be. A wave of inspiration had struck those Tommy engineers
during the night and they rang some headquarters somewhere and had been struck
with a squall of knowledge. Before dawn broke there was a suppliant knocking at our
door and begging our attendance at their camp. Regretfully we said goodbye to the
brilliant careers we had envisaged for ourselves as cavalrymen....

‘The Tommies received us with open arms. The Major said, "By Jove, you've no
idea how pleased we are to receive you fellas. You see, the position is that the Wogs
are afraid of the bombing. They've refused to work today, and in a couple of days
we're having a big conference here between representatives of the Egyptian
Government and the Army, and then we'll be taking over the running of this line from
Daba to Matruh. Some Aussies are coming up too, and between you fellas and our
fellas we'll have just about enough chaps to run this show. You just rest yourselves a
couple of days and think the job over.”

The sappers rested and thought, but the Egyptian Government did not hand
over the line and the Wogs returned to the job. The party stayed near the military
sidings in case the return was only temporary and waited until their unit arrived.

On 1 October Colonel Anderson's headquarters and 10 Railway Construction
Company were settling in at Maaten Burbeita, a couple of miles from Baggush, while
9 Railway Survey Company was making itself comfortable at Garawla, eight miles
east. A previously detailed party from 9 Railway Survey Company commanded by
Lieutenant D. S. G. Marchbanks (10 Railway Construction Company) left Cairo the
same day to make an inspection of all railway bridges in the Sudan and survey sites
for deviations in case they were bombed by the Italians. At this date Kassala had
been captured by the enemy and the south-eastern railway system disrupted. The
party was given, when it reached Khartoum, a carriage with sleeping quarters,
cooking facilities and an attendant, and covered the whole Sudan railway system. °
Within forty-eight hours of making themselves comfortable at Garawla No. 3 Section
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(Captain Nevins 19) was on its way to Palestine on a depot survey job.

Before he had moved into the desert Colonel Anderson had been warned to hold
himself in readiness to find and map a route for the extension of the railway system
as far west as the military situation would permit. The actual fixing of the path of a
new line is the most important, difficult and interesting part of railway construction.
First there is a reconnaissance of the area between the two terminals, then a
preliminary survey of a general route that has been thus disclosed, and finally the
paper location or marking in of the actual route decided upon. The route is finally
pegged out on the ground for the construction units, but if an Army Commander is
waiting on your railway line you make quick decisions, try to solve your problems as
you go and hope you have found the right answers.

The only considerable engineering difficulty in the initial stages was the climbing
of the escarpment mentioned earlier, because the actual point of departure from the
main line had already been decided by the engineers of the Egyptian State Railways.
The junction, later called Similla, was approximately eight miles east of Matruh.
From Matruh to Sidi Barrani the ground rises in a series of terraces for about 25
miles inland, then swings to the coast at Sollum where it is extremely precipitous. It
was to avoid this coast area that the line was to be taken inland south of Sidi
Barrani.

WESTERN DESERT RAILWAY AND EXTEMNSION

western desert railway and extension

The first section to Charing Cross on the road to Siwa was begun on 4 October,


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026446.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026122.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026613.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-023779.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001329.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001351.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001329.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-427363.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001339.html

when a party commanded by Captain Halley ! commenced the examination of
possible routes. This date, 4 October 1940, may be taken as the start of the most
important task of the New Zealand Railway Engineers in the Middle East.

Lieutenant Macky 12 and party had the task of laying out the traffic handling
facilities, including shunting yards, loops and stations giving access both towards
Matruh and Alexandria. There was also an exchange station consisting of five 600
metre loops and two 600 metre shunting necks, with provision for doubling the
whole layout if hecessary; and following the usual military practice there had to be
exchange stations with 600 metre loops every seven and a half miles along the new
line.

Meanwhile 10 Railway Construction Company, placed under command of 4
Indian Division, was put on a job of building defences on the eastern face of the
Baggush Box. Amongst other amenities were 48 concrete pillboxes and 18 machine-
gun emplacements; the sappers called it the ‘Rabone Line” and endured desert sores,
sandstorms and dysentery in its making.

Nights were enlivened for all in Baggush area by the Italians, who periodically
dropped bombs from a very great height and with agreeably poor aim, and the
pillboxes continued to sprout in the desert; the only use they were ever put to was
to protect the Jerry rear troops from our bombs during July to October 1942.

While 10 Company was building its ‘Rabone Line’, 13, 16 and 17 Companies
were parade-ground pounding at Maadi, but by the middle of October Anderson's
Construction Group was completed by the arrival of 13 Construction Company, which
settled in at Qasaba, 15 miles east of Matruh. Qasaba was one of those spots you
didn't know existed until you saw the name on a map; you passed a little
sandbagged railway halt and you had passed Qasaba. Nevertheless the camp,
hidden among sandhills and right on the beach, was to have pleasant associations
for its inhabitants in the ensuing months.

There was work waiting in the laying of a track on a coal siding, so for the first
time since they walked into camp ex- perienced railway construction men came into
their own while the drill hounds faded into the background.
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Colonel Anderson was planning a tight schedule for the rail extension, predicted
on the assumption that equipment, labour and material would be available as
required. Actually he got very little. The first early promise of all these things ended
in @ memo hoping that the Group would be able to handle the job with what
machinery it owned plus some native labour.

A certain amount of equipment, about one-tenth of what was needed, did in fact
arrive, plus 1200 native labourers, and 13 Company started work on 16 December;
two days later 10 Company, less a detachment left to finish the ‘Rabone Line’, came
on to the job and the New Zealand Railway Construction Group began its work as a
unified formation.

The first two miles included a large rock embankment that had been pegged out
by 9 Company before it was recalled for depot survey work in the Nile Delta, leaving
only a handful of sappers working forward of Charing Cross.

The intention was that the attached native labour would be dispensed with as
soon as the rock embankment was finished. In practice the performance of the
auxiliary labour fell very short of expectations; the Saidi from Upper Egypt, dressed
in blue gallabiahs and brown felt skull caps were, by New Zealand standards, very
lazy and by any standards very lousy; the Bedewi, wrapped in dingy white wool
nightshirts, were neither so lazy nor so lousy but did not like their countrymen from
Upper Egypt. Day labour was a definite failure; the introduction of Palestinians to
overcome the language difficulty effected little improvement; solid New Zealand
cursing did no good either.

Finally the task system was tried—a day's work was laid out for each party
under its Rais 13 and when the job was finished that party could return to camp.
Results were immediate; when the first party completed its task everybody downed
tools and headed back to camp. The sappers just stood and tore their hair.

The ancient rivalries of the two kingdoms of Upper and Lower Egypt reached a
crisis on Christmas Eve with a pitched battle between north and south. Tenth
Company, called out to restore order, charged into the tumult with trucks and the
success of the mechanical assault earned them the title of ‘The Fighting Tenth’. The
warring tribes were then moved apart and rationed separately.
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Progress continued to be a disappointment to men who had planned a
spectacular line-laying programme; shortage of transport and the non-arrival of
culverting prevented the completion of even the first two miles of formation.

What little tolerance the Saidi had for work had completely evaporated and they
were replaced by Bedewi who, although they moved but three-quarters of a cubic
yard per day when a sapper would have been loafing if he shifted only four times
that amount, at least did stay on the job in spite of some very nasty dust-storms.

The final blow came on 8 January 1941 when work on the Western Desert
extension was virtually stopped; no track laying was to be done and only the first
eight miles of formation was to be completed.

It was of course the success of the Wavell offensive in driving the Italians some
hundreds of miles to the west that had altered the lines-of-communication
requirements, for with the ports of Tobruk and Benghazi in our possession it was
thought that there was no need to build a railway across a desert.

As many men as possible were got away to a change-of-air camp and by 5
February 13 Company and Group Headquarters had put the Western Desert behind
them and were located at Geneifa and Moascar respectively. Tenth Company
finished the formation to the eight-mile peg and had moved back to Qassassin by 18
February.

The Operating Companies soon followed the construction sappers into the ‘blue’.
On 22 October 1940 16 Company, which on the 11th had sent forward the second-in-
command, Captain Pearse, 1* with a detachment of 100 all ranks, moved to Daba,
about 80 miles east of Matruh, where it took over from a small composite railway
unit, 10 Company, RE, which then went to the Sudan.

To railwaymen who less than four months earlier were working in New Zealand,
Daba was no oriental paradise; it was not even a village, merely a sub-terminal
station serving a military post and the scattered natives. A mosque, a handful of
dwellings and a barracks for the employees of the Egyptian State Railways
constituted the permanent part of Daba. Less substantial was a shanty town of
about fifty petrol-tin shelters inhabited by Bedouin, their fowls, sheep, goats, camels,
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and donkeys. It stank.

The importance of Daba, and the place was important, lay partly in the fact that
almost all train engines were changed and watered there. It was necessary therefore
to ensure that the underground reservoir (capacity 100,000 gallons) was kept filled
by railway tank wagons hauling water from Alexandria. 1> Nile water in its
unadulterated state is quite poisonous to European troops but eminently suitable for
locomotives, consequently the tank wagons carrying loco water had a red flash
painted on them and the filtered water-carrying wagons were marked, appropriately
enough, with a blue band. With the build-up of force to meet the Italian aggression
there were insufficient wagons of either colour. 1© The position deteriorated to such
an extent that water was sometimes pumped out of one or more locos in order to fill
the tank of another. And sometimes it was necessary to rob the troops of their
drinking water.

The railway between Alexandria and Daba was ill enough managed, but the
section between Daba and Matruh was being run with singular inefficiency and
nobody was quite certain when a train did arrive if it was yesterday's, today's or
even tomorrow's. Reports to the Egyptian Railways headquarters may have
occasioned mild amusement there but brought no action. The East did not want to
be reformed. Furthermore, the Egyptian Government had no intention of
surrendering control of a line that, while permitting someone else to restrain the
invader, was also earning countless millions of ‘akkers’ in freight and other charges.

Something had to be done about it, and a delicate situation was relieved by the
diplomatic device of the newcomers operating as ‘learners’, and as ‘learners’ they
staffed every station and every train with a shadow crew. The next step was to take
charge of military sidings and use locomotives hired from the ESR; after that the
shunters began to deal with the trains on arrival, although not technically entitled to
do so until the wagons had been detached.

Steadily the infiltration went on until the locos were coaled, watered and kept in
running order by the ‘learners’. The Kiwi shadow crews made friends with the
Egyptian crews, who were not bad fellows when you got to know them and made
allowances for the fact that East is East and West is West. They on their side
wouldn't run their trains or be shunted unless the ‘learner’ was present. A train with
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flags waving and whistles blowing and the stationmaster screaming his head off
might be ready to pull out, but the driver, having delivered his ukase ‘Wait Kiwi’, just
waited until his Kiwi offsider arrived.

Major Aickin explains the risks that were taken by Gippo and Kiwi crews: ‘At
night the whole of the eighty mile run between Daba and Mersa Matruh was done
without engine headlights. No signal lamps were lighted at wayside stations and
vans carried no tail lights. Engine driving for the Egyptian crews and the 16th men
was a nerve racking experience. For security against attack from the air, the cab and
tender were covered in by a heavy black-out cover, but while it obscured the glare
from the fire box it gave the crew a hemmed in feeling. Steaming along at night time
these men never knew whether the line ahead was intact. They would often see that
bombs were being dropped somewhere ahead of them and trusted that the railway
ground staff would see that they did not run into a hole. The trains simply went on
as a matter of course, the crews hoping for the best even when they feared the
worst.

‘Nor was the enemy always the most dangerous foe, as the constant menace of
the sand drift had to be faced and this was present even at times other than during
the khamseens. Wherever an obstruction to the path of the wind borne sand and
dust was encountered, a drift would form on the side of the obstruction opposite to
the direction of the wind, and even the rails were a sufficient obstacle; similarly
where the ground fell away, as in a cutting or where there was an escarpment or an
embankment. The result was that the rails, at times, were completely buried but the
trains still ran in spite of all hazards.’

The work of pushing more and more trains along a track not organised to handle
such traffic went on with increasing urgency until the December offensive opened.
Conversely, fewer and fewer trains then passed through Daba as the success of the
offensive made it possible to use the sea-ways and carry supplies to the captured
ports.

From early February (1941) troops of all arms came streaming back from the
Western Desert on their urgent way to another campaign in Greece, while the
western traffic was mostly governors, town majors, military magistrates, interpreters
and their entourages en route to administer the late Italian provinces.
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A party of 16 Railway Operating Company, Lieutenant Bishop 17 and 18 other
ranks, who had been detailed to operate the Italian narrow gauge rail system
between Benghazi east to Barce (65 miles) and west to Soluk (35 miles), did not use
their own system but travelled by sea to Tobruk and then by motor transport to a
warm reception by the Aussie CRE at Benghazi, who had repaired the damage to the
line that the departing Italian Army had inflicted.

The Kiwis took over three steam locos, two diesel locos, sundry carriages and
four-wheeled wagons, one Italian station-master and several Arab enginedrivers and
brakesmen.

Their main work was transporting prisoners of war—about 850 per day—to
Barce and backload with petrol. Two trips daily were made. The first run was
regarded as something of an event by the troops in Barce, who had almost forgotten
what a train looked like. As Lieutenant Bishop recalls the event:

'‘On the first day's run of the first train from Benghazi to Barce great excitement
prevailed. We were asked to estimate our arrival time at Barce and this was given as
12.30 p.m. Incredulously enough, on the tick of 12.30 p.m. the first train, hauled by
a steam loco approached the Barce station platform. From the loco the platform
seemed to be alive with about every British soldier in the town, all waving and
cheering wildly and shouting greetings to a very surprised railway crew.’

After establishing the Benghazi- Barce rail traffic an endeavour was made to
work the Benghazi- Soluk section. On the first run, however, the train, while standing
at the unloading platform, was attacked by an Italian aircraft, and drums of petrol
under discharge were set on fire. Seeing this, Sergeant Johnston, 18 enlisting the aid
of the Arab enginedriver, quickly ran the diesal loco clear, this operation being
rendered the more hazardous by the fact that the wagon attached immediately to
the engine was loaded with heavy bombs. For this courageous action Sergeant
Johnston received a letter of commendation from General Wavell.

Major Poole, who had established 17 Railway Operating Company headquarters
at Burg el Arab, about 40 miles west of Alexandria, handed the place back to the
Bedouin and the railway to the Egyptians. The Company moved to Geneifa to run the
Fanara shunt from the docks on the Bitter Lake to the RE depots, and such-like jobs
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along the Canal.

Shunting in those early days had its moments, as Corporal Dangerfield °
remembers:

‘The Wogs while working for BTE were not adverse to a little fifth column in off
duty hours. Brake slippers, those gadgets which stopped wagons from running away
(ESR wagons have no handbrakes) somehow moved from siding roads onto the
running lines. When hit with some speed they usually caused a disrailment. In the
soft sand a derailed wagon or two required considerable time to restore to the track.
For this, massive re-railing shoes were used to form platforms for the wagons to ride
up until reaching rail level. These also found their way onto the running lines and
when acting in reverse the result was disastrous and time-consuming. In the
blackout “Where are we” was also a problem. The desert darkness is really dark as
you know. Leaving the RE sidings for the docks went something like this. Proceed
cautiously until round a curve and going slightly uphill expect to find the trailing
points where shunt reversed direction. Proceed quietly down the line counting
nearby date palms as you go. Past eleven unevenly spaced trees prepare to stop.
Past two more STOP and proceed on foot to facing points approx 20 yards ahead.
Facing points left “half cocked” were always good for a derailment as the wily wogs
well knew. Proceed cautiously once more with shunters using hand lamps to
examine track for wrongly placed brake slippers and rerailing shoes. And onwards to
the jettys where irate pongos usually made pointed comment on KIWI slowness.’

Sixteenth Company, still at Daba, watched the Long Range Desert Group,
bewhiskered like pirates and flying several kinds of Italian flags, vanish towards
Cairo in a cloud of dust, whereupon they waited lonely and dejected, the last New
Zealand formation in the Western Desert, for somebody to remember them.
Somebody did remember them eventually and on 28 March they moved to El Kirsh,
on the Canal near Ismailia.

At this point mention must be made of Major Packwood's command, 9 Railway
Survey Company. The authorised strength, 7 officers and 62 other ranks, was the
smallest in the Railway Groups but as surveyors they were the travellers. The
difficulty of keeping track of their movements was appreciated by Major Nevins, who
answered a query thus:
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SURVEYS MATDE [ THE MILE DFLTA

surveys made in fhe nile delta

‘You will find 9 Rly. Svy. Coy. rather a difficult unit to deal with as there was only
one occasion when the whole company was together from our arrival in Egypt until
we went to Palestine in June'42 and then we quickly split up again.’

There were times when the Survey Company was stretched along a two
thousand mile line and seldom were they in fewer than three different countries at
any one time; sometimes they were in more and a sapper could be writing home
from Eritrea, Sudan, Libya, Iran, Iraq, Palestine, Greece, Transjordan, Syria, or
Turkey, describing his desert oven at the same time as his cobber would also be
writing home telling of the snow on the mountains.

At that period the development of the various railway systems for military use
had scarcely begun, but the Army demands were already quite beyond civilian
resources; and as the New Zealand unit was the only Railway Survey Company in the
Middle East, it had, until the arrival of Australian and South African units, to explore
for, then map and survey nearly all the projects for supplying rail access to the
desert depots. This aspect of survey work assumed colossal proportions as enemy
ports were captured, lost and recaptured.

It will be recalled that Captain Nevins with 3 Section, 9 Survey Company, had
pushed off to Palestine early in October to survey an ammunition depot at Wadi
Serar on the line to Jerusalem. An Australian company relieved them a month later,
whereupon they made a quick return to Cairo where another job awaited them.
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This time it was in Greece, where the surprised but far from despondent Greeks
were mobilising their resources against the Italian invasion and where a small force,
code-name Barbarity Force, of RAF and ancillary troops was preparing to move; 9
Survey Company, the only tried unit available, was to send a section there.

‘Before embarking on 13 November 1940, I was briefed by D.D.Tn at G.H.Q.,’
writes Captain Nevins. 'The role of the section was to locate, and if necessary
construct, the railways to serve as a base depot in the vicinity of Athens. I was told
to recce further afield for other suitable depot sites. On arriving in Athens I was
ordered to proceed with location of railways to serve a depot in the Liossia-Menidi
area. I was also told to see what I could of other plains in Attica and also to note
any reasonably accessible beaches capable of being worked by barges.

‘At that time military assistance to Greece was confined to the air and army
units were only admitted to service the R.A.F. bomber squadrons; RAMC, RASC,
RAOC and a small RE component. Troops were to remain in the immediate
neighbourhood of Athens and the German embassy (which flew a flag in company
with every other building in Athens to celebrate each Italian defeat) took
considerable interest in our doings.

‘Because of the Greeks' fear of offending Germany my recces had to be done
unofficially and with circumspection. I was able to achieve this by an interest in
archaeology and examined most of the coast from the vicinity of Chalkis to some 20
miles west of Corinth, and all the plains of Attica and Boetia.’

Lieutenant Rushton 2 and five sappers loaded the section transport, one 30-cwt
truck, two cars and a motor-bike, on a transport and themselves on HMAS Sydney.
They made a fast trip, twenty-two hours, thereby beating Captain Nevins and the
main body by some hours, making history by being the first New Zealand troops in
Greece, and starting a ‘flap’ in New Zealand.

Daventry short-wave station announced that some New Zealand troops were in
the British force in Greece, but when the home papers asked the Minister of Defence
for details they were told that the report was incorrect and that no New Zealanders
were in Greece. By this time the cables were running hot with messages, because,
being Army troops, 2 NZEF Headquarters knew nothing about 9 Survey Company's
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tasks or location but was quite definite that no divisional troops were in that country.
Eventually it was announced that fifty-six all ranks of 9 Survey Company were in
Greece. Actually there were Captain Nevins, Lieutenant Rushton and 17 sappers.

The advance party was provided by the Greek authorities with a bus which,
before it arrived at its destination, a school in Nicopoleos Street, had been
completely filled with flowers thrown by a welcoming populace. Nothing happened
for a week beyond moving to the New Phaleron Railway hotel, where the sappers
had a grand view of the marine parade, took innumerable photos of ancient temples
and contrived a lingua franca of Greek and English.

At this time Germany was not at war with Greece and the German military
attaché and his staff moved freely about the city. So did the Allied troops, who had
stringent orders as to the non-belligerent attitude they were to adopt in such bizarre
circumstances.

The situation was something like the problems in algebra one used to wrestle
with at school:

A is at war with B but not with C; D, who is A's ally against B, is also at war with
C; What does D do?

Answer:

D continues the war with B and tries to restrain his language when C passes him in
A's streets, D knowing well that C is spying on the movements of both A and D and
reporting them to B.

The section, after guessing at what the Greek symbols on the maps might
possibly mean, was surveying service sidings for the RAF at Athenian aerodromes. It
was so occupied when Germany declared war on the little country that was treating
the Italian invaders with such disrespect.

1 Lt-Col L. A. Lincoln, m.i.d.; Auckland; born Auckland, 14 Sep 1902; civil
engineer; OC 18 Army Tps Coy Jul 1940-Jan 1942; 7 Fd Coy Jan-Sep 1942;
DCRE No. 8 Works, RE, Sep 1942-Aug 1943; CRE No. 56 Works, RE, Aug
1943-Nov 1944.
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2 Maj C. Langbein, m.i.d.; Wellington; born Nelson, 12 Oct 1894; Public
Works Dept engineer; 1 NZEF 1914-19; OC 19 A Tps Coy Aug 1940-Jul
1942; OC NZ Engr Trg Depot 1942—43.

3 This Survey Company was transferred, before embarkation, to the Artillery
as an Artillery Survey Company and changed its title from 12 Railway
Survey Company, NZE, to 36 Survey Battery, NZA.

4 Lt-Col A. H. Sage, OBE, MM, m.i.d.; Wellington; born NZ 1 Dec 1893;
railway officer; Auck Regt, 1915-19 (Lt); CO NZ Ry Op Gp Aug 1940-Jun
1943.

> Lt-Col R. T. Smith, OBE, ED, m.i.d.; Wellington; born Thames, 4 Jul 1895;
civil engineer; 1 NZEF, 1915-18; OC 13 Ry Constr Coy Jun 1940-Dec 1942;
CO NZ Ry Const Gp Dec 1942-Jun 1943; CRE Indian Works Unit in India,
Burma and Malaya 1944-46.

© Maj F. W. Aickin, OBE, ED, m.i.d.; Wellington; born Onehunga, 7 Jul 1894;
barrister and solicitor (Law Officer, NZ Govt Rlys); NZE, Sigs Coy, 1914-19
(2 Lt, 1918); OC 16 Ry Op Coy Aug 1940-Jun 1943; past General Manager,
NZ Govt Rlys.

7 Maj G. T. Poole; born NZ 3 Jul 1896; railway clerk; NZ Rifle Bde, 1915-19
(2 Lt, 1919); OC 17 Ry Op Coy 1940-42.

8 Sgt H. R. Farrell; Taumarunui; born NZ 6 Mar 1911; clerk, NZR.

9 This party was Lt Marchbanks, Lt D. White (9 Svy Coy), Cpl St. George, L-
Cpl Fagan and Spr Wylie. They returned to Cairo on 31 October.

10 Maj T. H. F. Nevins; Wellington; born NZ 23 Nov 1903; civil engineer.

11 Maj D. J. B. Halley; Wellington; born Christchurch, 24 May 1906; civil
engineer, PWD; OC 9 Ry Svy Coy Apr 1942-Jun 1943; 13 Ry Constr Coy Jun-
Nov 1943.
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12 Capt 1. H. Macky, m.i.d.; Wellington; born NZ 29 Aug 1913; civil engineer.

13 Rais, meaning commander, was an accepted term in the command
organisation of Egyptian labour and was the equivalent of the term
foreman.

14 Maj R. O. Pearse, MBE; born Levin, 26 Nov 1909; clerk; died 12 Sep 1950.
15 Similar facilities existed at Mersa Matruh.

16 Water via the pipeline did not reach Daba until 21 Jan 1941. The line was
in limited operation as far as Hammam, 60 miles east, in December 1940.

17 Capt C. H. B. Bishop; Wellington; born Christchurch, 26 Nov 1908;
assistant locomotive engineer.

18 Not traced.

19'L-Sgt J. A. Dangerfield, m.i.d.; Upper Hutt; born Christchurch, 3 Dec
1915; railway porter.

20 Capt G. Rushton; born England, 24 Aug 1907; civil engineer.
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NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST

DIVISIONAL ENGINEER UNITS

Divisional Engineer Units

The Italians had made a cautious entry into Egypt but had stopped at Sidi
Barrani, where a system of defended camps was established and stores were being
accumulated; it is worth mentioning at this point that Egypt had replied to the
invasion by breaking off diplomatic relations and then withdrawing its forces to a
position ‘somewhere east of Suez’ so that they were not available to defend the
sacred sands of the Western Desert.

General Wavell had bided his time until reinforcements, actual and potential,
permitted him to consider the possibility of chasing the Italians out of Egypt before
the build-up at Sidi Barrani was complete. One of the earlier moves towards the
contemplated ejection of the enemy was the transfer of 6 Field Company from
Agamy Beach to Garawla on 17 October to work on the Charing Cross- Matruh
section of the water pipeline, %! so that almost simultaneously Kiwi sappers began
pushing water along the railway and pulling the pipeline across the desert. The CRE,
besides his duties at Divisional Headquarters, found time to make a personal
contribution to the embarrassment of the enemy by passing on the tank-hunting drill
that had been evolved in England for dealing with the expected German invasion. He
writes:

‘T had been mixed up with this extempore offensive action in UK (with Second
Echelon) and took up the role at Baggush to help 4 Ind Div (and 6 Aust Div too) prior
to the 1940 offensive. We wanted smoke for blinding the tanks and my Adjutant
Capt Max Carrie, 22 a commercial chemist, suggested Chlor-sulphonic acid. We got
some from RAF practice bombs, put it in lemonade bottles (beer too tough). Thrown
on to a tank they burst, the acid formed a dense white smoke—and Bobs your uncle!
In went the tough boys for the “Kill”.... Max was offered the job of Director Chemical
Warfare for ME but General Freyberg wouldn't let him go. We were continually asked
for engineers for special jobs but few were allowed to go.’

The plans for a limited offensive were almost disrupted by the next Italian
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move. Maybe the news was not exciting enough from North Africa and II Duce
wanted to keep his newspapers in banner type. At any rate an invasion in the
approved Teutonic style was launched (28 October) through Albania into Greece.
The Greeks proved tougher customers than was anticipated, for, in spite of horse-
drawn transport and an almost complete lack of modern weapons, they were soon
throwing the Italians back into Albania. Sixth Field sappers finished laying the water
pipeline a few days before the fighting began (9 December) and were putting the
finishing touches to storage tanks (on the 12th) when Lieutenant-Colonel Clifton
arranged a transfer with the newly arrived 19 Army Troops Company, whereupon
they took themselves and their desert sores back to Maadi.

21 Tt was many months before both ends of the water pipeline system were
connected.

22 Maj M. S. Carrie, m.i.d.; Hastings; born Wanganui, 18 Apr 1910; research
chemist.
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NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST

19 ARMY TROOPS COMPANY
19 Army Troops Company

Nineteenth Army Troops Company, being attached to the New Zealand Division,
came under the direct control of Colonel Clifton, who prescribed sufficient rifle
training to make them reasonable marksmen, in a course of instruction calculated to
make them look like soldiers on parade. By 25 October it was considered that the
Company—if not scrutinised too closely—might possibly pass inspection, with the
result that it found itself parading with the other units of the Third Echelon before
General Wavell and Mr Anthony Eden, British Foreign Secretary. Everybody from
Major Langbein to the humblest sapper was anxious to make an impression, and in
this laudable ambition they certainly succeeded. The CO gave the order to ‘Fix
bayonets’ from the slope and the sappers endeavoured to comply; the devastating
display was referred to in places where soldiers gather for months afterwards.
Parade-ground brilliance was not 19 Army Troops Company's forte and they were not
sorry to leave Maadi for Gebel Maryam, the ‘Hills of Mary’, on the west side of Lake
Timsah where there was a salt-water lagoon, and where the Middle East School of
Military En gineering had set up a Bridging Wing.

The Company was relieved by 6 Field Company at the end of December and
then in turn boated, bridged and swam near Ismailia, until recalled for river-crossing
training with 6 Brigade.

Nineteenth Army Troops Company returned to Maadi but left for Burbeita a
fortnight later. No. 4 Section went ahead to build a camp but the ubiquitous Colonel
Boddington found so much for them to do that the main body had to build its own
camp. One party had a lucky break and was given a job about which it knew almost
nothing but which was carried out in true Kiwi style. It was told off to go to
Alexandria and drive back a convoy of twenty-two trucks, and the fact that few of
the men could drive a truck hardly seemed worth mentioning with a few hours in
Alex at stake. Several stowaways went to help with advice and they couldn't drive
either.
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The trucks were taken over at the vehicle depot and by dint of perseverance,
plus much clashing of gears, finally rolled away. The hazards of the city streets
provided a full measure of thrills but nothing more serious than dented mudguards
and damaged bumpers until almost outside Alex, when the leading vehicle shore off
the wheel of a Gippo cart piled high with oranges.

Starting a truck is a major operation when it is a matter of trial and error so
nobody stopped to ascertain the damage. Vainly the half demented owner plucked
at his ragged beard, calling on Allah to wreak vengeance or at least to hurry the
Redcaps along. But the convoy was now on the main highway where there were
fewer traps for young players. Maybe Allah saw to it that the orange merchant was
compensated from some fund administered by BTE Headquarters.

The sappers had hardly settled in when a new and unnerving experience was
supplied by Italian planes straddling the area with bombs. Scarcely anyone enjoys
the noise of bursting bombs no matter how great the distance between them; the
next lot might be closer. The cardinal rule if a reasonably long life is desired in
desert warfare is to dig a slit trench before doing anything else, but the newcomers
had omitted that precaution. Adequate steps were taken at first light to minimise the
danger arising from a recurrence of unwelcome visitations.

The Company was called on for a multitude of duties, for with the Wavell
offensive in full swing, Baggush was a hive of industry; one detachment was kept
busy with the unloading and checking of supplies at Sidi Haneish, another was
working on an aqueduct at Burbeita; another was helping Workshops Section to get
established. Thirty sappers with diesel experience were sent to Sidi Barrani to
salvage abandoned Italian vehicles; a second party was scouring the late battlefield
for enemy water-carrying trucks. Sometimes the trucks were found in going order but
generally they had to be towed to the repair shop that Bill Gourlick 23 and Arthur
Roberts 2% had liberated.

Sergeant John Redpath 2° piloted the convoys of repaired Italian water carts up
to Sollum where Cypriot drivers, under command of an RASC Water Supply Company,
took them over. The small one-jetty harbour at Sollum was already being used for
the unloading of stores and water transported by sea from Alexandria.
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There was nothing to keep the curious at the jetty, which was also the point
where the road left the coast and climbed an escarpment that had now turned north
to the coast. The few stone sheds and huts scattered around the jetty marked where
Egypt, to all military intents and purposes, ended and the top of the escarpment was
practically the beginning of Italian Libya. The Sollum- Bardia road snaked up the
near precipice and passed the white buildings of the Egyptian frontier garrison
barracks near the top. The whole area was pitted with caves, a fortunate
circumstance because of the air raids and occasional heavy shells from a long-range
gun in Bardia. Australian troops were squaring up for an assault on the 17-mile
perimeter defences of Bardia about ten miles inside Libya—and 20,000 men use a lot
of water.

While detachments of 19 Army Troops Company were scouring the late
battlefield by day and housing themselves comfortably in deserted Italian
ambulances by night, after first partaking from unlimited stores of wines, brandies,
liquors and just plain ‘plonk’, Sappers A. B. Robinson 2° and Tom Hick, 2/ with two
crews of seagoing sappers, were operating a naval wing. They had left Matruh on 22
December as captains in a fleet of two water barges and arrived at Sollum the
following morning, where they were met by an Italian reception committee which,
from a very great height, although antiaircraft protection was non-existent, tore
large holes in the water of Sollum harbour with bombs but without doing any
material damage.

The job was to ferry water from the supply ships Eocene and Myriel and do
other ship to shore work. The first assignment was to make a rendezvous east of
Sollum and take on stores. The barges put to sea after last light, loaded up and,
navigating by the stars, were returning slowly when the coast was lit up by gunfire.
It was only a routine softening up of Bardia, but it was a fine sight from the sea and
permitted a quicker landfall.

Two more barges had arrived during the night. They had seen service at
Gallipoli in 1915, were manned by Cypriots under British seamen, and were loaded
with oranges and Christmas stores for the troops investing Bardia. The nhewcomers
were moored at the shore end of the wharf, so the Kiwi fleet tied up at the
deepwater end and the first Christmas Eve away from home was spent in loading
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stores on trucks of 4 RMT Company, which had turned up just before midday.

It was a busy scene; creaking winches on the Gallipoli barges were delivering
nets full of golden oranges to the trucks, the sappers were filling 44-gallon water
drums and there was cheery banter between the bargees and the drivers. Nobody
noticed seventeen specks in the sky.

An explosion on the deck of a Gallipoli barge killed a number of Cypriots and the
British seaman in charge; five of the RMT drivers were killed and five wounded; a
splinter fatally wounded Corporal Forsyth 28 and killed outright Sapper Bill Burrel, an
Australian attached to one of the water barges. A bomb fell on Sergeant Tom Hick's
barge, tore through the decking, pierced a water tank but failed to explode.

The skipper of the Gallipoli barge managed to beach his craft; the dead and
wounded were removed and the blood washed off the oranges, later to be thankfully
received by the troops in the field who knew nothing of the tragedy behind the
delivery of the festive season's delicacies.

In all there were fifty-two casualties. ‘Fluge’ Forsyth had known that he would
not last long, for, before the barges had left Matruh, he had cut out and inscribed a
sandstone tombstone for himself. It was taken up by his cobbers and placed on his
grave at the foot of the Sollum escarpment.

The crews were badly shaken by the blast and by the sight of casualties being
attended by an MO, who came from somewhere almost as soon as the bombs fell,
but the pressure of work permitted no let-up; the dud bomb was fished out of the
water tank and the water delivery resumed.

Some 1250 tons of water were put ashore daily until the capture of Bardia
permitted the use of local supplies, but this did not mean the end of the Engineers'
naval occasions—on the contrary, as added use was made of Sollum for the landing
of stores, troops, and the embarking of captured Italians.

Reinforcements for the field force were carried in Egyptian owned ships, whose
captains declined to sail beyond the Egyptian border. That meant the transhipping of
troops at Sollum Bay into naval vessels for passage first to Bardia and later to
Tobruk when it fell in Wavell's offensive. For the greater part of January the two
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crews, with Sergeant Tom Hick relieved by Sergeant John Redpath, ferried troops
from ship to ship.

Meanwhile on 17 December the New Zealand Railway Operating Companies
were delighted to read in ROs that, ‘Any member of the Company who is the holder
of a Mate's or Master's certificate, or who considers he has a sound knowledge of
marine navigation, is to submit details of his qualifications and experience to the
Orderly Room.’

‘Considers’ was the operative word and both companies volunteered en masse.
Thirty sappers were selected to operate six diesel tugs, and on arrival at Sollum
some of the seafarers were hard put to it to back up the qualifications with which
they had presented themselves but managed to bluff their way through. They towed
barges around the Sollum roadstead and unloaded supplies from ships. The air-raid
defences were mostly passive—a red warning flag was hoisted at Sollum and every-
body near enough made a dash for the caves; if you were off shore you just hoped
for the best. In addition to the seagoing sappers a further two dozen were sent to
supervise parties of Palestinians and Cypriots loading and unloading boats and
lighters.

General Freyberg was by now most anxious to train together the two echelons
he had managed to get into the same country. Thirteenth Corps was equally anxious
to retain the borrowed Kiwi units and there was much letter writing, in which a trace
of exasperation is noticeable, before the New Zealanders were released. Nineteenth
Army Troops Company, with the exception of the two barge crews, was marched out
at the end of January, 2° but before actually starting to move was involved in a
situation not usually coming within the orbit of a lines-of-communication unit.
German planes were then beginning to operate in North Africa and their tactics were
directly opposite to those of the Italians—they came in at a low level preceded by
machine-gun bullets and followed by bomb explosions.

The sappers were breaking camp, at Sidi Barrani on the last evening in January,
when the Sollum with 800 Italian prisoners from Tobruk was strafed by two planes.
From the escarpment above the beach the Company watched the terrified prisoners
rush the lifeboats, all of which were swamped and the occupants drowned. The
Captain tried to beach the Sollum but she grounded on a reef near the shore. An
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Italian swam through the choppy sea with a line but collapsed on a ledge at the foot
of the escarpment. Sergeant Tom Cookson 3° clambered down and dragged the man
to safety. An Egyptian fireman brought another line ashore and the sappers were
able to drag heavy ropes up the cliff and tie them to a truck braced between two
rocks. The sappers toiled in relays waist deep in seething surf bringing the Italians
ashore. Some were swept away in the backwash and others were injured on the
rocks. The wounded were brought ashore on a Carley float and passed along a living
ladder which was clinging precariously to the cliff. Finally the crew and sixteen
guards came off. There were nearly 300 casualties, the majority in the first mad rush
for the boats. Throughout the night trucks ferried the wounded to the RAP, where an
MO from 215 Field Ambulance gave what attention was necessary. Detachments of
Durham Light Infantry quartered nearby assisted at the cliff face and provided
guards, though none of the Italians showed any inclination to wander. Finally
blankets were brought from the DLI salvage dump and the shivering prisoners made
comfortable. Then 19 Army Troops Company returned to the new camp at Helwan—
all except the two barge crews. Special representations had been made for their
retention until relief crews could be trained.

Some of Hitler's secret weapons—magnetic mines—were being dropped in the
Suez Canal at this time and some were also laid by German planes in Sollum Bay.
Minesweepers were sent for but work had to go on until they arrived. Sergeant
Redpath was ordered to take a Jaffa tug in tow and proceed to Tobruk 3! for water
and lightering duties, while Sergeant Robinson continued ferrying Italian prisoners
from Sollum to the transport Farida.

Robinson had a capacity load of 300 aboard when a mine exploded under the
barge. The crew of four were killed and only a handful of Italians escaped. The
bodies of Robbie and Johnny Sharpe 32 were recovered and buried at Sollum, but no
trace was found of ‘Steak’ Dorset 33 or Jim O'Connell 3* who were probably in the
engine room at the time.

No. 1 barge reached Tobruk safely on 3 February, although the sole navigating
aid Redpath had was an army ordnance map. Tobruk harbour was working again,
but waves of planes were hourly strafing the shipping at the jetties and at anchor
inside the boom and bombers dropped the new ‘Tick-tock” mines in the harbour.
Tobruk was not then the most heavily protected port on the North African coast.
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On 5 February, at the height of a blinding sandstorm, No. 1 barge was instructed
to co-operate with a Navy vessel in lightering prisoners to the SS Singhalese Prince.
At the end of the day, with the job completed, it was noticed that the Navy boat was
missing. In the morning a few scraps of wreckage told the tale. There was no trace
of the crew or of the prisoners.

The next few days were reasonably calm until the Rhoda took the berth vacated
by the Singhalese Prince. The French tanker Idina, about to anchor, went up on a
mine and the petrol cargo caught fire; the Idina struck the Rhoda amidships and a
wave of burning petrol gushed over the deck. Troops had been discharged from the
Rhoda during the night but gangs of Australians and Cypriots were working the
cargo. Their lighters were capsized and the men thrown into the sea of burning
petrol. The New Zealanders helped with the rescue but forty-seven were posted
missing or dead.

The railway sappers also took their tugs to Tobruk and carried on with the same
routine as at Sollum, and as at Sollum they were assisted by the shore party.

The relief crew for Sergeant Redpath's barge arrived during the last week in
February but the railway details remained there until the end of May. 3°

23 Spr W. P. Gourlick, MM; Mosgiel Junction; born NZ 11 Mar 1905; engineer;
p.w. 29 Apr 1941.

24 |-Cpl A. T. Roberts; Christchurch; born Woodville, 9 May 1919; apprentice
electrical engineer.

25> Capt J. A. Redpath, DCM, MM; Kerikeri; born Christchurch, 2 Feb 1904;
company manager; p.w. Jun 1941; escaped Jul 1941; returned to Egypt Oct
1941; wounded and p.w., Antiparos, 17 Feb 1942; escaped, Italy, Sep 1943;
served in ‘A’ Force (MI 9) in Middle East, 1941-45.

26 Sgt A. B. Robinson, m.i.d.; born NZ 14 Sep 1904; bridge constructor;
killed in action 3 Feb 1941.
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27 Sgt T. Hick; London; born England, 3 Jan 1914; miner.

28 Cpl A. H. Forsyth; born Hooper's Inlet, 15 Jan 1908; enginedriver; killed
in action 24 Dec 1940.

29 The Railway Operating Companies were non-divisional and were not
affected.

30 Sgt T. N. Cookson; born England, 26 Oct 1905; road engineer.
31 Captured on 22 Jan 1941.

32 Spr 1. N. Sharpe; born England, 9 Jun 1913; carpenter; killed in action 3
Feb 1941.

33 Spr R. F. Dorset; born NZ 6 Aug 1913; carpenter; killed in action 3 Feb
1941.

34 Spr J. E. O'Connell; born NZ 1 Aug 1916; enginedriver; killed in action 3
Feb 1941.

35> Sapper A. G. Figgins was killed and Sapper M. J. Crosby lost at sea in
these barge operations.
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NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST

5 FIELD PARK COMPANY

5 Field Park Company

Fifth Field Park Company had, together with Divisional Signals, 4 RMT and other
specialist troops, been borrowed for Wavell's limited offensive, but beyond guarding
the water pipeline and establishing water points and forward dumps at Charing Cross
the Company was not much affected. The British Army seemed to do very well
without its assistance. The Italian invasion force was driven out of Egypt by the
middle of December, but the greater part of five divisions, with guns, tanks and
other material to match, was inside the Bardia perimeter.

The 5 Field sappers moved to Sidi Barrani on 30 December and on to the Sollum
area the next day. Bardia was still holding and the big gun, * Bardia Bill’, obligingly
landed a few shells in the harbour. It was all very breathtaking. Bardia fell on 5
January and the Company occupied the Egyptian barracks on the top of the Sollum
escarpment. Fort Capuzzo, just inside the Libyan border only a couple of miles
farther west, was something that had to be seen to be believed. In the moonlight its
white eagle statue in front of the entrance, its massive studded iron door and
crenellated walls conjured up visions of Arab sheiks riding milk-white stallions and
leading a charge of howling tribesmen in the best tradition of P. C. Wren or
Hollywood.

Field Park moved to yet another barracks, at El Habboun just outside Bardia.
They were very comfortable quarters— after the fleas were defeated. This was a
major operation, for one sapper, with a flair for statistics, claimed two hundred dead
in a pincer movement before he gave up counting. Victory was won by the copious
spraying of blankets with kerosene or benzine.

The sappers found their first Italian town small but interesting. * Bardia is a very
pretty little town, even after the RAF and the Navy have given it such a pasting,’
wrote Corporal McVeagh. ‘It is situated right over a high cliff which rises almost
sheer for about 500 feet out of the sea. It has a tiny little harbour which is really a
fiord or a sound as we know it. To get to the harbour you have to follow an
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extremely steep and circuitous road down the face of the cliff. One half of the town
is bordered by the cliff face and the other is protected by a high stone wall. In olden
times the place would be practically impregnable.’

Keeping the forward engineers supplied with stores meant operating a fleet of
Italian diesel trucks in addition to the ordinary Company transport. The huge Lancia
diesels, the ‘CRE Convoy’ as it was called, had no self-starters, and swinging the
inertia starters was a terrific job needing the strength of a superman. The enormous
cranking handle had to spin a heavy flywheel which roared like a giant cream
separator. When the din reached a screaming crescendo a lever connected with the
crankshaft was pulled and the impetus of the whirling flywheel was supposed to turn
the motor over and start it. Generally it did nothing of the sort and the whole back-
breaking business had to be repeated.

There were elaborate instructions on the care and maintenance of these trucks
but the Italian language was not a New Zealand primary school subject. A worn-out
sapper was scratching his head and wondering what all the writing was about when
Sapper ‘Speed’ Humberstone 3¢ came by.

‘Don't you know what it says?’ Speed asked.

‘No. Do you?’

"

‘Sure. It says, “"Don't be a bloody fool—get a tow”.

It was good advice even if it was not good Italian, and each morning thereafter
a petrol-engined truck towed them all to a start. Once going they were most reliable
and were about tentonners by our rating.

Another technical problem connected with water supplies is mentioned by
Captain Morrison:

' Bardia Pumps concerned me more than most. The water had to be pumped
1,000 ft up to the escarpment and we had quite a job finding out all the tricks of the
very special pumps. We had some new pumps with V8 engines—no sand filters.
Orders were to run the pumps no matter what and we did. After eight hours' running
the engines were kaput.’
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Besides operating the *CRE Convoy’, the water point and the pumping station in
Bardia, the Company sought for and removed mines, booby traps and bombs. Field
Workshops section was kept flat out putting salvaged equipment into going order
again.

The fall of Tobruk meant that the clearance of Cyrenaica was not impossible
even though only the same two divisions were available. Steps were taken to force
the issue and the Kiwi sappers moved into Tobruk (25 January), but they were there
only long enough to get the electrical power supply operating and begin an
investigation of the water distillation plant before they were ordered to Derna.

Derna was a haven after the desert. Whereas Bardia and Tobruk were no more
than military and naval outposts, Derna was a lovely little town, if a deserted one.
The houses of the officials stood in gardens with trees and palms taking the edge off
the tropic sun. Company Headquarters was established in a long low white villa until
recently the residence of the local military governor; the sections selected houses
with a water supply and chip heaters in the bathrooms. After settling in, the sappers
gave themselves a celebration at the governor's expense. Another piano was carried
in to supplement the one already in position, and with ‘Jitterbug’ Caldwell 3/ and
‘Urky’ Haswell 38 supplying the music and the governor unknowingly providing the
marsala and other liquid refreshment it was quite a party.

The Company, unhappily, did not stay long in Derna for 6 Australian and 7
Armoured Divisions had collected the last 20,000 Italians east of Benghazi and the
sappers moved to the edge of the escarpment above Barce, where they were given
the most glamorous job of the campaign.

The attack had struck inland across the desert plateau south of Benghazi, but
Barce was on the coast in a country of green grass and running water; houses of
Italian colonists dotted the plain below and a railway line wriggled out of sight
towards Benghazi.

A concrete bridge across a gully had been blown by the departing enemy and 5
Field Park was given the task of rebuilding it. Captain Morrison accepted the
assignment with alacrity because no real bridging practice had been obtainable in a
country that did not run to rivers.
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The Company had no proper bridging equipment nor was any readily available,
but the ‘Skipper’ had a keen eye and a good memory; in very quick time trucks were
racing back to Tobruk, a mere couple of hundred miles eastward, where there were
abandoned seaplane hangars built with tubular steel scaffolding and bombed
buildings which might supply planking timbers. The system of obtaining supplies was
unorthodox but effective—truck No. 1 was told to get this and that and to check up
with truck No. 2, which was met on the way back and which would alter its loading
list accordingly. Truck No. 3 did likewise after conferring with truck No. 2 and so on.
The 140-foot viaduct, according to the unit war diary, was completed in three days,
a monument to Kiwi ingenuity. Officially that was the position, but actually, when 5
Field Park left for Helwan on 16 February, the OC plus a car and a 30-cwt Morris load
of volunteers were missing. They finished the bridge in thirty-six hours non-stop and
then caught the convoy at Baggush after another twenty hours' non-stop drive.

When the enemy returned to the attack they were no doubt profoundly grateful
to the unknown bridge builders but that is how it is in war. General O'Connor was
very nice about 5 Field Park Company in a letter he sent to General Freyberg, who
passed the compliment on.

Headquarters
13 Corps

15th Feb. 1941.

* Dear Freyberg,

The 5th Field Park Coy, New Zealand Engineers is leaving Barce tomorrow to
rejoin you at Helwan. I want to let you know what good work the unit has done. We
had no Corps Troops Field Park Company of our own, and your unit filled the bill
most admirably.

‘At the start of the campaign, 5th Field Park Coy was at Maaten Bagush
operating the water supply. For the attack on Nebeiwa etc, I needed water points
further forward, along the Matruh- Siwa road. There was little enough time for the
work, and the fact that two hundred tons of water a day was available at these
points was due largely to the efforts of 5th Field Park Coy.
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‘During the advance which followed the unit has had the task of keeping the
forward engineers supplied with the stores they wanted. The distances to be covered
were great, and both men and vehicles had a hard task. But the stores required
invariably reached the job in time. It was essential to make fullest use of captured
Engineer stores, plant and installations; only by so doing could delays be avoided.
The 5th Field Park Company was conspicuous in its ability to adapt and run enemy
plant and installations.

‘The unit's last task has been the building of a bridge east of Barce to replace
the one blown by the Italians. Here again the Field Park Company has shown its
ability to improvise speedily and effectively. Their bridge is made with tubular
scaffolding obtained from a building in Tobruk.

‘My Chief Engineer has formed the highest opinion of Captain W. G. Morrison OC
5th Field Park Company and of his officers and men. Their assistance has been
invaluable and I am most grateful that you were able to spare them.

Yours ever,
R. O" Connor.’

The seven-day journey back to Cairo, with one day spent in vehicle maintenance
at Burbeita oasis, was uneventful—until the convoy was halted by the MPs at the
Daba check post.

All enemy weapons had been called in before departure and so the sappers
were merely draped like walking arsenals, but the most difficult object to explain
away would be the piano from the governor's residence at Derna. It was to be
delivered to the sisters at 2 General Hospital and guile was called for.

Captain Morrison took the Redcap sergeant to the truck where the piano was
hidden under a pile of anti-tank mines and the introduction went something like this.

‘See those mines there, sergeant? They are full of nitroglycerine and unless we
get moving soon and get some fresh air around them, you and I and everyone else
around here will be going up in a big bang.’


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-021654.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001400.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-003601.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-024143.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001485.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-011103.html

As a face-saver forty revolvers were confiscated and the convoy dismissed.
Safely back in Helwan, the hardy sons of Mars who had helped General O'Connor to
chase the Italians out of Cyrenaica were very patronising to all and sundry until
Colonel Clifton knocked the conceit out of them. He inspected them and said he was
very glad to have them back again. (Nearly as nice a bloke as Dick O'Connor.) Then
he warned them that they would have to be ready for action again soon and ended:

‘This time it will be real war. The show you have been in is nothing more than
comic opera compared to what you'll see next.’

Perhaps the CRE was a bit clairvoyant just then.

36 Spr L. H. Humberstone, m.i.d.; born NZ 1 Oct 1915; lorry driver.
37 Spr G. M. U. Caldwell; Dunedin; born NZ 15 Jan 1918; clerk.

38 Cpl D. A. Haswell; born NZ 27 Feb 1917; clerk; died 23 May 1960.
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NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST



CHAPTER 3 — IN THE LEE OF THE STORM



CHAPTER 3
In the Lee of the Storm

Coincident with the losing of provinces and divisions in Libya, II Duce's troops were
being very roughly handled by the Greeks, who were not without hopes of as
complete a victory as had been won in North Africa.

Hitler at this period was moving diplomatically in the Balkans —the kind of
diplomacy that is backed by armies. Roumania soon saw Teutonic reason and
Bulgaria gave no signs of defiance, so that the situation speedily arose where
Germany was in a position to march against Greece or Turkey or Yugoslavia.

Our counter was to offer the Greeks some armoured troops, field artillery and
anti-aircraft batteries for the defence of their Bulgarian border, but this was declined
on the grounds that such a gesture was more likely to provoke than restrain
aggression. Later the Greeks altered their opinion and asked what assistance could
be sent in the event of a German attack. General Wavell was ordered to send every
available unit to Greece, for early and substantial help could come only from North
Africa, where any danger of an enemy counter-offensive, it was thought, could be
disregarded. But while this decision was being implemented a German light division
was landing in Tripoli.

In spite of having to denude his western front, the completeness of the victory
in Cyrenaica decided General Wavell to allow the operations against Italian East
Africa to proceed.

In the meantime there was no lack of employment for the Engineers; there were
kit and equipment deficiencies to be made good, some accumulated pay to be
disposed of and an infinity of small jobs to be done around the camps. There was
also routine training, shifting battalions across the Nile in night exercises with
assault boats and rafts, and the breaking down of infantry prejudices concerning a
close acquaintanceship with anti-tank mines.

About the middle of February the tempo began to quicken and stores up to
G1098 scale—the war equipment of a unit—became freely available. The issue of
tropical kit was proof that wherever the Division was going, and it was clearly going
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there soon, the potential battleground was likely to be, climatically at least, very
hot. As Lieutenant Wheeler ! saw it:

‘Orders for equipment and movement came rolling in, cancelling and
contradicting each other. Much paper and time might have been saved if a
composite order could have been sent us somewhat on these lines—

“At 1600 hours all ranks will be issued with battledress to make them think they
are going to a cooler climate.

“At 1800 hours all ranks will be re-issued with shorts to make them think they
are going to a hotter climate.

“At 2000 hours all ranks will be issued with solar topees to prove to them that
they are going to Hell.”

‘By 2000 hours all ranks didn't care if they were going to Hell. As a courtesy
gesture from Peter Fraser or the King or someone, we had been issued with a bottle
of beer per man. This barely touched the sides as it sizzled down our parched throats
but it started a fashion and set us on the way to a practical expression of the
jubilation that was seething through the camp.’ 2

Pursuant to a directive from Headquarters New Zealand Division, the Engineer
units departed from Cairo and its environs.

‘Divisional training will be held in March. The Div. Comd. directs that the
exercise be carried out with as much realism as possible. Security measures such as
would be adopted for a real Op will be put into effect at once. For instance, orders
for the move will be delayed until the last possible moment. Units are being supplied
up to G 1098 scale, and will be brought up to WE immediately. Existing camp areas
will be completely evacuated. Base kits will be left behind. Only Fd Service kits will
be taken. In short the Div. trg is to be regarded as a full rehearsal for active service.’

The Second Echelon, en route from England, arrived at Port Tewfik on 3 March
and entrained for Helwan, where the ‘Glamour Boys’ of 7 Field Company had about
three weeks seeing the sights and tasting the ‘juice of Egypt's grape’ before they
followed the rest of the Division to Amiriya transit camp.
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Eleven days after 7 Field Company had marched into Helwan, 8 Field Company
(Major A. R. Currie 3), re-embodied after turning itself into 18 and 19 Army Troops
Companies, also marched eagerly into Maadi.

It was to take its place as the Division's third field company in the ‘exercises’
and its rate of equipment up to G1098 was a miracle of ease and celerity. On 5 April
the company moved to Amiriya and loaded its vehicles and equipment on the
transport; the following dawn the German troops in Bulgaria crossed the frontier into
Greece; 8 Field Company unloaded its gear and returned profanely to Cairo, this time
to Mena Camp, where it remained for the next few months.

Nineteenth Army Troops Company, which was already in Greece, took over the
role of 8 Field Company although it was neither equipped nor trained as a field
company. The position then was that Lieutenant-Colonel Clifton had under his
command in Greece a Headquarters, 5 Field Park Company, 6 and 7 Field
Companies, and 19 Army Troops Company acting as a field company.

21 Mechanical Equipment Company

On 30 October 1940 the High Commissioner for the United Kingdom wrote to
the Prime Minister of New Zealand to the effect that, following earlier
communications, he had received a letter from the United Kingdom Government
stating that as there was not the same experience in England of earthmoving
machines as there was in New Zealand, it would be of the greatest assistance if New
Zealand could provide the personnel for a mechanical equipment company.

New Zealand was indeed well situated to supply men experienced in the
operation of bulldozers, graders, ditchers and draglines, for the Government had
been roading large areas of broken country and the use of mechanical equipment
had been a big factor in the progress of the development plan. Britain, on the other
hand, was a country where highways had been levelled for centuries and where
earthmoving machinery was a rarity.

Immediate steps were taken to raise a mechanical equipment company with an
authorised strength of a headquarters (3 officers and 8 other ranks), a repair section
(1 officer and 22 other ranks) and four working sections (1 officer and 51 other
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ranks), in all 8 officers and 234 other ranks.

As with other specialist non-divisional units, military prowess was a secondary
consideration; officers were chosen for their engineering qualifications and non-
commissioned officers for their all-round experience. The rank and file were quite in
accord with the method of choosing their military betters for they were themselves
thoroughly of the opinion that soldier training was totally unnecessary for a sapper of
21 Mechanical Equipment Company.

Drill instructors, that hardy race, were broken-hearted after a few turns on the
training circuit and ‘Bob Semple's Wild Cats' left New Zealand full of good intentions
and without much military erudition.

It was not that they did not want to learn; they were just too full of the
importance of the gears, levers and lubricants of this or that machine to absorb
anything else. That they tried to do the right thing is proved by a story which
became a standing joke in 2 NZ Division—a sapper on sentry duty one night in
Trentham recognised another member of the Company approaching a forbidden area
and challenged him, ‘Halt Higgens! Who goes there?’

Twenty-first Mechanical Equipment Company (Major Tiffen ) left New Zealand
with the third section of the 4th Reinforcements on 1 February 1941 in the Nieuw
Amsterdam, together with 8 Field Company, 18 Army Troops Company and a party
of divisional and non-divisional Engineer reinforcements. On arrival at Bombay,
because of the situation in the Red Sea— Eritrea and Somaliland were still in enemy
hands—it was necessary to change into smaller ships which maintained a shuttle
service to Suez. Those units not going on straight away went to a transit camp at
Deolali outside Bombay. After six weeks in the transit camp 21 Mechanical
Equipment Company arrived at Port Tewfik on 23 March. The next day the unit
marched in to Maadi. The term ‘marched in’ is military jargon for being taken on
strength, but in the most literal meaning of the word the sappers marched in to
Maadi with all their gear on their backs. It was about three miles to their quarters
and a soldierly bearing was something they had not acquired. ‘Keep up with your
three’, one, bent like an ambulatory hairpin, was urged.

‘T am keeping up with my three,” he answered indignantly.
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‘Your head might be,” he was told, ‘but your backside is here three files behind.’

March and April were busy months in North Africa; they were also busy months
in Greece but our immediate concern is with 21 Mechanical Equipment Company.
The new arrivals were going through the usual routine of drawing stores when a
party of five sappers under Lieutenant Bryant > was detailed to deliver to and
assemble at Barce several 10 RB shovels and a Le Tourneau rooter required urgently
for digging anti-tank defences.

The situation in late March was that the frontier in Cyrenaica was held by bits
and pieces of armoured formations, some mounted in Italian tanks which were
scarcely mobile owing to the lack of replacements. Ninth Australian Division, less one
brigade in Tobruk without transport, was supporting the armour.

Enemy strength was then known to be building up but no serious movement
was expected for at least another month, when Imperial troops and transport would
have replaced the formations and the 8000 vehicles that had been sent to Greece.

The enemy did not keep to our timetable and a counter-attack was mounted on
31 March by 5 German Light Armoured Division and two Italian divisions, one
armoured and one motorised. It must be admitted that they made a very work-
manlike job of restoring Libya to the Italian Empire, for by 11 April, with the
exception of the Aussies and others in Tobruk, we were back again in Egypt. ©

The equipment was loaded on White 10-ton transporters driven by RASC drivers,
and after trouble with the Cairo overhead tramway wires a routine stop was made at
Matruh for orders and petrol. Lieutenant Bryant takes the tale on:

‘The convoy then proceeded towards Solum against a steadily increasing
eastward bound stream of traffic which even to the somewhat uninitiated eyes of 21
Mech. Equip. Coy. Section appeared a little odd to say the least, in so far as Air
Force, Army and even Navy Detachments were mixed together with such abandon
that the men were heard to remark that even the Army couldn't intentionally
organise such a conglomeration. ... In view of the original B.T.E. orders the section
officer decided to push on to Bardia which was reached at dusk and on reporting to
the Officer Commanding was informed that the equipment was [now] urgently
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required in Tobruk and that the convoy must push on without delay.

‘Consequently, having fed and refuelled and issued 5 rounds per man the convoy
moved westwards at night without lights on the now empty road, arriving at the
defences of Tobruk to meet a “Halt! Who goes there?” in the early hours of the
morning and to be informed that we were either bloody heroes or bloody fools as the
road was now cut, which accounted for the rumbling sounds, crossing laterally to the
route heard during the night run; on reflection the sentry was right. We were bloody
fools.

‘Having reached Tobruk and in view of the Bardia Commander's orders re
extreme urgency a report was made to Tobruk Fortress Headquarters at 0230 hours
to be met with a most encouraging reception and admonition “*Go jump in the sea
and let a man sleep.”

'So, having fulfilled orders the section selected a piece of real estate and settled
down for the remainder of the night. The equipment was unloaded and assembled to
a background of dive and high level bombing attacks on the Fortress and harbour
and subsequently handed over to an RAE 7 Coy for operation.’

The work of assembly took a fortnight whereupon they embarked with Indian
troops on the SS Bankura, but air-raid warning signals changed from white to red
before they had settled down. It was soon painfully clear that the Bankura was on
the target list, for near misses gave her such a list that she had to be beached. The
shipwrecked sappers re-embarked on the corvette Southern Cross, survived another
attack and reached Alexandria on 25 April. The engineers with 5 Brigade were
having similar experiences between Greece and Crete about the same time.

While Lieutenant Bryant's party was undergoing its baptism of fire No. 4 Section
(Lieutenant Hendry &) had departed to Matruh with shovels, ‘dozers and carry-alls to
work on tank traps in case the enemy might venture farther east than the Egyptian
border. Another job was the provision of berthage to replace the destroyed Matruh
jetty. A wall of sandbags was built, then, with shovel and dragline, the seaward side
of the wall was dredged and the spoil used to provide storage space. Destroyers
slipped in after dark, discharged at the improvised wharf and were gone before
daybreak.
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Lieutenant Allen ° moved up to Sidi Haneish with No. 1 Section which, after
learning to share the desert with the asps, chameleons and scorpions, also worked
on tank traps.

No. 3 Section (Lieutenant Hornig 1%) endured a few weeks in the ‘bullring’ but
were rewarded for their sufferings. They went to help on the outer defences of
Alexandria and levelled the far bank of the Nubariya canal to provide a field of fire
for pillboxes being constructed on the near side. They were quartered in Gianaclis, a
small Greek community situated in the middle of acres of grapes. The sappers first
ate the fruit for breakfast, dinner and tea, and then proceeded to distil the juice
thereof. The results varied from awful to hellish.

No. 2 Section (Lieutenant Hazledine-Barber 1) did not work as a unit but
reinforced the other sections from time to time as well as doing sundry small jobs of
their own. Not typical, but true none the less, was the experience of a detachment
who were ordered to report to an RE command in Alexandria. Nobody knew why
they had come or what to do with them so they lived in Mustapha Barracks for three
happy, uncomplaining weeks, during which time they were reinforced by another
party, who also indulged with enthusiasm in the sea bathing and other pleasures
that Alex provides so abundantly.

When Nemesis caught up with them they were sent to operate a dragline at
Amiriya, where a defensive ditch was being excavated. The sappers claimed that the
dragline had originally been offered to Noah during his flood troubles but that he
rejected it on the ground that it was out of date. They had dug about half a mile of
ditch with their prehistoric implement when new orders came that the ditch wasn't
wanted any more and that they were to go on road repair work at El Alamein.
Nobody knew where the place was—then.

18 Army Troops Company

Eighteenth Army Troops Company (Major L. A. Lincoln), with its job in Fiji under
its military belt, left New Zealand with 21 Mechanical Equipment Company and
endured stoically the Forget-all-you-learnt-in-New-Zealand-this-is-the-way-you-do-it
of the Maadi instructors on account of the exciting new surroundings.
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Their sphere of operations had already been defined as the care and operation
of the Western Desert water-supply system. As has already been outlined, the
provision of water into bulk storage in the Western Desert was partly:

(a) From wells or aqueducts,

(b) By pipeline,

(c) By railway tank car,

(d) By sea.

A number of different authorities overlapped in this organisation and steps were
being taken to simplify the administration so that the Royal Engineers would be
responsible for the bulk supply of water to the Western Desert. The RE would be
responsible for the quantity moved and for supervising the equipment so that
pumps, hoses, water barges, lighters, water ships, and tankage on shore could be
interconnected as necessary.

Formations and detachments, including the RAF, were to place their demands
for bulk supply on the local RE representative. This officer, if he could not supply
from local resources or by pipeline, was to place his demand, in tons, on GHQ,
having obtained the agreement of the local commander. If any special type of
container was required this was to be stated in the demand.

Those arrangements were, substantially, unaltered at the conclusion of the
campaign in North Africa.

After a month's training and the procuring of G1098 stores the Company spread,
section by section, over the Western Desert, until by the end of April their locations
and duties were:

In Alexandria E and M Section and Company Headquarters were located at Mex
Camp. An idle Italian-owned workshop equipped with the lathes and machinery
necessary for the repair of water pumping plants had been taken over and put into
operation.

No. 2 Section (Lieutenant Goodsir 12) worked from Amiriya with a detachment at
Burg el Arab. They operated and maintained the pipeline and stations from Gabbary
(inclusive) to Hammam (exclusive) and from Nubariya filtration plant to Abd el
Qadir. There were 19 miles of line to patrol on account of the Bedouin practice of
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driving spikes into the lead joints whenever they wanted water. The Burg el Arab
detachment found consolation for its isolation through the fact that trains were often
diverted to a siding there and it was possible to ‘liberate’ quantities of Naafi beer.
When the survivors of 19 Army Troops Company returned from Crete some really
satisfying reunions were staged through this circumstance.

No. 1 Section (Lieutenant Mackersey 13) detrained at Daba, met up with 16
Railway Operating Company, who gave them a hot meal and some buckets of the
precious water they had come to control, and to whom they passed on the latest
news from home before moving into three army huts that were to be home for them
for the next fourteen months. Their main jobs were the pipeline from Hammam to
Daba, the pumping station at El Alamein and the water point at Fuka, which was
supplied by railborne water. Their lack of transport was eased by smart repair work.
An Australian truck left unattended after an accident was quickly got into running
order, its distinguishing signs obliterated with a new coat of paint suitably
embellished with fern leaves. It was recovered through a mischance by its rightful
owners many months afterwards.

From the Burbeita oasis No. 3 Section (Lieutenant Concher 1) maintained the
aqueducts between there and Baggush, likewise the pipeline from there to Sidi
Haneish. They also carried the water supply westward from Fuka to Matruh.

No. 4 Section (Lieutenant Wallace 1°) detrained at Matruh where No. 4 Section,
21 Mechanical Equipment Company, met them with hot bully beef stew before
ferrying them in its only truck to their camp about two miles away. They operated
the water supply in the area and maintained the pipeline from Matruh to Charing
Cross.

In addition to these pipeline jobs a number of 18 Army Troops Company men,
like the 19th, had taken to the sea and were operating water barges about the same
time as some of the 19th were driving a railway train in Greece over a line without a
signal system, in the dark without lights, and with an engine whose brakes were not
so good; but that is another story.

Major Lincoln was directed to take over two water barges, including the
provision of crews and maintenance. They were lying in Alexandria harbour, stank
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exceedingly of Egyptian crew and had engines that would not go. Sufficient sappers
were found in the Company who had marine diesel experience to operate the fleet

and recondition the engines. The seagoing sappers were then given a short training
course in compass work, coastal navigation and signalling, whereupon they fulfilled
the same functions as 19 Army Troops Company had done earlier in the year.

Railway Units

Tenth Railway Construction Company, which, it will be remembered, left the
Western Desert in February for Qassassin 1© (where, following surveys by 9 Railway
Survey Company, there was platelaying and formation work at El Firdan, Tel el Kebir
and El Kirsh) did not remain undisturbed for long.

No. 2 Section was warned to stand by on a day's notice to move to the Sudan,
where Lieutenant Marchbanks was to build a bridge across the Gash River which
divides the Sudan from Eritrea. The Italians had got as far as putting in the concrete
foundations for the piers of a bridge at Tessenei and the job was to finish what the
Italians had begun.

The campaign against the Italian East African army was going according to plan;
the South Africans had captured Addis Ababa, the capital of Abyssinia, and two
Indian divisions were attacking the natural stronghold of Keren, protecting Asmara,
the enemy capital of Eritrea. The troops were supplied through Kassala and the
Sudan Railway Department had, with civilian labour, built a line from Kassala to
Tessenei, a distance of about 40 miles. The Gash was dry until the rainy season,
June to December, and a temporary line crossed the dry riverbed, then trucks hauled
supplies along an Italian built road from the river to Agordat, which was the
beginning of another enemy railway line to Asmara.

The Army was to build the bridge across the Gash and extend the line from the
river to Agordat—before the rainy season.

The fifty-strong section left Qassassin on 6 March by train through the Nile
valley to Upper Egypt. At Shallal, the southern terminus, they changed to river boat
and ploughed along the lake formed by the Aswan dam. Two days of stewing in an
oppressive heat brought them to Wadi Halfa, the northern terminal of the Sudan
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railway system and the home of Kipling's Fuzzy Wuzzy who ‘broke a British square’.

Another two days of train travel across the searing Nubian desert, a smooth
grey ocean dotted with islands of crumbling rock, landed the sappers in Kassala.

Major Halley and twenty sappers of the ubiquitous 9 Railway Survey Company 1/
had preceded the new arrivals by about a fortnight and were surveying the proposed
line from the Tessenei bridge site to Agordat. They were doing themselves fairly well
and had taken over stone houses previously occupied by Italian public works
engineers. They started work at 5 a.m. with Dinka natives cutting their lines with
wicked long swords which appeared as dear to them as the kukri to the Gurkha.
Other characteristics of the Dinkas were the great crops of fuzzy black tresses, which
hung in ringlets down their shoulders, and the long wooden forks carried like a comb
so that they could have a scratch every now and then. Work ceased at midday when
the heat was unbearable, and lunch was followed by an Eritrean siesta, long hours of
wakeful, restless sweating. Late in the afternoon the more energetic went shooting
gazelle, buck or guineafowl, while the others persevered with the siesta. In the
evenings the sappers sat on the steps of their stone house and watched the lights of
convoys threading through the mountain passes with supplies for the troops
preparing to storm Keren. When it was quite dark they made themselves homesick
by looking across the mountain tops, where low in the sky hung the Southern Cross.

The bridge builders went on to Tessenei and looked the job over. They saw an
empty riverbed with heavy scrub along its banks, hundreds of bright-coloured birds
above the trees and monkeys in untold numbers in their branches.

From the Kassala end the bridge spans were one 55 ft, five 50 ft and two 40 ft,
a total length of 385 ft. These spans were fixed by the concrete foundations already
put in position by the Italians, but the steel built-up girders sent down from Egypt
would not fit these measurements and had to be adapted on the job.

Lieutenant Marchbanks wrote later:

‘We were always short of Equipment but managed to get hold of an Italian
electric welding set, gas cutting torches and compressors. About 1000 cubic yards of
concrete was poured and for this we had only two ? c. yd mixers. Total weight of
steel handled was about 1000 tons with a heaviest lift of 10 tons. We were fortunate
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in being able to borrow two caterpillar drag lines from the Sudan Rlys for handling
the girders.

‘As an example of the way we had to improvise, 1200 %2 and ? [in.] dia. holes
had to be drilled in the steel by hand ratchet drills and over 1000 hook bolts for
holding the sleepers to the girders had to be forged and threaded.’

The party worked for a month on formation and culverting until material came
down from Egypt. The first concrete was poured on 14 April and the first train ran
over the bridge on 28 May. Lieutenant Marchbanks was evacuated to hospital a
fortnight before the bridge was completed, leaving Sergeant Keller 8 in charge. The
sappers did not rejoin their unit until the end of June.

Tenth Railway Construction Company lost another 65 all ranks to a composite
Operating and Construction Company being assembled to proceed, under the
command of Major Smith, to Greece. The rest of the men were provided by 13
Company (132 all ranks) and 16 Company (77 all ranks). °

The selected sappers assembled at El Firdan, where they were issued with
tropical kit and began a concentrated course of infantry training. It did not last long.

Further instructions arrived that administration would be simplified if all
constructional people were drawn from one unit, and as 10 Company already had
one section detached, 13 Company would be withdrawn and 10 Company would
supply all the construction element. And the new company would assemble at
Qassassin.

Under the new plan 7 officers, 262 other ranks, 11 lorries, 4 motor-cycles and 57
tons of equipment were assembled, with orders to be ready to move within twenty-
four hours as from 25 March. An advanced guard of eleven drivers commanded by
Sergeant Jack Molloy 2° left with the gear on the 29th and the sappers were to follow
the next day; they route-marched and machine-gun drilled until 3 April, when they
were told that they were beyond doubt leaving within forty-eight hours; in the
morning the departure was postponed indefinitely.

Tenth Company detail was to stand by and 16 Company detail was to go to
Amiriya and work on the extensive military sidings there. On 14 April 10 Company
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detail was ‘definitely embarking’ the next day—it got as far as loading rations on a
train and striking camp before the order was countermanded and camp was
unstruck.

The sappers really left Qassassin a couple of evenings later, this time in trucks,
but a Don R caught them within two hours and the column halted at Tahag. It
stayed halted there for a week, when the now thoroughly demoralised detail was
told that it was really and truly on its way—back to the Western Desert. But there
was one more blow to come: new equipment had been drawn to replace that loaded
on the transport and shipped to Greece, but it had come back again and was found
lying on a wharf at Port Said. 2! The new equipment was to be handed back
forthwith and the old gear taken on charge again. New words were added to the
English language and the sappers' vocabulary grew in strength and vigour.

This apparently irresponsible conduct was of course partly on account of the
situation in Greece, where the campaign was going far from well, and partly because
of the enemy counter-attack in the Western Desert.

In the meantime the balance of 16 Railway Operating Company had arrived at
El Kirsh to take over the duties of 17 Company, who unknown to themselves were
shortly to move to Palestine; on 7 April they were hotfooting it back to Daba. Major
Aickin had been informed that if the enemy attack in Cyrenaica was not stopped he
might have to operate the whole 200 miles of railway from Amiriya to Matruh; he
was to make his headquarters at Daba and to plan on the assumption that
communications would fail and that he would be out of touch with his section at
Amiriya. Major Aickin could muster only 116 men at the time so he had received a
fair-sized job; it was added to materially, as he explains:

‘That night (8th) about 6.30 o'clock, a British Major who held the high-sounding
title of Town Major (though his domain was merely a large chunk of desert, a few
water wells and numerous latrines for the cleanliness of which he was held
responsible) came into our mess and read us a signal. It appeared that the tiny force
representing the then strength of the 16th, a few bakers of the RASC field bakery
and less than a dozen men of the Movement Control staff were the garrison of Daba.
There were no troops behind us all the way to Alexandria while up forward there
was only a small garrison at Mersa Matruh and nothing much in the way of troops or
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armour in the desert west of there.... We had no wire, no minefields, no artillery and
we had not had a tremendous amount of practice with our rifles. We had an anti-
tank rifle which temporarily incapacitated the firer at every shot, plus three brens
and a lewis gun.

‘The Town Major described our role in terms that gave us freedom of movement
and freedom of decision. What he said was, “You'd better put some men over at the
cross roads or somewhere. Send out a patrol or two on a truck or something, with
bren guns or something of that sort; anyhow you are supposed to do something.”
The Town Major was in too much of a hurry to have a whiskey or something as he
had to go and organise the bakehouse in depth or something.’

Without more ado 16 Railway Operating Company, the whole 116 of them, set
about preparing to receive General Rommel, his two Italian divisions and his 5
German Light Armoured Division, either one at a time or all together. They dug
trenches and built field works; they acquired a distaste for sleep in order to complete
their defences and carry out their train-running shifts more or less continuously. They
were assisted in staying awake by the weight and frequency of enemy air raids.

The Company strength was increased by the return of men from leave, and of
another party that had been detailed but which did not go to Eritrea, and the
defence works grew in complexity.

Little by little the flap died down. The Australian and British force in Tobruk was
a thorn in the side of the enemy communication system and there was no invasion of

Egypt.

Tenth Company returned to the Western Desert on 2 May and spread from Daba
to Matruh on emergency repair work; by night they endured air raids and by day
they repaired the damage.

Thirteenth Company remained in the Canal Zone, where its main work was at
Abu Sultan constructing new spurs in the Ammunition Depot, the laying of depot
tracks at Geneifa and Amiriya, and a bridge over the Sweetwater Canal to the wharf.
By and large it was a pretty poor show; the food was not good and meal hours did
not suit; the heat was trying, for at 116 in the shade steel rails could not be touched
with bare hands; furthermore the work was rushed and the native labour more than
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usually poor.
The Forestry Group

Fourteenth Forestry Company found that its billets in the stables of Grittleton
House, Grittleton, Wilts., although a very imposing postal address, were without
heat or light, and a stable without heat or light in the middle of an English winter is
not the acme of comfort. There were other drawbacks; the cookhouse lacked a
stove, there were no showers, drying rooms, telephone or bathing facilities; the
latrines were located in the main stable yard next to the sergeants' mess. The men's
mess-room, lately the coach house, was cold and dark—there were radiators but the
boiler was useless and endeavours to procure another one were quite fruitless.

The remedying of these inadequacies was a slow and tedious business, for
munitions and military equipment were being manufactured to the exclusion of
everything else and hundreds of thousands of men were being brought from under
canvas into winter quarters.

Improvements were gradual and sporadic. Early in December twenty coal-
burning stoves arrived and were installed, then nine bedrooms and the servants' hall
at Grittleton House were requisitioned, permitting sixty-two sappers to move out of
the stables. Other amenities had to wait the passing to and fro of sundry letters to
and from sundry authorities, who first refused permission to carry out repairs unless
they were done by civilian contractors. Eventually the sappers were permitted to do
sufficient plumbing and electrical work themselves to make their stables tolerably
comfortable. The officers, for whom there was no provision whatever, were billeted
at the Rectory and had their meals at the Red Lion Inn close by. Civilian kindness
and hospitality were immediate and widespread and helped to take the edge off the
acute discomfort of life in the Grittleton House stables.

Fifteenth Forestry Company had more luck and was billeted in Langrish House,
Langrish, Hants.

Both units after disembarkation leave did a month's solid training under
instructors lent by Southern Command. The sappers got on very well with their
instructors, though one of the favourite indoor pastimes was wondering what a nice
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quiet day's work would feel like.

The intention was for each company, with the help of labour supplied by civilian
pioneer units, to operate three mills. Eleventh Company was operating Hailey Wood
and Overley Wood and was building, as fast as the erratic supply of parts would
permit, its third mill at Bowood. Unlike the English-type mills, Bowood and the others
to be erected by the Forestry Group were of New Zealand design and in accordance
with plans drawn up by Lieutenants Tunnicliffe 22 and King. 23 Standard New Zealand
features absent from the English mills were power feeds for the breaking-down
bench, sawdust conveyors and a power goose saw, while the unsatisfactory push
bench was discarded for a return-feed breast bench.

Fifteenth Company moved half its strength to Arundel in Sussex, where two mills
known as East and West Arundel were taken over from civilians. The rest of the
Company built its third mill at Basing Park forest, Langrish, and commenced cutting
on 10 February.

Fourteenth Company built a mill at Grittleton which put its first log through on
31 January, relieved 11 Company for its ten-day drill period, detailed groups of men
for urgent felling jobs around landing grounds and detached other parties for felling
beech urgently needed for rifle butts. The War Office had approached the Ministry of
Supply for a nation-wide effort to ensure the cutting of this timber before April when
the sap began to rise. When cutting was discontinued over 2500 beech trees had
been felled by New Zealand detachments in five weeks.

Reference has been made to the fact that the Forestry Group was subject to
control by both the Forestry Division of the War Office and the Ministry of Supply,
which did not make for smooth running and was discontinued in February, when
home-grown timber came under direct control of the Ministry of Supply.

Colonel Eliott's letter to the Military Secretary sent on 21 February is revealing:

*... The supply of equipment has recently rather improved but remains far from
plentiful. The location of operations is widespread and administration, from the
military point of view, made rather difficult, in that whenever a unit is divided
effective operative personnel tend to become more and more involved in
administrative duties. Positions of strange contradictions occasionally arise when the
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requirements of the Army vary from the requirements of the Ministry of Supply. I
more than once on such occasions have sat back and refused to move until I have an
order from the Army, pointing out at the same time, politely I trust, but very
definitely that I am primarily a soldier and will obey orders from one place only—that
place being the Army.’

Throughout February and March felling and cutting beech was first priority: 11
Company had a party felling at Winchester and 15 Company's Langrish mill was
cutting beechwood; 15th was felling at Castle Combe, also at Gatcombe Hill,
Whitegate and Parsonage Wood plantations, and in addition one officer and thirty
other ranks were operating in Dropmore Wood. Bucks.

Throughout the winter sappers had been inclined to be critical at the apparent
uselessness of working at great discomfort and against time to produce timber which
nobody seemed to want, but this matter was brought into correct perspective by a
memo from the Director of the Home Grown Timber Production Department pointing
out the urgent necessity of the work on which the Forestry companies were engaged
and the reasons for the large stocks being accumulated at the mills. In the Battle of
the Atlantic one of the largest items imported was timber; and the reduction of the
demands on shipping space was of vital importance. A certain amount of stock had
to be reserved for national emergencies at home or where the armies were
operating abroad. To date stock, largely imported, had been stacked at the various
docks, but owing to the air raids it had been necessary to remove those stocks and
use them. It was necessary to replace them with home-grown timber for just such
another emergency. It was a reasonable explanation and henceforth the output grew
appreciably.

March also saw the bushmen given an operational role in the event of invasion,
still considered a possibility with the German military machine stalled for want of
opponents not separated by a sea lane.

The decision was taken by the CRE, South Midland Area and Southern
Command, that if the occasion demanded 11 and 14 Companies would form a mobile
column for the defence of Gloucestershire airfields and would deal with parachute
landings inside the area bounded by Northleach, Cirencester, Stroud and
Andoversford. As 15 Company was in a different military area and the Arundel
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detachment in a different Command, they were integrated into the local defence
plans. Rifles, of which only twenty were held by each company for guards and
pickets, were to be made a 100 per cent issue. The sappers were enthusiastic about
a scheme which converted them, in case of necessity, into fighting troops, although
they were quick to point out that until the rifles arrived Hitler would have to give
reasonable notice of his intention to attack in their area.

During this period, which might be called the running-in of the New Zealand
Forestry Group, there were some changes in command. Captain O. Jones asked to be
relieved of command of 14 Company on transfer to the RAF; Sergeant Chandler 2% of
11 Company was commissioned and transferred to 15 Company and most of the
junior officers were changed from their original commands; Captain Thomas 2° took
command of 14 Company. Rugby footballers were withdrawn from circulation to train
for a projected tour of Wales. Hailey Wood mill's output for the month was a United
Kingdom record (95,244 super. feet); Grittleton mill broke the record for a week's
production; Langrish mill, still lacking a yard tramway, put up impressive figures.
Both Arundel mills lost time through floods, but in spite of these and more technical
hitches the seven New Zealand mills produced 67,000 cubic feet of timber and the
total output passed the million cubic feet mark.

Spring passed into summer. Canteens were established and gardens, tended by
sappers, provided more than adequate supplies of fresh vegetables. Guards of
honour were supplied for War Weapons Week at Salisbury, Chippenham, Arundel and
Littlehampton, and for Mr Jordan at Calne. The 14th Company detachment that was
to operate a mill being built by civilians at Savernake forest, near Marlborough,
moved into quarters at Burbage and commenced felling a backlog of timber.
Eventually the company was asked to finish the building itself. The erection of this
mill had been a classic in delay and muddle until the Kiwis took over, when it was
reduced to delay waiting for essential parts. Savernake began cutting on 23 July.

Bowood mill, changing from beech to Douglas fir, one week turned out 4000
cubic feet, a record, then went on to better it the next week by another 580 cubic
feet. The Bowood average of 3800 cubic feet for the four-weekly period of April was
a complete answer to the English critics of the New Zealand type mill. At its peak in
supply and operation this mill was cutting 117 cubic feet an hour, a figure never
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before approached by civilian or service timber men in the United Kingdom.

The withdrawal of 93 Alien Pioneer Company from 11 Company meant that
without this unskilled labour, even if its quality was poor, the Company could not
operate three mills. The Calne detachment was accordingly moved to Cirencester
and a detachment of 14 Company moved to Grittleton to work Bowood.

The outstanding features of June were not mill work or forestry. Her Majesty the
Queen Mother (Queen Mary) visited 14 Company at Grittleton and took tea with the
officers and representatives of the rank and file. There was a sequel which the
diarist of 14 Company describes:

‘The Queen Mother returned the compliment and the Duchess of Beaufort 2°
gave tea to the men and the Queen Mother gave tea to Maj Thomas and Lt Austin.
7 The Queen allowed the men to attend the show with their coats off. Only some
availed themselves of this favour and after the show the Queen was amused to hear
that the others couldn't because had they done so they would have been down to
the buff.’

A mobile column formed by 11 and 14 Companies performed an exercise on 15
June which included the defence of an airfield. Further recourse to the 14 Company
diarist provides the real flavour of the event:

‘An exercise was carried out at Aston Downs aerodrome, the 14th and 11th Coys
being given the job of attacking and retaking the aerodrome in the hands of the
enemy. Dive bombers took part and a very realistic show took place and it should
have been of immense help in showing to our troops their complete lack of training
and knowledge in modern warfare. The objective was reached only because blanks
were used.’

All troops, except essential guards, of the New Zealand Forestry Group were
concentrated at Barton Stacy camp, Hants., on 19 June for the ten-day training
period. During the training they were inspected by Brigadier Inglis, 28 who gave a
short talk on the Crete campaign. Even before the Brigadier had told them
something of the fighting and evacuation of Crete, sufficient news had been released
about both Greece and Crete to start a stream of applications for transfers to a first-
line unit. Colonel Eliott wrote (9 June) to the Military Secretary, 2 NZEF, thus:
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‘Work continues here much on the same lines working through War Office with
the Ministry of Supply. Our work appears to give satisfaction.... Discipline is difficult.
99 percent of the men and officers too wish to rejoin—or should I say join?—the
Division and I can only hope that my personal note to the GOC asking him to call for
us will bear some fruit. England may be attacked of course and we may have our
chance but wish to get out with the New Zealand troops and be with the Division
and more directly controlled operationally by the GOC. Applications to me for
transfer to Middle East to other units are innumerable.’

1Lt C. M. Wheeler; Singapore; born NZ 28 Dec 1914; civil engineer;
wounded 25 Jun 1942,

2 Kalimera Kiwi, p. 28.

3 Lt-Col A. R. Currie, DSO, OBE; Wellington; born Napier, 12 Nov 1910;
military engineer; OC 8 Fd Coy Oct 1940-Jul 1942; CO NZ Engr Trg Depot
Apr-Jul 1943; OC 7 Fd Coy Jul-Nov 1943; three times wounded; Director,
Fortifications and Works, Army HQ, 1946—49; Chief Engineer, NZ Army,
1951-60.

4 Maj J. H. Tiffen, m.i.d.; Wanganui; born Gisborne, 15 Mar 1903; civil
engineer (British Colonial Service, Fiji); OC 21 Mech Equip Coy Nov 1940-
Nov 1943.

> Capt K. A. Bryant; Lower Hutt; born Petone, 30 Dec 1916; mechanical
draughtsman.

® Including the detachment of 16 Ry Op Coy sappers working the Benghazi-
Barce trains.

/ Royal Australian Engineers.

8 Capt E. L. Hendry; Wellington; born NSW 1 Feb 1901; engineer.
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? Capt A. F. Allen, m.i.d.; born NZ 19 Nov 1909; civil engineer; killed in
action 18 Feb 1944.

10 Capt C. B. Hornig; born NZ 22 Nov 1913; civil engineer; wounded 28 Mar
1942; killed in action 6 Mar 1944.

11 Capt E. Hazledine-Barber, m.i.d.; Melville, Hamilton; born England, 3 Jul
1903; county engineer.

12 Maj J. A. Goodsir, MC; born NZ 10 Oct 1907; civil engineer; wounded 20
Nov 1943.

13t C. A. Mackersey; Havelock North; born Masterton, 2 May 1900;
electrical engineer, NZR.

14 Maj 1. R. Concher; Wellington; born NZ 14 Jul 1908; civil engineer.

15 Maj J. B. Wallace, MBE; Papatoetoe; born NZ 28 Jan 1914; civil engineer.

16
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Chap. 2, p. 39.

17 At that period 9 Ry Svy Coy was spread along a 2000-mile front with one
third of its strength in Eritrea, one third on the Suez Canal and one third in
Greece.

18 Capt A. A. Keller, MC; born NZ 8 Oct 1917; engineer cadet; wounded 19
Apr 1945; died Rotorua, 24 May 1956.

19 In addition No. 3 Section was away for some weeks at Haifa working on
locomotives and rolling stock.

20 Sgt B. J. Molloy; born Ireland, 11 Sep 1905; plant foreman.

21 5gt Molloy's party landed and reached Athens in its own trucks on 11
April and was employed carrying troops from the docks to their camps, and
then in the transport of wounded from train to hospital ship. It was
evacuated to Crete on 27-28 April and on 16 May was again evacuated to
Egypt. Sapper L. E. Fischer went missing in Greece and was later reported
PW, the Company's first casualty.

22 Maj K. O. Tunnicliffe, MBE; Edgecumbe, Bay of Plenty; born Hukanui, 22
Jul 1904; sawmill owner; OC 14 Forestry Coy Jul-Aug 1944.

23 Capt K. W. King; Whangarei; born NZ 12 May 1913; civil engineer.

24 Lt C. H. Chandler; Reefton; born Reefton, 14 Nov 1910; logging
contractor and sawmiller.

25> Maj D. V. Thomas, OBE; Wairoa; born Ashburton, 19 Jun 1897; farmer
and sawmiller; 1 NZEF, 1917 (Cpl); Lt 2/34 Sikh Pioneers, 1919; OC 14
Forestry Coy 1941-44.

%6 | ady-in-waiting to Her Majesty.
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27 Capt W. Austin; Christchurch; born NZ 12 May 1893; forest foreman.

28 Maj-Gen L. M. Inglis, CB, CBE, DSO and bar, MC, m.i.d., MC (Gk);
Hamilton; born Mosgiel, 16 May 1894; barrister and solicitor; NZ Rifle Bde
and MG Bn 1915-19; CO 27 (MG) Bn Jan-Aug 1940; comd 4 Inf Bde 1941-
42, and 4 Armd Bde 1942—-44; GOC 2 NZ Div 27 Jun—16 Aug 1942, 6 Jun-31
Jul 1943; Chief Judge of the Control Commission Supreme Court in British
Zone of Occupation, Germany, 1947-50; Stipendiary Magistrate.
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NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST
[SECTION]

Coincident with the losing of provinces and divisions in Libya, II Duce's troops were
being very roughly handled by the Greeks, who were not without hopes of as
complete a victory as had been won in North Africa.

Hitler at this period was moving diplomatically in the Balkans —the kind of
diplomacy that is backed by armies. Roumania soon saw Teutonic reason and
Bulgaria gave no signs of defiance, so that the situation speedily arose where
Germany was in a position to march against Greece or Turkey or Yugoslavia.

Our counter was to offer the Greeks some armoured troops, field artillery and
anti-aircraft batteries for the defence of their Bulgarian border, but this was declined
on the grounds that such a gesture was more likely to provoke than restrain
aggression. Later the Greeks altered their opinion and asked what assistance could
be sent in the event of a German attack. General Wavell was ordered to send every
available unit to Greece, for early and substantial help could come only from North
Africa, where any danger of an enemy counter-offensive, it was thought, could be
disregarded. But while this decision was being implemented a German light division
was landing in Tripoli.

In spite of having to denude his western front, the completeness of the victory
in Cyrenaica decided General Wavell to allow the operations against Italian East
Africa to proceed.

In the meantime there was no lack of employment for the Engineers; there were
kit and equipment deficiencies to be made good, some accumulated pay to be
disposed of and an infinity of small jobs to be done around the camps. There was
also routine training, shifting battalions across the Nile in night exercises with
assault boats and rafts, and the breaking down of infantry prejudices concerning a
close acquaintanceship with anti-tank mines.

About the middle of February the tempo began to quicken and stores up to
G1098 scale—the war equipment of a unit—became freely available. The issue of
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tropical kit was proof that wherever the Division was going, and it was clearly going
there soon, the potential battleground was likely to be, climatically at least, very
hot. As Lieutenant Wheeler ! saw it:

‘Orders for equipment and movement came rolling in, cancelling and
contradicting each other. Much paper and time might have been saved if a
composite order could have been sent us somewhat on these lines—

“At 1600 hours all ranks will be issued with battledress to make them think they
are going to a cooler climate.

“At 1800 hours all ranks will be re-issued with shorts to make them think they
are going to a hotter climate.

“At 2000 hours all ranks will be issued with solar topees to prove to them that
they are going to Hell.”

‘By 2000 hours all ranks didn't care if they were going to Hell. As a courtesy
gesture from Peter Fraser or the King or someone, we had been issued with a bottle
of beer per man. This barely touched the sides as it sizzled down our parched throats
but it started a fashion and set us on the way to a practical expression of the
jubilation that was seething through the camp.’ 2

Pursuant to a directive from Headquarters New Zealand Division, the Engineer
units departed from Cairo and its environs.

‘Divisional training will be held in March. The Div. Comd. directs that the
exercise be carried out with as much realism as possible. Security measures such as
would be adopted for a real Op will be put into effect at once. For instance, orders
for the move will be delayed until the last possible moment. Units are being supplied
up to G 1098 scale, and will be brought up to WE immediately. Existing camp areas
will be completely evacuated. Base kits will be left behind. Only Fd Service kits will
be taken. In short the Div. trg is to be regarded as a full rehearsal for active service.’

The Second Echelon, en route from England, arrived at Port Tewfik on 3 March
and entrained for Helwan, where the ‘Glamour Boys’ of 7 Field Company had about
three weeks seeing the sights and tasting the ‘juice of Egypt's grape’ before they
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followed the rest of the Division to Amiriya transit camp.

Eleven days after 7 Field Company had marched into Helwan, 8 Field Company
(Major A. R. Currie 3), re-embodied after turning itself into 18 and 19 Army Troops
Companies, also marched eagerly into Maadi.

It was to take its place as the Division's third field company in the ‘exercises’
and its rate of equipment up to G1098 was a miracle of ease and celerity. On 5 April
the company moved to Amiriya and loaded its vehicles and equipment on the
transport; the following dawn the German troops in Bulgaria crossed the frontier into
Greece; 8 Field Company unloaded its gear and returned profanely to Cairo, this time
to Mena Camp, where it remained for the next few months.

Nineteenth Army Troops Company, which was already in Greece, took over the
role of 8 Field Company although it was neither equipped nor trained as a field
company. The position then was that Lieutenant-Colonel Clifton had under his
command in Greece a Headquarters, 5 Field Park Company, 6 and 7 Field
Companies, and 19 Army Troops Company acting as a field company.
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NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST

21 MECHANICAL EQUIPMENT COMPANY
21 Mechanical Equipment Company

On 30 October 1940 the High Commissioner for the United Kingdom wrote to
the Prime Minister of New Zealand to the effect that, following earlier
communications, he had received a letter from the United Kingdom Government
stating that as there was not the same experience in England of earthmoving
machines as there was in New Zealand, it would be of the greatest assistance if New
Zealand could provide the personnel for a mechanical equipment company.

New Zealand was indeed well situated to supply men experienced in the
operation of bulldozers, graders, ditchers and draglines, for the Government had
been roading large areas of broken country and the use of mechanical equipment
had been a big factor in the progress of the development plan. Britain, on the other
hand, was a country where highways had been levelled for centuries and where
earthmoving machinery was a rarity.

Immediate steps were taken to raise a mechanical equipment company with an
authorised strength of a headquarters (3 officers and 8 other ranks), a repair section
(1 officer and 22 other ranks) and four working sections (1 officer and 51 other
ranks), in all 8 officers and 234 other ranks.

As with other specialist non-divisional units, military prowess was a secondary
consideration; officers were chosen for their engineering qualifications and non-
commissioned officers for their all-round experience. The rank and file were quite in
accord with the method of choosing their military betters for they were themselves
thoroughly of the opinion that soldier training was totally unnecessary for a sapper of
21 Mechanical Equipment Company.

Drill instructors, that hardy race, were broken-hearted after a few turns on the
training circuit and ‘Bob Semple's Wild Cats' left New Zealand full of good intentions
and without much military erudition.

It was not that they did not want to learn; they were just too full of the
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importance of the gears, levers and lubricants of this or that machine to absorb
anything else. That they tried to do the right thing is proved by a story which
became a standing joke in 2 NZ Division—a sapper on sentry duty one night in
Trentham recognised another member of the Company approaching a forbidden area
and challenged him, ‘Halt Higgens! Who goes there?’

Twenty-first Mechanical Equipment Company (Major Tiffen ) left New Zealand
with the third section of the 4th Reinforcements on 1 February 1941 in the Nieuw
Amsterdam, together with 8 Field Company, 18 Army Troops Company and a party
of divisional and non-divisional Engineer reinforcements. On arrival at Bombay,
because of the situation in the Red Sea— Eritrea and Somaliland were still in enemy
hands—it was necessary to change into smaller ships which maintained a shuttle
service to Suez. Those units not going on straight away went to a transit camp at
Deolali outside Bombay. After six weeks in the transit camp 21 Mechanical
Equipment Company arrived at Port Tewfik on 23 March. The next day the unit
marched in to Maadi. The term ‘marched in’ is military jargon for being taken on
strength, but in the most literal meaning of the word the sappers marched in to
Maadi with all their gear on their backs. It was about three miles to their quarters
and a soldierly bearing was something they had not acquired. ‘Keep up with your
three’, one, bent like an ambulatory hairpin, was urged.

‘T am keeping up with my three,” he answered indignantly.
‘Your head might be,” he was told, ‘but your backside is here three files behind.’

March and April were busy months in North Africa; they were also busy months
in Greece but our immediate concern is with 21 Mechanical Equipment Company.
The new arrivals were going through the usual routine of drawing stores when a
party of five sappers under Lieutenant Bryant > was detailed to deliver to and
assemble at Barce several 10 RB shovels and a Le Tourneau rooter required urgently
for digging anti-tank defences.

The situation in late March was that the frontier in Cyrenaica was held by bits
and pieces of armoured formations, some mounted in Italian tanks which were
scarcely mobile owing to the lack of replacements. Ninth Australian Division, less one
brigade in Tobruk without transport, was supporting the armour.
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Enemy strength was then known to be building up but no serious movement
was expected for at least another month, when Imperial troops and transport would
have replaced the formations and the 8000 vehicles that had been sent to Greece.

The enemy did not keep to our timetable and a counter-attack was mounted on
31 March by 5 German Light Armoured Division and two Italian divisions, one
armoured and one motorised. It must be admitted that they made a very work-
manlike job of restoring Libya to the Italian Empire, for by 11 April, with the
exception of the Aussies and others in Tobruk, we were back again in Egypt. ©

The equipment was loaded on White 10-ton transporters driven by RASC drivers,
and after trouble with the Cairo overhead tramway wires a routine stop was made at
Matruh for orders and petrol. Lieutenant Bryant takes the tale on:

‘The convoy then proceeded towards Solum against a steadily increasing
eastward bound stream of traffic which even to the somewhat uninitiated eyes of 21
Mech. Equip. Coy. Section appeared a little odd to say the least, in so far as Air
Force, Army and even Navy Detachments were mixed together with such abandon
that the men were heard to remark that even the Army couldn't intentionally
organise such a conglomeration. ... In view of the original B.T.E. orders the section
officer decided to push on to Bardia which was reached at dusk and on reporting to
the Officer Commanding was informed that the equipment was [now] urgently
required in Tobruk and that the convoy must push on without delay.

‘Consequently, having fed and refuelled and issued 5 rounds per man the convoy
moved westwards at night without lights on the now empty road, arriving at the
defences of Tobruk to meet a “Halt! Who goes there?” in the early hours of the
morning and to be informed that we were either bloody heroes or bloody fools as the
road was now cut, which accounted for the rumbling sounds, crossing laterally to the
route heard during the night run; on reflection the sentry was right. We were bloody
fools.

‘Having reached Tobruk and in view of the Bardia Commander's orders re
extreme urgency a report was made to Tobruk Fortress Headquarters at 0230 hours
to be met with a most encouraging reception and admonition “Go jump in the sea
and let a man sleep.”
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'So, having fulfilled orders the section selected a piece of real estate and settled
down for the remainder of the night. The equipment was unloaded and assembled to
a background of dive and high level bombing attacks on the Fortress and harbour
and subsequently handed over to an RAE 7 Coy for operation.’

The work of assembly took a fortnight whereupon they embarked with Indian
troops on the SS Bankura, but air-raid warning signals changed from white to red
before they had settled down. It was soon painfully clear that the Bankura was on
the target list, for near misses gave her such a list that she had to be beached. The
shipwrecked sappers re-embarked on the corvette Southern Cross, survived another
attack and reached Alexandria on 25 April. The engineers with 5 Brigade were
having similar experiences between Greece and Crete about the same time.

While Lieutenant Bryant's party was undergoing its baptism of fire No. 4 Section
(Lieutenant Hendry &) had departed to Matruh with shovels, ‘dozers and carry-alls to
work on tank traps in case the enemy might venture farther east than the Egyptian
border. Another job was the provision of berthage to replace the destroyed Matruh
jetty. A wall of sandbags was built, then, with shovel and dragline, the seaward side
of the wall was dredged and the spoil used to provide storage space. Destroyers
slipped in after dark, discharged at the improvised wharf and were gone before
daybreak.

Lieutenant Allen ® moved up to Sidi Haneish with No. 1 Section which, after
learning to share the desert with the asps, chameleons and scorpions, also worked
on tank traps.

No. 3 Section (Lieutenant Hornig 1%) endured a few weeks in the ‘bullring’ but
were rewarded for their sufferings. They went to help on the outer defences of
Alexandria and levelled the far bank of the Nubariya canal to provide a field of fire
for pillboxes being constructed on the near side. They were quartered in Gianaclis, a
small Greek community situated in the middle of acres of grapes. The sappers first
ate the fruit for breakfast, dinner and tea, and then proceeded to distil the juice
thereof. The results varied from awful to hellish.

No. 2 Section (Lieutenant Hazledine-Barber 1) did not work as a unit but
reinforced the other sections from time to time as well as doing sundry small jobs of
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their own. Not typical, but true none the less, was the experience of a detachment
who were ordered to report to an RE command in Alexandria. Nobody knew why
they had come or what to do with them so they lived in Mustapha Barracks for three
happy, uncomplaining weeks, during which time they were reinforced by another
party, who also indulged with enthusiasm in the sea bathing and other pleasures
that Alex provides so abundantly.

When Nemesis caught up with them they were sent to operate a dragline at
Amiriya, where a defensive ditch was being excavated. The sappers claimed that the
dragline had originally been offered to Noah during his flood troubles but that he
rejected it on the ground that it was out of date. They had dug about half a mile of
ditch with their prehistoric implement when new orders came that the ditch wasn't
wanted any more and that they were to go on road repair work at El Alamein.
Nobody knew where the place was—then.


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000576.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026433.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-009139.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-010927.html

NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST

18 ARMY TROOPS COMPANY
18 Army Troops Company

Eighteenth Army Troops Company (Major L. A. Lincoln), with its job in Fiji under
its military belt, left New Zealand with 21 Mechanical Equipment Company and
endured stoically the Forget-all-you-learnt-in-New-Zealand-this-is-the-way-you-do-it
of the Maadi instructors on account of the exciting new surroundings.

Their sphere of operations had already been defined as the care and operation
of the Western Desert water-supply system. As has already been outlined, the
provision of water into bulk storage in the Western Desert was partly:

(a) From wells or aqueducts,

(b) By pipeline,

(c) By railway tank car,

(d) By sea.

A number of different authorities overlapped in this organisation and steps were
being taken to simplify the administration so that the Royal Engineers would be
responsible for the bulk supply of water to the Western Desert. The RE would be
responsible for the quantity moved and for supervising the equipment so that
pumps, hoses, water barges, lighters, water ships, and tankage on shore could be
interconnected as necessary.

Formations and detachments, including the RAF, were to place their demands
for bulk supply on the local RE representative. This officer, if he could not supply
from local resources or by pipeline, was to place his demand, in tons, on GHQ,
having obtained the agreement of the local commander. If any special type of
container was required this was to be stated in the demand.

Those arrangements were, substantially, unaltered at the conclusion of the
campaign in North Africa.

After a month's training and the procuring of G1098 stores the Company spread,
section by section, over the Western Desert, until by the end of April their locations
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and duties were:

In Alexandria E and M Section and Company Headquarters were located at Mex
Camp. An idle Italian-owned workshop equipped with the lathes and machinery
necessary for the repair of water pumping plants had been taken over and put into
operation.

No. 2 Section (Lieutenant Goodsir 12) worked from Amiriya with a detachment at
Burg el Arab. They operated and maintained the pipeline and stations from Gabbary
(inclusive) to Hammam (exclusive) and from Nubariya filtration plant to Abd el
Qadir. There were 19 miles of line to patrol on account of the Bedouin practice of
driving spikes into the lead joints whenever they wanted water. The Burg el Arab
detachment found consolation for its isolation through the fact that trains were often
diverted to a siding there and it was possible to ‘liberate’ quantities of Naafi beer.
When the survivors of 19 Army Troops Company returned from Crete some really
satisfying reunions were staged through this circumstance.

No. 1 Section (Lieutenant Mackersey 13) detrained at Daba, met up with 16
Railway Operating Company, who gave them a hot meal and some buckets of the
precious water they had come to control, and to whom they passed on the latest
news from home before moving into three army huts that were to be home for them
for the next fourteen months. Their main jobs were the pipeline from Hammam to
Daba, the pumping station at El Alamein and the water point at Fuka, which was
supplied by railborne water. Their lack of transport was eased by smart repair work.
An Australian truck left unattended after an accident was quickly got into running
order, its distinguishing signs obliterated with a new coat of paint suitably
embellished with fern leaves. It was recovered through a mischance by its rightful
owners many months afterwards.

From the Burbeita oasis No. 3 Section (Lieutenant Concher %) maintained the
aqueducts between there and Baggush, likewise the pipeline from there to Sidi
Haneish. They also carried the water supply westward from Fuka to Matruh.

No. 4 Section (Lieutenant Wallace °) detrained at Matruh where No. 4 Section,
21 Mechanical Equipment Company, met them with hot bully beef stew before
ferrying them in its only truck to their camp about two miles away. They operated
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the water supply in the area and maintained the pipeline from Matruh to Charing
Cross.

In addition to these pipeline jobs a number of 18 Army Troops Company men,
like the 19th, had taken to the sea and were operating water barges about the same
time as some of the 19th were driving a railway train in Greece over a line without a
signal system, in the dark without lights, and with an engine whose brakes were not
so good; but that is another story.

Major Lincoln was directed to take over two water barges, including the
provision of crews and maintenance. They were lying in Alexandria harbour, stank
exceedingly of Egyptian crew and had engines that would not go. Sufficient sappers
were found in the Company who had marine diesel experience to operate the fleet
and recondition the engines. The seagoing sappers were then given a short training
course in compass work, coastal navigation and signalling, whereupon they fulfilled
the same functions as 19 Army Troops Company had done earlier in the year.
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NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST

RAILWAY UNITS
Railway Units

Tenth Railway Construction Company, which, it will be remembered, left the
Western Desert in February for Qassassin 1© (where, following surveys by 9 Railway
Survey Company, there was platelaying and formation work at El Firdan, Tel el Kebir
and El Kirsh) did not remain undisturbed for long.

No. 2 Section was warned to stand by on a day's notice to move to the Sudan,
where Lieutenant Marchbanks was to build a bridge across the Gash River which
divides the Sudan from Eritrea. The Italians had got as far as putting in the concrete
foundations for the piers of a bridge at Tessenei and the job was to finish what the
Italians had begun.

The campaign against the Italian East African army was going according to plan;
the South Africans had captured Addis Ababa, the capital of Abyssinia, and two
Indian divisions were attacking the natural stronghold of Keren, protecting Asmara,
the enemy capital of Eritrea. The troops were supplied through Kassala and the
Sudan Railway Department had, with civilian labour, built a line from Kassala to
Tessenei, a distance of about 40 miles. The Gash was dry until the rainy season,
June to December, and a temporary line crossed the dry riverbed, then trucks hauled
supplies along an Italian built road from the river to Agordat, which was the
beginning of another enemy railway line to Asmara.

The Army was to build the bridge across the Gash and extend the line from the
river to Agordat—before the rainy season.

The fifty-strong section left Qassassin on 6 March by train through the Nile
valley to Upper Egypt. At Shallal, the southern terminus, they changed to river boat
and ploughed along the lake formed by the Aswan dam. Two days of stewing in an
oppressive heat brought them to Wadi Halfa, the northern terminal of the Sudan
railway system and the home of Kipling's Fuzzy Wuzzy who ‘broke a British square’.

Another two days of train travel across the searing Nubian desert, a smooth


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-024430.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-004580.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026123.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-023911.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026124.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-020991.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-020991.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-020431.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026665.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-025840.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-020117.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-020656.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-025879.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-020431.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026305.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-020991.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026305.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026665.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-025845.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-025879.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-025845.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-004580.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-120039.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026607.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026703.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-020991.html

grey ocean dotted with islands of crumbling rock, landed the sappers in Kassala.

Major Halley and twenty sappers of the ubiquitous 9 Railway Survey Company 1/
had preceded the new arrivals by about a fortnight and were surveying the proposed
line from the Tessenei bridge site to Agordat. They were doing themselves fairly well
and had taken over stone houses previously occupied by Italian public works
engineers. They started work at 5 a.m. with Dinka natives cutting their lines with
wicked long swords which appeared as dear to them as the kukri to the Gurkha.
Other characteristics of the Dinkas were the great crops of fuzzy black tresses, which
hung in ringlets down their shoulders, and the long wooden forks carried like a comb
so that they could have a scratch every now and then. Work ceased at midday when
the heat was unbearable, and lunch was followed by an Eritrean siesta, long hours of
wakeful, restless sweating. Late in the afternoon the more energetic went shooting
gazelle, buck or guineafowl, while the others persevered with the siesta. In the
evenings the sappers sat on the steps of their stone house and watched the lights of
convoys threading through the mountain passes with supplies for the troops
preparing to storm Keren. When it was quite dark they made themselves homesick
by looking across the mountain tops, where low in the sky hung the Southern Cross.

The bridge builders went on to Tessenei and looked the job over. They saw an
empty riverbed with heavy scrub along its banks, hundreds of bright-coloured birds
above the trees and monkeys in untold numbers in their branches.

From the Kassala end the bridge spans were one 55 ft, five 50 ft and two 40 ft,
a total length of 385 ft. These spans were fixed by the concrete foundations already
put in position by the Italians, but the steel built-up girders sent down from Egypt
would not fit these measurements and had to be adapted on the job.

Lieutenant Marchbanks wrote later:

‘We were always short of Equipment but managed to get hold of an Italian
electric welding set, gas cutting torches and compressors. About 1000 cubic yards of
concrete was poured and for this we had only two ? c. yd mixers. Total weight of
steel handled was about 1000 tons with a heaviest lift of 10 tons. We were fortunate
in being able to borrow two caterpillar drag lines from the Sudan Rlys for handling
the girders.
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‘As an example of the way we had to improvise, 1200 2 and ? [in.] dia. holes
had to be drilled in the steel by hand ratchet drills and over 1000 hook bolts for
holding the sleepers to the girders had to be forged and threaded.’

The party worked for a month on formation and culverting until material came
down from Egypt. The first concrete was poured on 14 April and the first train ran
over the bridge on 28 May. Lieutenant Marchbanks was evacuated to hospital a
fortnight before the bridge was completed, leaving Sergeant Keller 18 in charge. The
sappers did not rejoin their unit until the end of June.

Tenth Railway Construction Company lost another 65 all ranks to a composite
Operating and Construction Company being assembled to proceed, under the
command of Major Smith, to Greece. The rest of the men were provided by 13
Company (132 all ranks) and 16 Company (77 all ranks). °

The selected sappers assembled at El Firdan, where they were issued with
tropical kit and began a concentrated course of infantry training. It did not last long.

Further instructions arrived that administration would be simplified if all
constructional people were drawn from one unit, and as 10 Company already had
one section detached, 13 Company would be withdrawn and 10 Company would
supply all the construction element. And the new company would assemble at
Qassassin.

Under the new plan 7 officers, 262 other ranks, 11 lorries, 4 motor-cycles and 57
tons of equipment were assembled, with orders to be ready to move within twenty-
four hours as from 25 March. An advanced guard of eleven drivers commanded by
Sergeant Jack Molloy 20 left with the gear on the 29th and the sappers were to follow
the next day; they route-marched and machine-gun drilled until 3 April, when they
were told that they were beyond doubt leaving within forty-eight hours; in the
morning the departure was postponed indefinitely.

Tenth Company detail was to stand by and 16 Company detail was to go to
Amiriya and work on the extensive military sidings there. On 14 April 10 Company
detail was ‘definitely embarking’ the next day—it got as far as loading rations on a
train and striking camp before the order was countermanded and camp was
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unstruck.

The sappers really left Qassassin a couple of evenings later, this time in trucks,
but a Don R caught them within two hours and the column halted at Tahag. It
stayed halted there for a week, when the now thoroughly demoralised detail was
told that it was really and truly on its way—back to the Western Desert. But there
was one more blow to come: new equipment had been drawn to replace that loaded
on the transport and shipped to Greece, but it had come back again and was found
lying on a wharf at Port Said. 2! The new equipment was to be handed back
forthwith and the old gear taken on charge again. New words were added to the
English language and the sappers' vocabulary grew in strength and vigour.

This apparently irresponsible conduct was of course partly on account of the
situation in Greece, where the campaign was going far from well, and partly because
of the enemy counter-attack in the Western Desert.

In the meantime the balance of 16 Railway Operating Company had arrived at
El Kirsh to take over the duties of 17 Company, who unknown to themselves were
shortly to move to Palestine; on 7 April they were hotfooting it back to Daba. Major
Aickin had been informed that if the enemy attack in Cyrenaica was not stopped he
might have to operate the whole 200 miles of railway from Amiriya to Matruh; he
was to make his headquarters at Daba and to plan on the assumption that
communications would fail and that he would be out of touch with his section at
Amiriya. Major Aickin could muster only 116 men at the time so he had received a
fair-sized job; it was added to materially, as he explains:

‘That night (8th) about 6.30 o'clock, a British Major who held the high-sounding
title of Town Major (though his domain was merely a large chunk of desert, a few
water wells and numerous latrines for the cleanliness of which he was held
responsible) came into our mess and read us a signal. It appeared that the tiny force
representing the then strength of the 16th, a few bakers of the RASC field bakery
and less than a dozen men of the Movement Control staff were the garrison of Daba.
There were no troops behind us all the way to Alexandria while up forward there
was only a small garrison at Mersa Matruh and nothing much in the way of troops or
armour in the desert west of there.... We had no wire, no minefields, no artillery and
we had not had a tremendous amount of practice with our rifles. We had an anti-
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tank rifle which temporarily incapacitated the firer at every shot, plus three brens
and a lewis gun.

‘The Town Major described our role in terms that gave us freedom of movement
and freedom of decision. What he said was, “You'd better put some men over at the
cross roads or somewhere. Send out a patrol or two on a truck or something, with
bren guns or something of that sort; anyhow you are supposed to do something.”
The Town Major was in too much of a hurry to have a whiskey or something as he
had to go and organise the bakehouse in depth or something.’

Without more ado 16 Railway Operating Company, the whole 116 of them, set
about preparing to receive General Rommel, his two Italian divisions and his 5
German Light Armoured Division, either one at a time or all together. They dug
trenches and built field works; they acquired a distaste for sleep in order to complete
their defences and carry out their train-running shifts more or less continuously. They
were assisted in staying awake by the weight and frequency of enemy air raids.

The Company strength was increased by the return of men from leave, and of
another party that had been detailed but which did not go to Eritrea, and the
defence works grew in complexity.

Little by little the flap died down. The Australian and British force in Tobruk was
a thorn in the side of the enemy communication system and there was no invasion of

Egypt.

Tenth Company returned to the Western Desert on 2 May and spread from Daba
to Matruh on emergency repair work; by night they endured air raids and by day
they repaired the damage.

Thirteenth Company remained in the Canal Zone, where its main work was at
Abu Sultan constructing new spurs in the Ammunition Depot, the laying of depot
tracks at Geneifa and Amiriya, and a bridge over the Sweetwater Canal to the wharf.
By and large it was a pretty poor show; the food was not good and meal hours did
not suit; the heat was trying, for at 116 in the shade steel rails could not be touched
with bare hands; furthermore the work was rushed and the native labour more than
usually poor.
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NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST

THE FORESTRY GROUP

The Forestry Group

Fourteenth Forestry Company found that its billets in the stables of Grittleton
House, Grittleton, Wilts., although a very imposing postal address, were without
heat or light, and a stable without heat or light in the middle of an English winter is
not the acme of comfort. There were other drawbacks; the cookhouse lacked a
stove, there were no showers, drying rooms, telephone or bathing facilities; the
latrines were located in the main stable yard next to the sergeants' mess. The men's
mess-room, lately the coach house, was cold and dark—there were radiators but the
boiler was useless and endeavours to procure another one were quite fruitless.

The remedying of these inadequacies was a slow and tedious business, for
munitions and military equipment were being manufactured to the exclusion of
everything else and hundreds of thousands of men were being brought from under
canvas into winter quarters.

Improvements were gradual and sporadic. Early in December twenty coal-
burning stoves arrived and were installed, then nine bedrooms and the servants' hall
at Grittleton House were requisitioned, permitting sixty-two sappers to move out of
the stables. Other amenities had to wait the passing to and fro of sundry letters to
and from sundry authorities, who first refused permission to carry out repairs unless
they were done by civilian contractors. Eventually the sappers were permitted to do
sufficient plumbing and electrical work themselves to make their stables tolerably
comfortable. The officers, for whom there was no provision whatever, were billeted
at the Rectory and had their meals at the Red Lion Inn close by. Civilian kindness
and hospitality were immediate and widespread and helped to take the edge off the
acute discomfort of life in the Grittleton House stables.

Fifteenth Forestry Company had more luck and was billeted in Langrish House,
Langrish, Hants.

Both units after disembarkation leave did a month's solid training under
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instructors lent by Southern Command. The sappers got on very well with their
instructors, though one of the favourite indoor pastimes was wondering what a nice
quiet day's work would feel like.

The intention was for each company, with the help of labour supplied by civilian
pioneer units, to operate three mills. Eleventh Company was operating Hailey Wood
and Overley Wood and was building, as fast as the erratic supply of parts would
permit, its third mill at Bowood. Unlike the English-type mills, Bowood and the others
to be erected by the Forestry Group were of New Zealand design and in accordance
with plans drawn up by Lieutenants Tunnicliffe 22 and King. 23 Standard New Zealand
features absent from the English mills were power feeds for the breaking-down
bench, sawdust conveyors and a power goose saw, while the unsatisfactory push
bench was discarded for a return-feed breast bench.

Fifteenth Company moved half its strength to Arundel in Sussex, where two mills
known as East and West Arundel were taken over from civilians. The rest of the
Company built its third mill at Basing Park forest, Langrish, and commenced cutting
on 10 February.

Fourteenth Company built a mill at Grittleton which put its first log through on
31 January, relieved 11 Company for its ten-day drill period, detailed groups of men
for urgent felling jobs around landing grounds and detached other parties for felling
beech urgently needed for rifle butts. The War Office had approached the Ministry of
Supply for a nation-wide effort to ensure the cutting of this timber before April when
the sap began to rise. When cutting was discontinued over 2500 beech trees had
been felled by New Zealand detachments in five weeks.

Reference has been made to the fact that the Forestry Group was subject to
control by both the Forestry Division of the War Office and the Ministry of Supply,
which did not make for smooth running and was discontinued in February, when
home-grown timber came under direct control of the Ministry of Supply.

Colonel Eliott's letter to the Military Secretary sent on 21 February is revealing:

*... The supply of equipment has recently rather improved but remains far from
plentiful. The location of operations is widespread and administration, from the
military point of view, made rather difficult, in that whenever a unit is divided
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effective operative personnel tend to become more and more involved in
administrative duties. Positions of strange contradictions occasionally arise when the
requirements of the Army vary from the requirements of the Ministry of Supply. I
more than once on such occasions have sat back and refused to move until I have an
order from the Army, pointing out at the same time, politely I trust, but very
definitely that I am primarily a soldier and will obey orders from one place only—that
place being the Army.’

Throughout February and March felling and cutting beech was first priority: 11
Company had a party felling at Winchester and 15 Company's Langrish mill was
cutting beechwood; 15th was felling at Castle Combe, also at Gatcombe Hill,
Whitegate and Parsonage Wood plantations, and in addition one officer and thirty
other ranks were operating in Dropmore Wood. Bucks.

Throughout the winter sappers had been inclined to be critical at the apparent
uselessness of working at great discomfort and against time to produce timber which
nobody seemed to want, but this matter was brought into correct perspective by a
memo from the Director of the Home Grown Timber Production Department pointing
out the urgent necessity of the work on which the Forestry companies were engaged
and the reasons for the large stocks being accumulated at the mills. In the Battle of
the Atlantic one of the largest items imported was timber; and the reduction of the
demands on shipping space was of vital importance. A certain amount of stock had
to be reserved for national emergencies at home or where the armies were
operating abroad. To date stock, largely imported, had been stacked at the various
docks, but owing to the air raids it had been necessary to remove those stocks and
use them. It was necessary to replace them with home-grown timber for just such
another emergency. It was a reasonable explanation and henceforth the output grew
appreciably.

March also saw the bushmen given an operational role in the event of invasion,
still considered a possibility with the German military machine stalled for want of
opponents not separated by a sea lane.

The decision was taken by the CRE, South Midland Area and Southern
Command, that if the occasion demanded 11 and 14 Companies would form a mobile
column for the defence of Gloucestershire airfields and would deal with parachute
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landings inside the area bounded by Northleach, Cirencester, Stroud and
Andoversford. As 15 Company was in a different military area and the Arundel
detachment in a different Command, they were integrated into the local defence
plans. Rifles, of which only twenty were held by each company for guards and
pickets, were to be made a 100 per cent issue. The sappers were enthusiastic about
a scheme which converted them, in case of necessity, into fighting troops, although
they were quick to point out that until the rifles arrived Hitler would have to give
reasonable notice of his intention to attack in their area.

During this period, which might be called the running-in of the New Zealand
Forestry Group, there were some changes in command. Captain O. Jones asked to be
relieved of command of 14 Company on transfer to the RAF; Sergeant Chandler 2% of
11 Company was commissioned and transferred to 15 Company and most of the
junior officers were changed from their original commands; Captain Thomas 2> took
command of 14 Company. Rugby footballers were withdrawn from circulation to train
for a projected tour of Wales. Hailey Wood mill's output for the month was a United
Kingdom record (95,244 super. feet); Grittleton mill broke the record for a week's
production; Langrish mill, still lacking a yard tramway, put up impressive figures.
Both Arundel mills lost time through floods, but in spite of these and more technical
hitches the seven New Zealand mills produced 67,000 cubic feet of timber and the
total output passed the million cubic feet mark.

Spring passed into summer. Canteens were established and gardens, tended by
sappers, provided more than adequate supplies of fresh vegetables. Guards of
honour were supplied for War Weapons Week at Salisbury, Chippenham, Arundel and
Littlehampton, and for Mr Jordan at Calne. The 14th Company detachment that was
to operate a mill being built by civilians at Savernake forest, near Marlborough,
moved into quarters at Burbage and commenced felling a backlog of timber.
Eventually the company was asked to finish the building itself. The erection of this
mill had been a classic in delay and muddle until the Kiwis took over, when it was
reduced to delay waiting for essential parts. Savernake began cutting on 23 July.

Bowood mill, changing from beech to Douglas fir, one week turned out 4000
cubic feet, a record, then went on to better it the next week by another 580 cubic
feet. The Bowood average of 3800 cubic feet for the four-weekly period of April was
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a complete answer to the English critics of the New Zealand type mill. At its peak in
supply and operation this mill was cutting 117 cubic feet an hour, a figure never
before approached by civilian or service timber men in the United Kingdom.

The withdrawal of 93 Alien Pioneer Company from 11 Company meant that
without this unskilled labour, even if its quality was poor, the Company could not
operate three mills. The Calne detachment was accordingly moved to Cirencester
and a detachment of 14 Company moved to Grittleton to work Bowood.

The outstanding features of June were not mill work or forestry. Her Majesty the
Queen Mother (Queen Mary) visited 14 Company at Grittleton and took tea with the
officers and representatives of the rank and file. There was a sequel which the
diarist of 14 Company describes:

‘The Queen Mother returned the compliment and the Duchess of Beaufort 2°
gave tea to the men and the Queen Mother gave tea to Maj Thomas and Lt Austin.
27 The Queen allowed the men to attend the show with their coats off. Only some
availed themselves of this favour and after the show the Queen was amused to hear
that the others couldn't because had they done so they would have been down to
the buff.’

A mobile column formed by 11 and 14 Companies performed an exercise on 15
June which included the defence of an airfield. Further recourse to the 14 Company
diarist provides the real flavour of the event:

‘An exercise was carried out at Aston Downs aerodrome, the 14th and 11th Coys
being given the job of attacking and retaking the aerodrome in the hands of the
enemy. Dive bombers took part and a very realistic show took place and it should
have been of immense help in showing to our troops their complete lack of training
and knowledge in modern warfare. The objective was reached only because blanks
were used.’

All troops, except essential guards, of the New Zealand Forestry Group were
concentrated at Barton Stacy camp, Hants., on 19 June for the ten-day training
period. During the training they were inspected by Brigadier Inglis, 28 who gave a
short talk on the Crete campaign. Even before the Brigadier had told them
something of the fighting and evacuation of Crete, sufficient news had been released
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about both Greece and Crete to start a stream of applications for transfers to a first-
line unit. Colonel Eliott wrote (9 June) to the Military Secretary, 2 NZEF, thus:

‘Work continues here much on the same lines working through War Office with
the Ministry of Supply. Our work appears to give satisfaction.... Discipline is difficult.
99 percent of the men and officers too wish to rejoin—or should I say join?—the
Division and I can only hope that my personal note to the GOC asking him to call for
us will bear some fruit. England may be attacked of course and we may have our
chance but wish to get out with the New Zealand troops and be with the Division
and more directly controlled operationally by the GOC. Applications to me for
transfer to Middle East to other units are innumerable.’
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CHAPTER 4 — THE CAMPAIGN IN GREECE



CHAPTER 4
The Campaign in Greece

The experiences of the engineer companies at Amiriya before leaving for Greece
were equally boring and varied only in the length of time before embarkation at
Alexandria. Where they were going was kept a secret from the sappers but from few
others, not surprising when it is remembered that some ships in the convoy were
making the voyage for the second or third time.

The official veil was removed when a special order, issued by General Freyberg,
was read on each transport:

‘Before leaving Egypt for the battlefront I had planned to say a last word to you.
I find that events have moved quickly and I am prevented from doing so. I therefore
send this message to you in a sealed envelope to be opened on the transport after
you have started on your journey.

‘In the course of the next few days you may be fighting in defence of Greece,
the birthplace of culture and learning. We shall be meeting our real enemy, the
Germans, who have set out with the avowed object of smashing the British Empire.
It is clear therefore that wherever we fight them we shall be fighting not only for
Greece but also in defence of our own homes.

‘A word to you about your enemy. The German soldier is a brave fighter so do
not underestimate the difficulties that face us. On the other hand, remember that
this time he is fighting with difficult communications, in country where he cannot use
his strong armoured forces to their full advantage. Further, you should remember
that your fathers of the 1st New Zealand Expeditionary Force defeated the Germans
during the last war whenever they met them. I am certain that in this campaign in
Greece the Germans will be meeting men who are fitter, stronger and better trained
than they are.... You can shoot and you can march long distances without fatigue. By
your resolute shooting and sniping and by fierce patrolling by night you can tame
any enemy you may encounter.

‘A further word to you, many of whom, I realise, will be facing the ordeal of
battle for the first time. Do not be caught unprepared. In war, conditions will always
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be difficult, especially in the encounter battle; time will always be against you, there
will always be noise and confusion, orders may arrive late, nerves will be strained,
you will be attacked from the air. All these factors and others must be expected on
the field of battle. But you have been trained physically to endure long marches and
fatigue and you must steel yourselves to overcome the ordeal of the modern
battlefield.

‘One last word. You will be fighting in a foreign land and the eyes of many
nations will be upon you. The honour of the New Zealand Division is in your keeping.
It could not be in better hands.’

It took nearly a month to shift the Division to Greece. Sixth Field Company
(transport HMS Breconshire) arrived at Piraeus on 8 March. Headquarters Divisional
Engineers (SS Hellas) arrived on 15 March. Nineteenth Army Troops Company (SS
Ionia) ran into a storm and after a most uncomfortable trip arrived at Piraeus late in
the night of 15 March. Fifth Field Park Company (HMS Breconshire) arrived on 20
March, and 7 Field Company (MV Cameronia) arrived on 3 April.

Engineer officer appointments on 6 April were:

Headquarters Divisional Engineers
CRE Lt-Col G. H. Clifton, MC
Adjt Capt M. S. Carrie
Lt J. F. B. Peacocke Field Officers
2 Lt H. L. Yorke Field Officers
RMO Capt T. A. Macfarlane, NZMC
RSM WO I L. R. Baigent
5 Field Park Company
OC Capt W. G. Morrison
2 i/cLt R. C. Pemberton
Lt D. G. Thomson
2 Lt C. F. Skinner
6 Field Company
OC Maj L. F. Rudd
2 i/cCapt H. C. S. Woolcott
Lt D. V. C. Kelsall, No. 1 Sec
2 Lt C. M. Wheeler, No. 2 Sec
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Lt St. G. W. Chapman, No. 3 Sec
2 Lt J. O. Wells, HQ Sec
7 Field Company
OC Maj F. M. H. Hanson, MM
2 i/cCapt J. B. Ferguson
Lt K. Rix-Trott, Attached
Lt G. A. Lindell, No. 1 Sec
Lt G. I. B. Thomas, No. 2 Sec
Lt J. R. M. Hector, No. 3 Sec
2 Lt P. B. Wildey, Attached
Lt N. N. Gard'ner, Attached
19 Army Troops Company
(acting as a Field Company)
OC Maj C. Langbein
2 i/cCapt J. N. Anderson
Lt L. C. Smart, E and M Sec
Lt F. W. O. Jones, No. 1 Sec
2 Lt H. C. Page, No. 2 Sec
2 Lt R. J. Collins, No. 3 Sec
2 Lt D. M. Patterson, No. 4 Sec
Divisional Postal
Unit
2 Lt H. S. Harbott
If Amiriya was typical of Egypt—dusty and desiccated— Hymettus transit camp

was equally typical of Greece. Captain Carrie wrote in his diary:

' Hymettus Camp was a picturesque spot a few miles out of Athens and situated
amongst foothills, which, like most Greek hills, were rocky and had no depth of soil.
But there were plenty of trees and the place was a very welcome change from
Egypt. The local inhabitants seemed to come there for picnics, and on Sunday
particularly, the place swarmed with visitors who didn't want backsheesh, who didn't
want to sell anything and who didn't want to exploit you in any way at all.”

From the moment the sappers moved off the wharf there was no doubt about
their welcome. They were greeted in crowded streets with cheers, the Churchillian
thumbs-up, and the graceful Grecian palms-up wave of the hand; flowers were
thrown and handkerchiefs fluttered. Clearly they were welcome for their own sakes
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and not for the cash in their pockets. It was a new experience.

Each company spent a few days at Hymettus—just sufficiently long to see
enough of Athens to want to see more.

The Allied force available for Greece was little more than a token and even
some of that did not get there in time, but politically and sentimentally the gesture
of not abandoning Greece was justifiable and necessary. There was no
underestimating the task by the men who would have to conduct the coming battles.
General Freyberg put his reactions on record:

‘When I said goodbye, I said to General Wavell that I had no illusions about how
tough the Greek campaign was going to be.’ !

General Blamey, commanding the Australians committed to the venture, wrote:

‘T am not criticising the higher policy that has required it, but regret that it must
take this dangerous form. However, we will give a very good account of ourselves.’ 2

Both commanders knew that when the German action to succour her Italian
partner commenced, the odds against Greece were likely to be in the order of ten to
one.

The diplomatic situation was unusual in that the New Zealand Division was not
going to join battle with the Italian invaders—no aid beyond that already being
supplied by the RAF was needed there—but was to help defend a country then
technically at peace with Germany. The German Embassy was therefore free to note
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the landing of men and material and to transmit the information to wherever it
deemed necessary.

A little Greek politico-military geography is necessary to the better
understanding of the campaign. Greece is bounded in the north by the mountain
frontiers of Turkey, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia and Albania; Bulgaria had already
acquiesced in German occupation and Albania was an Italian-Greek battlefield.
Naturally the bulk of the Greek Army was deployed against the Italians, while the
rest was either in the fixed defences on the Bulgarian frontier or covering Salonika,
Greece's second largest port. There was only a single-line railway between Athens
and Salonika. This branched, beyond the Aliakmon River, with the left fork passing
east of the Vermion mountain range, then climbing through the Edhessa Pass and
the Florina valley into Yugoslavia via the Monastir Gap, the historic invasion route.

The roads were as few as the railways; the principal one, linking Athens with
Belgrade, followed an inland route west of Mt Olympus (the railway ran along the
coast on the eastern side of the mountain) through the Servia Pass, over the
Aliakmon River, through Kozani, Florina and the Monastir Gap.

The plan was to hold a defensive position on the line of the Aliakmon River from
the coast to the Yugoslav frontier. It was a strong position as long as the Germans
did not outflank it by overpowering Yugoslavia and striking down the Monastir Gap.
That was precisely what they did do and the threat forced a retirement to a shorter
line. But let us return to the engineer companies.

Sixth Field Company, the first arrivals, had only a couple of nights in Athens
before moving north. The stone houses and the picturesque villages were vastly
different from the mud hovels and flat-topped buildings in the land they had just left.
The hilly country, emphasised by Egypt's sandy monotony, drew comparisons with
New Zealand, but the likeness ceased with the topography for there was no livestock
on the hills and no able-bodied men in the fields where the spring corn was in early
growth.

The Company left the main highway at Elasson junction (13 March) and crossed
the Olympus Mountains by a secondary road that snaked through a narrow gorge,
heavily wooded and with rocky outcrops, on to the northern plains. The description
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would cover a dozen other defiles in Greece or in New Zealand, but this one had a
particular significance to the Division. It had two names, classically and officially
Petras Pass, colloquially Katerini Pass, after the town 20 miles or so to the north.
The Army gave it a third, Olympus Pass.

Colonel Clifton, who had gone ahead to look the area over, met the convoy near
the southern end of the pass and instructed No. 1 Section (Lieutenant Kelsall) to
drop out at Ay Dhimitrios, a mountain village where stone houses clung to the sides
of the valley before it closed in to the steep and often sunless Olympus Pass. The job
was to prepare and improve the road for the very considerable increase in traffic that
would be using the pass in the near future. No. 3 Section (Lieutenant Chapman 3)
was detached near the northern exit about ten miles farther on with the same
mission. The remainder of the Company went as far as Katerini, a rail and
agricultural centre of some 14,000 inhabitants, one hotel and several cafés which
provided toothsome plate-sized omelettes, wholemeal bread and the local red krassi
and white retsina. There was also the universal ouzo which the sappers had met
before as zibbib, and which was to reappear under the aliases of arak, anisetta and
absinthe. Despite the variety of names the effect was remarkably uniform; mixed
with water the stuff looked like milk, tasted like peppermint and acted like dynamite.

They were, however, at Katerini only a couple of days before the Company
moved back nearer the mouth of the pass. Bivvies were pitched under the trees on a
hillside near the Kalokhori village church and the sappers compared the daffodil
studded grass underfoot with the sandy wastes of Egypt.

On the same day (15 March) the Divisional Postal Section established a post
office at Hymettus and on the 20th another at Voula. This served the whole Athens
area and remained in operation for the duration of the campaign. A few days later
another office was opened at Katerini with branches at 4, 5 and 6 Brigades, the
supply dump at Keramidhi and Divisional Headquarters.

During this period 6 Brigade (Brigadier Barrowclough %), right, and 4 Brigade
(Brigadier Puttick °), left, were taking station along their sectors of the Aliakmon
line, and it is hardly necessary to mention that in a mountainous country like Greece
roads were of paramount importance. Engineer work therefore fell mainly into two
categories—keeping roads open for the passage of transport and, in the event of a
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withdrawal, making them impassable for as long as possible. There was, at least as
far as the troops were concerned, no question of withdrawal, and for the next
fortnight the sappers worked on access roads and bridges.

Engineer Headquarters in the Hellas and 19 Army Troops Company in the Ionia
had a most unhappy crossing for they ran into a gale that dispersed the convoy.
Some of the transports, certainly the Ionia, were ill-found tubs with a habit of rolling
alarmingly while every plate groaned under the strain of overloaded equipment and
overcrowded men. The Ionia took twice as long as usual on the journey, wallowing,
pitching and trying to sink under the stormy waters. Many of the sappers hoped she
would succeed and thus end their misery.

Nineteenth Army Troops Company spent a week at Hymettus sinking tent-pole
holes in the rocky ground by day and ‘doing’ Athens by night. After dark their camp
held only the guard and the orderly sergeant. The Company, less No. 3 Section
(Lieutenant Collins ) sent to Chaoichani /, near Elasson, where it worked on
underground shelters for Force Headquarters, was concentrated around Katerini by
23 March.

E and M Section (Lieutenant Smart 8) set up workshops in a park and Smart
went up to Salonika with a detachment and empty trucks. They returned with very
full trucks of much prized equipment obtained from engineer dumps there.

No. 2 Section (Lieutenant Page °) was sent back to Ay Dhimitrios, now vacated
by 6 Field Company, and for almost a month worked on the pass road. The men
were billeted, some in the local schoolroom and some in the church; ‘Harry’, the
village priest, was appointed civil liaison and public relations officer by the non-Greek
speaking sappers, for he was a nice chap with a good command of English and an
amazing capacity for dealing with the local brew.

No. 1 Section ( Lieutenant Jones %) and No. 4 Section (Lieutenant Patterson 1)
relieved the sections of 6 Field who were doing roadwork behind the brigades, and
who then joined the rest of their company helping on an anti-tank ditch being dug by
Greek women and men militarily unfit; and in Greece to be unfit you had, it seemed,
to be at least half dead or over ninety.

There was practically no mechanical equipment available and the job of paying
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the civilians who took its place fell to Captain Carrie. He found that army acquittance
rolls were a useless formality when the Labour Union officials spoke no English, the
paying officer spoke no Greek and the official interpreter could not interpret
sufficiently well to make each party's meaning clear to the other. In addition the
villagers were illiterate, many had the same name about twenty letters long, which
for good measure then ended with ‘opoulos’, and there wasn't enough room on the
roll to get it all on. The only way to balance the account was to resort to artifice, as
Captain Carrie admits:

‘By this time we'd realised the sheer impossibility of getting each man
personally to sign the payroll, and our consciences had become a bit more elastic. As
a matter of fact they had been stretched a little in our first pay out when we had
finished with 10/- short. 12 We didn't feel like parting out with 10/- out of our own
pockets, so we paid up the 10/- to a purely fictitious “Georgius Papadopoulos” and
forged his signature. But this paled into insignificance compared with the last pay
out. We had a big session at which the Union officials, together with a few helpers
signed all the rolls varying the handwriting and putting in an “X his mark” at
intervals. The result was a very convincing document which I am sure would never
have been detected for the forgery it was. We then handed over the money in bulk
which saved us all the bother of change and left the Union officials to pay the men or
their representatives.... It's amusing to think now of all those headaches and the
trouble those rolls gave us when not one of them got back to the Chief Paymaster.
They were all destroyed before the final evacuation and we left Greece without a
receipt for a penny of the £15,000 we'd spent.’

Fifth Field Park, the third company to be deployed, was concentrated near
Katerini on 25 March with a supply section (Corporal Bob Sweet 13) at Larisa and one
(Sergeant Len Morris) at Katerini railway station.

Seventh Field Company did not have the opportunity of ‘making an entrance’ on
the Field of Mars, for it arrived in Katerini the same day that Germany declared war
on Greece and everybody was too excited to take any notice of it. In accordance
with a decision already taken to speed up work on the Olympus reserve positions,
the 7th sappers were moved the next day back through the Olympus Pass to
Kokkinoplos, a mountainous village on a by-road about five miles south-east of Ay
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Dhimitrios. From there they began to form a road over the shoulder of the mountain
and down to the right flank battalion in front of the pass. The sappers were spread
along its length in a world of their own high on the shoulder of Olympus—a world of
cold winds, driving rain squalls and sudden snow flurries. They agreed that snow in
Greece was no different from snow in England, but wasn't a man ‘stiff’ to leave
England in the depth of winter for sunny Egypt and then find himself freezing in the
mountains of Greece?

It will not be forgotten that Captain Nevins and his survey section had been in
Greece since November; their record of being the first New Zealand troops in Greece
was now added to by being among the first under fire. The section was still
quartered in the New Phaleron hotel with other RE units when the Germans followed
their declaration of war against Greece by raiding the Piraeus harbour.

Wave after wave of bombers came over about midnight (6 April), rocking the
city with explosions and setting fire to the harbourside, but the hotel was well away
from the danger zone and the sappers finally went to bed. They were wakened by an
explosion loud enough to bring them back to the windows, but nothing could be seen
through the dense smoke. The noise came from the freighter Clan Fraser which had
been hit by a bomb and set on fire; she was loaded with TNT, and an hour later blew
up with such force that windows in the hotel were shattered and a cascade of giant
sparks was heaved high into the smoky night—sparks that were red-hot sections of
steel plate and superstructure.

There was an urgent call for fire fighters; the sappers jumped into their truck
and made for the waterfront; on the way they passed a section of the Clan Fraser's
steel plating folded up like a piece of paper.

Dawn was near when Captain Nevins reported to the Admiralty building and was
taken to a military officer connected with the dock area. He was a brigadier with a
patch over one eye and was christened Lord Nelson on the spot. He very soon
earned the respect of the sappers, for he did a neat job all by himself: about two
hundred yards from the wharf where a minesweeper was tied up, a small vessel was
burning and a Greek gun crew was trying to sink it—it was loaded with petrol. The
Greeks, either through excitement or ignorance, were missing the target.
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‘God's teeth! Give me that gun!’

Lord Nelson pushed the crew aside and, single-handed, holed the ship at the
water line. Then he produced a tug and took the sappers over to the Clan Cumming
which was also on fire. Her sides towered above the tug, for she had just left the
slipway after being torpedoed, was quite empty and very high out of the water.

There was nobody aboard except the captain and the chief engineer; buckets of
salt water were hauled up the steep sides and thrown on the flames while
everything that was movable and burning was thrown overboard. All around them
drifted burning barges filled with petrol drums exploding like a ragged barrage.

The battle was won by mid-morning and the next job was the Davies some
distance away. The section boarded its truck and passed warehouses on fire, cranes
lying twisted and forsaken like children's discarded toys and crowds watching their
homes burning. They passed an Australian just standing and swearing; for two days
he had helped load petrol drums into a rake of box wagons and now they were
burning and he could do nothing about it—the points were fouled and the wagons
could not be moved.

The fire on the Davies was more readily got under control, and when the last
smouldering ember had been put out the section returned to the Admiralty building
for further orders. They were thanked and told that that would be all. Besides the
destruction of the Clan Fraser another merchant ship and a tug had been sunk, six
merchantmen, twenty lighters and a tug burnt out.

The section, prior to returning to its billets, found a two-gallon jar and a five-
gallon keg of cognac in the deserted Admiralty café. The jar was consumed easily
enough but the keg was a little beyond their capacity and was sold to less fortunate
inmates of the billets. 1

The Greek garrison on the Bulgarian frontier took the first shock of the invading
blitzkrieg and put up a valiant defence, but there was disturbing news of a German
column sweeping around the Greek flank, thence down the Axios River towards
Salonika.

By the afternoon of 8 April Yugoslavia was in a political turmoil and an
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uncoordinated resistance was swept aside. The Greek Eastern Macedonian Army was
on the point of being isolated and it was possible for enemy troops to be in Monastir
by nightfall; the only counter to the threat was an immediate withdrawal.

Orders were issued forthwith: 4 Brigade was to move post-haste to cover the
Servia Pass, where the road from Monastir crosses the Peria Mountains north-west of
Olympus and 30 miles south-west of Katerini, while an Australian brigade with some
British tanks and artillery, plus half the New Zealand Machine Gun Battalion, was to
block the Monastir Gap.

Sixth Brigade was to move back into reserve near Elasson and cover the
junction of the roads from Servia and Olympus, while 5 Brigade would stand fast on
Olympus Pass and fight where it stood. While the realignment was taking place two
squadrons of Divisional Cavalry would ensure that the enemy was not unduly
precipitate in crossing the Aliakmon River.

By the night 10—11 April the redeployment was complete and the engineer
situation was as follows:

Fifth Field Park Company was spread along a side road between Ay Dhimitrios
and Kokkinoplos, whence it charged the demolitions prepared by 6 Field and 19
Army Troops Companies in the pass and on the bridges forward of it. At this point it
must be stated that 5 Field Park Company did not for the rest of the campaign in
Greece carry out its normal functions as a supply unit for the field companies. On the
contrary it was used as a reservoir for parties on work for which it was neither
trained nor equipped, but needs must when the devil drives. And the Teutonic devil
drove exceedingly hard in the ensuing few weeks. Normally a field park company
maintained a bridging section which delivered bridging material where needed and
then replenished from Corps dumps, a field stores section which had charge of the
divisional dumps, and a workshops section composed of tradesmen who repaired,
built, altered, invented, or, that all-embracing word, ‘procured’ anything asked for
from a latrine seat to a chronometer. It was in effect a company of storekeepers,
drivers and tradesmen. At that stage there were only four officers on the
establishment and one, Lieutenant Skinner, 1> was attached to 6 Brigade so that
practically all the details were commanded by sergeants.
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To resume, 7 Field Company, assisted by working parties from 26 Battalion,
continued forming the access road. General Freyberg had been informed, wrongly,
that it could be built without much trouble, for very deep cuttings through solid
marble alternated with retaining walls. The real obstacle, however, was a deep
valley, almost a ravine, a major engineering project, that would have to be crossed
before wheeled traffic could make any use of the work.

Most of the Company was camped in the valley, a thousand feet below the job,
but Lindell's ¢ section occupied the Kokkinoplos schoolroom and the school mistress,
late of the USA, acted as interpreter for him in organising the man and woman
power of the village for work on his section of the project.

Sixth Field Company was widely spread. No. 1 Section (Lieutenant Kelsall)
moved with 4 Brigade (8 - 9 April) to the Servia Pass. As at Olympus there was a
pass, called variously Portas and Servia, through the dividing range.

No. 2 Section (Lieutenant Wheeler) left with 6 Brigade the following night in
rain. It had a very nasty drive, without lights, through a misty darkness back through
Olympus Pass to Livadhion, another mountainside village in the south Olympian
foothills, and began working on an access road to Ay Dhimitrios.

No. 3 Section (Lieutenant Chapman) remained with a troop of field guns and the
two squadrons of Divisional Cavalry on the New Zealand sector of the Aliakmon line,
which stretched from the little fishing village with the big name— Neon
Elevtherokhorion—about 15 miles westward to the Australian sector. Company
Headquarters (Captain Woolcott) moved close to Kokkinoplos but Major Rudd stayed
at Kalokhori in touch with Lieutenant Chapman, whose sappers were manning road
blocks and mined bridges between the Aliakmon River and Olympus.

Nineteenth Army Troops Company found itself even more spread out than it was
before:

No. 1 Section (Lieutenant Jones) left Katerini by a coastal track for Platamon,
where 21 Battalion was digging in along a ridge running from Mt Olympus to the sea.
The railway from Katerini to Larisa skirted the beach at that point and there was a
tunnel through the ridge. The job was to prepare the tunnel for demolition without
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impeding the traffic. It was thought most unlikely that the enemy would move in any
force against Platamon for the road was ill defined and not capable of carrying much
heavy traffic.

No. 2 Section remained at Ay Dhimitrios repairing a fast deteriorating road
surface.

No. 4 Section left the anti-tank ditches and reinforced No. 2 on the pass road.
Lieutenant Page made his headquarters at the Gibraltar feature near the left flank of
22 Battalion.

No. 3 Section (Lieutenant Collins) stopped digging shelters for Force
Headquarters at Tsaritsani (it had already decided to move somewhere else) and a
detachment was sent to strengthen bridges west of the New Zealand sector for the
passage of Anzac Corps tanks, and at the same time prepare the bridges for
demolition. It returned on the 13th to Tsaritsani.

E and M Section went with Company Headquarters to Pithion, near Divisional
Headquarters at Dholikhi. Some worked on roads in the vicinity and the rest began
to erect its plant.

The New Zealand Division, instead of holding a river line across a plain (or as
near to a plain as a country lying along a seismic fault and convulsed by aeons of
earthquakes could provide) was holding passes through a tangled mass of mountain
ridges that broke down into narrow valleys; communications were foot or bridle
tracks, where a mile as the crow flies meant hours of mountaineering.

The reader must now visualise a situation where the enemy held absolute air
superiority. Why it was so is not the province of this history to explain in any detail.
Shortly, there were few planes for the same reason that there were not enough
troops—more were just not available, and those aircraft that were there were
overwhelmed by numbers. They put up a gallant fight but did not last long.

The next three days 17 were spent in waiting for the oncoming enemy. The
weather, up till then generally fine, broke with misty rain and low cloud.
Reconnaissance planes daily showed their black crosses over Olympus but they were
more objects of interest than alarm to the busy sappers.
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The Germans and Italians met at Florina in Albania and the Greek armies, with
only horse-transport and no anti-aircraft guns, were disintegrating. Sixteenth
Australian Infantry Brigade was marching south across the ranges to fit in between 5
and 4 Brigades.

Out on the left flank the Luftwaffe was more active and Kelsall's section was
dive-bombed while it worked. It was an unnerving experience to have planes
plummetting out of the sky, screaming like banshees in pain. The noise was
supposed to upset the troops on the ground and was not without its effect; later the
German refinement to ground strafing was assessed at its true value—merely to put
the wind up raw troops. But there was nothing tranquillising in the sight of bombs,
up to a thousand pounds in weight, hurtling through the air and apparently going to
drop on the same spot that the viewer stood on.

German advanced elements felt their way up to the Aliakmon River (12 April)
and a motor-bike patrol surveyed the blown bridges. Those who were not machine-
gunned by cavalry armoured cars hull down behind the south stopbank departed
with some expedition and later in the day enemy infantry tried to launch pontoons.
Colonel Clifton, who had been ceaselessly traversing the whole area since the
withdrawal began, describes what followed:

... over the northern stop bank poured hundreds of infantry, carrying folded
assault boats. Jammed in the thirty yards flat between stop bank and water, with
Vickers guns firing in enfilade up and down the river, they never had Buckley's
chance. Three determined attempts failed, leaving bodies and shattered boats along
the stained river's edge or floating down to the sea. Very much on the alert, the New
Zealanders peered through the night rain, expecting the right answer—a night
assault—but nothing happened until further heavy ineffective shelling next morning,
to which the four twenty-five-pounders vigorously replied. In the late afternoon,
according to plan and under cover of soaking rain, the cavalry pulled back. They
were delighted with their first scrap and left the river most reluctantly.” 18

But more menacing was the fact that the Monastir Gap was being forced, with
the consequent threat to the Anzac Corps left flank.

Easter Sunday, 14 April, opened fine and sunny. At Platamon, 21 Battalion,
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isolated on its ridge between the mountain and the sea, was working on its positions
and enjoying the warmth. No. 1 Section, 19 Army Troops Company, was adding a
few finishing touches to the Platamon tunnel by mining the track over the ridge and
was making some home-made grenades for the infantry, who had not been supplied
with those amenities. Lieutenant Jones, however, was not very happy about the
tunnel. He had had only about one-fifth of the explosives necessary for a proper job
and no tools for laying the charges; a compressor is nhot an Army Troops Company
tool, and driving holes in the concreted sides of a tunnel with a pick is not a
recognised method of preparing a demolition.

A part of Lieutenant Jones's demolition equipment consisted of a naval depth-
charge which had been obtained in an irregular manner by Colonel Clifton. He had
been told of the use of such charges on roads and bridges in Norway and had
without any authority whatsoever obtained forty from the naval authorities in
Alexandria and then talked the captain of his transport into carrying them to Greece.
The mines used on the Platamon ridge had a longer history but an equally irregular
origin. When the Second Echelon was withdrawn from its anti-invasion role in
England, 7 Field Company managed to avoid handing back much of its demolition
and anti-tank stores, which were eventually shared among the other engineer units
in Greece. Major Hanson confesses:

‘These mines were brought by 7 Field Company from U.K. and closely guarded
until arrival in Greece. We had to talk very persuasively to the shipping authorities in
England before we were allowed to take the mines with us. This was not to be our
greatest obstacle however. The shipment from Egypt to Greece presented many
problems, but in this case I don't think the shipping people were notified that so
many of our trucks were loaded with mines. My arguments were that a bn of
machine gunners or infantry would not embark without taking front line ammunition,
and in the same way engineers should not move without at least some supply of
mines. Lt Rix-Trott 1° was a wizard in achieving what we wanted and he got those
mines to Greece. Risks must be taken in war and I consider that our risk was
justified.

‘Although the engineers of Rommel's Army in the desert are usually given the
credit for being the first to mine the locality of demolitions, this is not so. 7 Field
Company made many demolitions more difficult by mining in Greece. The bridge
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demolished by Lieut Thomas 2° just north of Elasson was a good example where all
likely by-pass routes were well mined. Demolitions by 7 Field Company on the
Lamia- Molos road were also generally mined. Some effective mining was done
around the demolition on the direct road route over the hills from Elasson to
Tyrnavos. All this was possible by virtue of bringing mines from the United Kingdom.’

General Freyberg called on 21 Battalion during the afternoon with the news that
successful resistance so far north was not now possible and that another withdrawal,
this time to the Thermopylae line in southern Greece, was under way. Twenty-first
Battalion, which need expect only infantry patrols, was to hold Platamon until
instructed to the contrary, and was to blow the tunnel when circumstances required
it.

Circumstances required it shortly after the General's departure, when sun
glinting off glass windscreens denoted the approach of an enemy force and the
tunnel was blown forthwith.

The ridge rocked with the explosion and smoke poured from the tunnel
openings, but on inspection it was not a satisfactory job, partly from insufficient
charges and partly because cavities behind the concrete lining had absorbed some of
the shock. An emergency reserve of 50 Ib of gelignite was placed in a breach in the
roof and brought down a lot of debris, but even so Jones estimated that the damage
could be repaired within six hours. In point of fact the roof was still falling four days
later, and 2 Panzer Division's diary states that the German movements were
seriously hampered thereby.

No. 1 Section packed up and set out for the Pinios Gorge about six miles to the
south, where the railway line crossed the river on a steel arch bridge at the far end
and where road and railway track ran on opposite sides of the gorge.

In front of 5 Brigade the enemy, after the withdrawal of the cavalry screen,
crossed the Aliakmon River and began making paths over the anti-tank ditches and
repairing the cratered roads and blown bridges. A ‘blow and go’ job does not hold up
engineers for long, and as it was beyond the capacity of the cavalry to impose
further delay they were recalled. Lieutenant Chapman's section and Major Rudd's
headquarters retired with the cavalry, the former blowing the prepared demolitions
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to cover the retreat. They passed through the infantry at the mouth of the pass in
the late afternoon and carried on to Dholikhi. There were a few ‘recce’ planes
overhead but nothing offensive, and for the sappers in the gorge the position was
unchanged. The decision to retire had not yet been announced there.

It was still very lively on the Servia sector, with enemy columns approaching in
plain view across the flats below the infantry positions. The New Zealand guns, plus
some British mediums which had arrived the previous day and given the engineers a
job of roadmaking, tore holes in the lines of vehicles making for the shelter of
villages. By nightfall, the Kiwis were in contact with the enemy from the sea to
Servia and were rather looking forward to the prospect of action on the morrow. But
at 10 p.m. the brigadiers were told that the Division was not going to fight. On the
contrary, 6 Brigade would cover the withdrawal of 5 and 4 Brigades and become the
rearguard.

At first light (15th) 21 Battalion was attacked by infantry and later by armour
and infantry, but the steepness of the ridge defeated the tanks and the fighting died
down.

It is not too much to say that messages from 21 Battalion, at first thought to be
bogus, describing the armour arrayed on the plain in front of Platamon ridge gave
Corps Headquarters, as Colonel Clifton wrote in his diary, ‘One Hell of a shock’.

There was, however, nothing bogus about the tank, infantry and motor-cycle
units which tried to take possession of Platamon ridge and 16 Australian Brigade was
sent to reinforce. Clearly the German intention was to push, in spite of its
drawbacks, along the shortest route to Larisa and so isolate any force north of that
badly battered town. And that force at that time was the main bulk of Anzac Corps.

On the other side of Mt Olympus 5 Brigade spent the day watching the enemy
build up, and at Servia, after a cheeky attempt to rush the defences in the early
morning, the position was much the same as previously. Behind the fighting troops
the sappers began moving again.

Fifth Field Park was instructed to take over an RE dump a few miles south of
Larisa.
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Seventh Field Company ceased work on the access road; the narrow track from
the main pass road to Kokkinoplos had been metalled and widened where necessary
and the new road formed and metalled for a distance of approximately five miles.
But the gorge still remained to be crossed. The Company went by independent
vehicles to Tirnavos, halfway between Elasson and Larisa. Lieutenant Hector's 2!
section was detached before the move and came under command of 5 Brigade.

Sixth Field remained dispersed; Company Headquarters moved three miles
south of Elasson. No. 2 Section reported to 6 Brigade in the Elasson area; No. 1 was
at Servia with 4 Brigade. No. 3 was still with the Divisional Cavalry along the
Elasson- Dheskati road disposing of a ton and a half of explosives and 200 anti-tank
mines in and around four road blocks.

Nineteenth Army Troops Company moved again. Lieutenant Smart repacked his
workshop and the section set out for Lamia where, after some vicissitudes, it arrived
safely the following day. The rest of the company, less Lieutenant Jones's section at
Platamon, concentrated five miles south of Larisa and took possession of a deserted
tented area.

The enemy attacked 21 Battalion again at dawn on the 16th and the battalion,
attacked frontally by tanks and with its left flank turned, was forced off the ridge.
The first Lieutenant Jones knew of the disaster was the arrival of Colonel Macky 22
reconnoitring the route out. Two pits had already been sunk in likely places in the
road with crowbars and sundry tools borrowed from a Greek roadman, but there
were no explosives to charge them. A small quantity found in a railway hut was used
to block a tunnel by first hauling a box-car from a siding and then blowing off its
undercarriage, blowing the rails at each end of the tunnel and demolishing a culvert.

As soon as Colonel Macky's message concerning the withdrawal had been
received at Divisional Headquarters, Colonel Clifton sent 19 Army Troops Company
post-haste to blow the bridge at the south end of the gorge, and prepare demolitions
on the road back to Larisa and on two bridges on the northern outskirts of the town.
Major Langbein sent Lieutenants Page and Collins with 2 and 3 Sections to look after
the Larisa bridges while he took the rest of the company to the Gorge. When he
found that Jones was out of explosive he sent Sapper Les Condgon 23 back to the RE
dump for more. Condgon's trip was fairly hair-raising, for with a large quantity of
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explosive aboard, a drive through a town under heavy bombardment is nothing to
look forward to. He was lucky to arrive with his load.

In the meantime parties of 21 Battalion withdrawing from Platamon had
concentrated at the mouth of the gorge, but the only way to cross the river there
was by a hand-operated barge and it was late in the afternoon before the men were
across. The guns of the supporting section of 25-pounders were also ferried over, but
the artillery quads and the battalion carriers had to bump along the railway tracks
and cross over the bridge Major Langbein was working on.

SOME OF THE DEMOLITIONS DONE BY NEW EEALAND ENGINEERS,
12- 18 AFRIL 1041

some of the demolitions done by new zealand engineers, 12—-18 april 1941

The pursuing enemy had been expected momentarily, and the reason why
contact had been so easily broken was because the tanks had not only run on to the
mines Jones had scattered along the track but those that did manage to struggle to
the top of the ridge had been marooned there by the steepness of the descent. Third
Panzer Division supplies the enemy version:

‘The tanks pressed forward along narrow mule path. Many of them shed their
tracks on the boulders or split their assemblies and finally the leading troop ran on to
mines. A detour was attempted. Two more tanks stuck in a swamp and another blew
up on a mine and was completely burnt out. After strenuous exertions a track was
cleared while the engineers carried out a very successful sweep for mines.’

After the troops had passed through, the barge was sunk and the road blown in
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two places. They were, Lieutenant Jones wrote, ‘reasonably effective demolitions but
presented only temporary obstacles unless covered with fire as they were in such
positions that they could be fairly easily bridged.’

When the last of the unit vehicles had crossed the rail bridge it was blown and
dropped into the river and both sapper parties returned to Larisa. Meanwhile 2 and 3
Sections, after sharing a bale of contraband tobacco with passers-by and dining off a
young porker allegedly killed by bomb blast, had begun their jobs on the Larisa
bridges. Sundry German pilots, judging by the attention they were lavishing on the
project, were anxious to assist. Jerry, however, wanted the bridges destroyed at
once and thus sorely inconvenienced the Anzac Force north of the Pinios River. One
great consolation was that the sections had the free run of a deserted canteen, and
between dodging streams of machine-gun bullets and whistling bombs secured
ample supplies of beer, cigarettes and tinned foods, much of which was handed over
to convoys passing through.

Fifth Brigade was to vacate the Olympus Pass that night and Lieutenant Hector,
with sappers standing by the prepared demolitions on the pass road, worked on the
best remaining site with compressor and explosives to lessen the chances of an early
pursuit. The section, working in relays non-stop for twenty-four hours, blasted a
fourteen-foot hole through the solid marble and then filled it with two cases of
gelignite, half a ton of ammonal and the packing. All this was done to the
accompaniment of the echoing roar of guns and the explosions of searching enemy
shells, while faintly in the distance crackling noises rose and fell.

The last of the troops coming out by that route passed about midnight and the
forward road blocks were fired. It was hoped that the charges would blow the whole
road into the gorge below, but the result was only a series of craters of varying
depths. Unless covered by fire they would not give the German engineers much
trouble to repair.

The Maori Battalion had difficulty in disengaging and had not shown up at 3
a.m., at which time it should have been in a defensive position at the mouth of the
gorge. It was to come off the hills into the gorge near Hector's last demolition,
where Brigadier Hargest 2% was waiting to see the troops through. He ordered
another half hour's wait, after which the charge was to be blown without more ado.
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Right on 3.30, just as the plunger was about to be pushed down, there was a sound
of men moving in the darkness. Germans or Maoris? Maoris! But it was a near thing.
Fifth Brigade took up a defensive position from Kokkinoplos to Ay Dhimitrios covering
the exit from the Olympus Pass.

Fourth Brigade had a relatively quiet day; perhaps the enemy's success in
forcing 21 Battalion off the Platamon ridge had been encouraging enough to leave
the unpromising Servia area alone for the time being. The brigade was, however, in
a most precarious situation for 16 Australian Brigade on its right had departed to
reinforce 21 Battalion and 19 Australian Brigade on its left was also moving back,
followed by 26 NZ Battalion which was under its command. Farther to the left Greek
divisions were dispersing under the weight of enemy air and ground attacks, so that
actually 4 Brigade had both its flanks open. Lieutenant Kelsall's section stopped
filling bomb craters and began preparing demolitions instead.

At this stage it should be mentioned that the withdrawal timetable had been
altered and 5 Brigade was to move back from Olympus a day earlier, to take
advantage of the continued misty weather in the foothills which made it possible to
use the roads in daylight. Accordingly 5 Brigade began to move during the afternoon.
No. 3 Section, 7 Field Company, went with the brigade. A last-minute change of
route from the coastal road, which had been reported as impassable, on to the
central route, which was more than full of Australian traffic, resulted in a night of
stopping and starting before Lamia was reached.

With the departure of 5 Brigade the enemy was free, if the blocks in the gorge
did not prevent it, to get his vehicles as far as the Elevtherokhorion crossroads, five
miles north of Elasson.

The Elasson area, where 6 Brigade was preparing a rearguard position, requires
some description. The roads from the Olympus and Servia passes, the only
practicable routes for wheeled traffic, met at Elevtherokhorion a little to the north,
on the edge of the plain that surrounds Larisa. Elasson itself was also a junction with
the road from Dheskati almost due west (some of the Australian troops and 26
Battalion came out that way). From Elasson to Tirnavos, about halfway to Larisa,
there were two roads, the direct eastern route winding over hills and through a pass
while the longer and easier western road followed the Xerias River for some
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distance. From Tirnavos the one road led direct to Larisa.

Seventh Field Company, less No. 3 Section, had arrived at Tirnavos before
daylight, and Major Hanson was given a number of bridges and road blocks to get
ready around Tirnavos and the two roads north to Elasson. Of course, there were
insufficient power tools for so many jobs to be done simultaneously. Lieutenant
Wildey describes how to demolish a road in constant use by transport and under
continual attention by enemy bombers:

‘I prepared a demolition on the hill route and placed it about a quarter of a mile
down the road from the crest on the slope facing the enemy approach. I had a sub-
section of men from Lindell's section, I think, and Sergt I. Larson. 2> We had no rock
drills or compressor so that meant very slow hand work. The crust of the road was
about 4? thick but beneath that it was solid hard marble. We had no time to attempt
tunneling in under the road so I arranged to have some shafts sunk down from the
centre of the road and some against the bank so that trucks could straddle our shafts
as we worked. I went to the Elasson demolition to try and borrow a compressor from
Lt G. Thomas but it was fully engaged and he promised it as soon as they were
finished. To get our shafts down we used cold chisels to make small holes—charged
these with explosive, shattered the rock and then excavated it. This was repeated
until the holes were about six feet deep after working flat out in relays for about 24
hours.

‘We were straffed by fighters while loading these holes and it was very
disconcerting having to crouch in a hole with some hundreds of pounds of explosive
while the Jerries had their fun. While we were filling in these shafts the withdrawal
of vehicles nose to tail was so continuous that we bobbed down while they straddled
us and continued the work of tamping as soon as a gap occurred. Lt Wheeler had a
demolition on the other side of the hill and it was arranged that he fire both.’

Besides the bridge at Elevtherokhorion where Lieutenant Thomas was working,
other parties were in the Elasson Gorge between the two places, at the Elasson
bridge where the track from Dheskati crossed the river, at the Black Bridge where
the western fork crossed the Xerias River, and in the Tataritsos Gorge between the
bridge and the town.
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The 17th was a day of excursions and alarms around Larisa. It was also a
slaughterous day in Larisa for the enemy air force expended great energy in trying to
block the only exit for the retreating Anzac Corps. By this time, with the rain and the
tremendous traffic, the roads were breaking up beyond repair and mud was the
prevailing feature.

A big strain was taken by the Postal Section with units drawing rations in
advance, and in consequence not being where the Divisional Postal Unit thought
they were. The previous day 144 bags of mail had arrived but it had not been
possible to deliver 46 bags, which were brought back to Larisa. Those postal
sappers, like the field engineers, were fairly versatile types and did not always
restrict themselves to delivering mail. The war diary of the Divisional Postal Unit
contains the following entry dated 17 April:

* Larissa heavily bombed, train abandoned by Greek railway officials. Cpl
Sangster, 2° Postal Courier, with the assistance of a soldier, brought a train into the
station from about 2 miles south of Larissa. One bag of mail delivered to HQ PO at
Tyrnavos.’

The first bad news that reached Divisional Headquarters was of the premature
blowing of a bridge on the Trikkala- Larisa road. It was to have been destroyed after
the Australians had crossed the winding Pinios River, but was accidentally
demolished before they arrived. What happened is best told by one of the actors in
the drama.

‘While I was there I was in rather a poor show. I went out on a bridge on the
Larissa/ Trikkala road to prepare it for demolition. It was a fairly big one of about 5
spans each 100 ft about 40 ft above water level and was of steel struss construction
—about 16 ft roadway and about 14 or 15 ft high. Well I found a fellow from the 6th
Fd Coy. on the job and I was talking about some of the steel I struck on a reinforced
concrete bridge I had trouble with the previous day. The result was that he put on a
test cut to try the steel on one of the struts. After the explosion you can imagine our
consternation when we found that we had blown up the bridge by accident.... I was
extremely upset but nothing could be done except divert the traffic on a 10 mile
detour. It caused a devil of a lot of trouble and was made much worse when later in
the day the dive bombers blew up another big bridge on the detour and the fresh
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detour had to be increased to about 30 Miles.” 2/

What actually happened was that the decking of the bridge was set on rollers on
top of the piers, with the usual allowance for expansion and contraction. The shock
of the test charge, a mere five plugs of explosive, was sufficient to make the span
jump the rollers and drop into the river. The result of this accidental demolition,
probably the cheapest on record, was that the Australians had to feel along the
Pinios River for fords and crossings with the enemy at no great distance behind
them. There was another bridge farther north but an unlucky, or according to the
point of view, a well aimed bomb sent it up before their arrival. The troops had to
cross by punts and fords while the vehicles continued on to Tirnavos and thence to
Larisa.

Fifth Field Park Company had found nobody to take over from at the RE dump,
which was being hammered by enemy planes. So in the absence of further orders,
Captain Morrison on his own initiative sent the bulk of his company south to Lamia,
while he with fifteen sappers returned to Larisa, where he met a very disturbed
Australian officer wondering how he was to get his men across the river at the
demolished Trikkala bridge. There was a punt nearby but the ropes were wearing,
and it was feared that they would part and leave the troops stranded.

The upshot was that Captain Morrison was asked to fill a ninety-foot span in the
bridge with no material and no men to do the work. There was a pile of bridging
cribs in the engineer dump and he set about improvising a footbridge across the gap
with the makeshift materials. For the non-technical reader a bridging crib is a box of
steel angles 6 ft by 2 ft by 2 ft which may be fastened together with metal couplings.
These were cantilevered out from one side as in the normal method of erecting a
Bailey bridge, which at that time had not been invented. The crib was three feet
from the far side when a defective coupling broke and the bridge folded up like a
jack knife. This was being repaired when the Australians sent a message that they
were all across and thank you very much. Engineers are fairly vocal in such a
situation and they departed blasphemously for Lamia.

The enemy did not catch up with 21 Battalion until evening, when the first tanks
were stopped by the box-car in the tunnel and the removal of the barge. Sixteenth
Australian Brigade had arrived and taken up a position supporting the New
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Zealanders.

An idea, or perhaps a suggestion, the source of which, in spite of much inquiry,
it has not been possible to ascertain, resulted in Sappers Hoot Gibson 28 and Frank
Lynch 2 being asked if they would like to resume their peacetime occupations and
drive a train to the Pinios Gorge and, if necessary, bring 21 Battalion out. They
accepted and were taken to the Larisa station. They selected an engine, raised
steam, coupled up some trucks and set off, passing through the Australians and
stopping somewhere near 16 Brigade Headquarters. Nobody seemed in need of
rescue but the Aussies said that maybe they had better wait until morning in case
some new orders were on the way. In the morning they found that the boiler had
leaked away all its water and the banked-up fire was a mass of sodden cinders. The
Aussies offered them transport back to Larisa so that they could get another engine.
They went, fired another engine and returned, not forgetting to load the cab with
cases of beer from the hospitable Aussies. This time they were told that they had
passed over country that might be full of Jerries at any time and that the bright thing
to do was to return to Larisa forthwith. They saw the point and left the trucks and
derelict engine where they stood.

Fifth Brigade was moving south and 4 Brigade in the Servia Pass disengaged
that night (17—-18 April) and moved through 6 Brigade at Elasson en route for Molos.
Two companies of 18 Battalion were the last troops to come off the silent ridges and
climb aboard the waiting vehicles. Behind them were Lieutenant Kelsall's sappers, a
section of carriers and the CO 20 Battalion, whose job as rearguard commander
included ordering the firing of the demolitions.

The brigade was to be well clear of the Servia Pass before dawn but it was
broad daylight when the engineers emerged into the open country. Behind them was
a series of blown bridges, cratered roads, mined creeks and delayed action mines in
ammunition dumps.

The vehicles were soon spotted from the air and the men were several times
forced to halt and shelter from a plane that swooped along the road with blazing
machine guns. There were no casualties from this attack but the extra delay was
fatal. The blow fell at the moment that safety seemed assured.
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‘400 yds from intersection at Elevetherokhorion and a shell landed in front of the
truck and SA fire was heard behind us. Jumped out, looked back and saw two tanks
on the road in the middle of the convoy; coming over the hills to the NE were 6—7
vehicles bringing motorised infantry. Looking back along the convoy of which only
four trucks were visible I suddenly saw away to the right coming over the ridge
motorised infantry sitting up in their tracked vehicles in row of forms like toy
soldiers. Forward of me at the X roads I saw two Div Cav officers Col Carruth 3° and
Lt Robinson 3! who were beckoning me on. They could not fire while I was in the
way I suppose. So went on passing them and round the bend where Div Cav carriers
were lying nose to tail in the lee of the hill side. Went on to Elasson and through to
Molos.’ 32

Colonel Kippenberger, describing the catastrophe from the rear of the column,
wrote:

*... we received a particularly determined attack from the plane and we were
forced to halt and take cover. I noticed that there seemed to be more fire than one
would expect from a single plane attacking and then saw that one truck was ablaze
about 500 yards ahead of me, and ahead of it again and about the road junction was
a medium tank which I recognised as German, and I also saw another tank shooting
in a southerly direction from a point about 500 yards north of the cross roads and
quite close to where I stood on the road.... two or three planes were now attacking
the road and the sappers both with bombs and machine guns and making it very
difficult to get a clear view of what was happening.’

Sapper Jack Farnham 33 was among those who were cut off. ‘I was in Cpl Brian
Lockett's 34 truck well back in the convoy,” he says, ‘and when we came under fire
Cpl Lockett gave the order to try and get out on foot. Most of us were in a valley at
the time and owing to many engineers not having had much infantry training quite a
number went up over the hill side which made them a target for the MG's.’

Farnham went in another direction, and tried to capture a tank by climbing on to
it and looking for a hole to fire his pistol through. There were no apertures open so
he dived into the scrub and later joined Colonel Kippenberger, who with half a dozen
others was making for gunfire noises which he thought came from 20 Battalion
rearguard in action. In all approximately forty sappers failed to escape from the
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German ambush, the first severe engineer loss in the war.

The sounds of battle in which Colonel Kippenberger thought his battalion was
involved was the defence of the crossroads by a force of Divisional Cavalry and anti-
tank guns. Between the contestants Lieutenant Thomas and Sapper O'Malley 3 were
waiting to put the finishing touches to a bridge just south of the road junction. These
finishing touches were a naval depth-charge and thirty anti-tank mines which it was
proposed to use as an overloading charge in the centre of the deck. The last vehicle
of A Squadron, Divisional Cavalry, crossed under cover of the anti-tank gunners and
Lieutenant Robinson gave the order to fire, remarking at the same time ‘The next
three are Jerry's'. The pair placed the mines and depth-charge on the bridge; the
charges were fired and the bridge disappeared; both abutments vanished and the
superstructure was not to be seen.

Their truck was fired on as they dashed towards the safety of the forward two-
pounders, but there were no casualties apart from that caused by a missile that
went through the truck and wrecked an imperial pint beer mug which Thomas had
brought from New Zealand and which he greatly prized.

Their next stop was the gorge half a mile north of Elasson, where five mined
charges had been laid on a stretch of road built along a cliff face. As soon as the
cavalry and anti-tank outposts were through, a ton of ammonal erased the road. The
gap, kept under fire by our artillery, was not repaired and the enemy had to build
another road on the eastern side of the hill. Thomas and his sappers then rejoined
their unit at Tirnavos.

It was considered imperative, after the experience of trying to share the inland
road with the rest of Anzac Corps, that 6 Brigade retire by the coastal road
previously reported unusable for any numbers of vehicles. The part between Larisa
and Volos had been under repair for months and some sectors were unmetalled. In
one particularly bad piece water had saturated the foundations, but there had been
no rain for twenty-four hours and it was hoped that the surface would hold until the
trucks were across. Colonel Clifton was told by General Freyberg to get some
sappers on to the bad patch. The only sappers available were the two sections with
6 Brigade who were to pass through Larisa that day, so while Colonel Clifton
inspected the road Lieutenant Yorke 3¢ was stationed on the main road to turn any
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engineers back—if he could find any.

Lieutenant Chapman and part of his section were intercepted and directed to
the coast road, and later some few of No. 2 Section were likewise turned back. They
were all much fatigued, but they constructed a ramp around the wet sector before
pushing on to rejoin the company near Lamia. Sixth Brigade and supporting arms
were able to use the coast road for their retreat to the Thermopylae position.

There was no intention of trying to use the railway to bring out troops from
Larisa, but circumstances beyond the control of those in charge of movement made
it imperative that one battalion be so moved. Lieutenant-Colonel Gentry 3/ explains
the circumstances:

‘T am not sure now of the reasons for the shortage of motor transport to move
26 Bn, but I think that it was due to the disappearance of a British MT Coy which I
had “acquired” during the move of 5 Bde from the Olympus area. At any rate we
knew during the morning that there was not enough MT to shift the whole of 6 Bde
in one lift. Alan Ross, 38 the DAQMG, suggested the train and I went in to Larisa from
Nikaia about noon to explore the possibility. In the railway station (otherwise
deserted) I met two sappers from 19 A Tps, one of whom said he had been an
engine driver and gave his opinion that it would not be difficult to organise a train if
the dive bombers would allow it. I told him to have a good look at the engines and
rolling stock and then went back to Div HQ and got the CRE on the job with verbal
instructions to get the train assembled at a suitable siding west of Larisa ready to
move as soon as it was dark. There were progress reports during the afternoon and
the DAAG (Brooke-White) was at the train before it departed. I saw the CO 26 Bn
myself and together we fixed the destination Kephissokhori from my 1/1,000,000
tourist map. None of us appreciated how hazardous the journey would be.’

The sappers referred to by Colonel Gentry were Gibson and Lynch, recently
returned from the Pinios Gorge. Nineteenth Army Troops Company was standing by
its trucks ready to move south when volunteers with railway experience were called
for. Sappers L. L. Smith, 3° G. Leuty, %° O. G. Bradley *! and G. L. Hill *2 stepped
forward and were taken in to Larisa. Bradley was uneasy about his personal gear left
behind as it contained, amongst other items, a case of purloined whisky. He had
good reason to feel apprehensive for he never saw any of it again.
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In the meantime Lieutenant Jones had blown the points in the yard but had left
the main line clear, so after picking their third engine the crew went south a few
miles to obtain trucks and returned with fifteen to a siding just outside Larisa.
Twenty-sixth Battalion arrived about 5 p.m. and was asked to help fill the water
tender. One of the trucks contained petrol in four-gallon tins, which the troops
opened with bayonets and used to form a bucket brigade. The water system was not
functioning but there was a well fifty yards away which supplied the deficiency, and
at 8.30 p.m. the ' 26 Bn Special’ departed. The battalion was taking more risks than
it knew for the crew had never been over the line, the track signal system was not
working, it was necessary to drive without lights, and the engine brakes were
indifferent. The first 40 miles took four hours and involved collisions with jiggers
abandoned on up-grades and with a railcar.

The night was pitch black and rain was falling when the * 26 Bn Special’
clattered into Demerli station and collided with another engine and several trucks.
The Larisa engine stood the impact very well, and though it was possible to move
the obstruction to a siding, the difficulty was to decide which fork of the junction
went to where. The decision was made and the journey continued with a party going
forward to examine such culverts and viaducts as the crew managed to see.

A few miles past Demerli junction the track ran by the Larisa- Lamia road, which
was a blaze of lights from convoys sacrificing safety for speed. The crew decided that
one more light would make no difference and switched on the headlight. No light
was forthcoming. The Dermerli collision had wrecked the mechanism but the cab
lights functioned, which was some help. Grades became steeper on the climb
through the Dhomokos Pass and the overladen engine's speed dropped, until, on a
steep pinch just before first light, it crawled to a stop.

All brakes were applied, five trucks uncoupled, and the troops reseated and
squeezed up tighter. Stones were placed behind the wheels while a head of steam
was built up. There was no braking system through the train and the hand brakes in
the trucks were operated on a set of signals from a torch waved from the engine.
The technical problem was to get the maximum pressure of steam without blowing
the safety valve. Gibson waited to the last possible moment before he opened the
regulator, the wheels gripped on the sanded rails, the couplings drew tight and they
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were away again.

The worst appeared to be over with the coming of day, but the steep gradients
on the south side of the pass were too much for the engine's brakes. Gibson tried
everything he knew but the speed increased until the train was virtually out of
control. The engine screamed and lurched around bends faster and faster until only
the hand of Providence could save the situation. At almost the last possible moment
they collided with a jigger, sent the top flying in one direction, a wheel off an axle in
another, while the axle with its remaining wheel got tangled in the brake rods and
helped to stop the train. While some of the crew extricated the axle the others
worked on the brakes and managed to tighten them enough to keep the train under
control. The last hazard was the Kalivia junction. Were the points open for Lamia?
They were, and the last train from Larisa pulled up outside the Lamia marshalling
yards. The sapper story stops here after fourteen hours of by guess or by God
driving.

Ironically enough, the men who had brought 26 Battalion through to safety were
by mischance left behind when the unit moved on, and they had to find their own
way to the reinforcement camp at Voula. From there they were taken to the illfated
Kalamata beach, fought as infantry until the beach was surrendered, and only Gibson
and Lynch evaded capture.

To return to the battle area. By last light on the 18th 21 Battalion had been
bypassed by tanks and forced in to the hills, 16 Australian Brigade had been
dispersed, and only the New Zealand Artillery barred the enemy approach to Larisa
when darkness fell and immobilised the enemy armour. Sixth Brigade, still in position
near Elasson, was to withdraw that night. Seventh Field Company preceded the
infantry, but Major Hanson followed behind with a small demolition party firing road
blocks and bridges. As they passed through Larisa a few hours before dawn,
headlights, flares and tracer were seen in the direction of the Pinios Gorge, but they
got through without incident and rejoined the company to find that the main body
had sustained its first casualties, two killed and three wounded.

Second Panzer Division was in Larisa at 6 a.m.

By 20 April Anzac Corps had completed its withdrawal to the Thermopylae line.
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Here the New Zealand Division was on the right from the sea to the mountains,
where 6 Australian Division covered the Brallos Pass where the road and railway
wound through the Pindus Mountains.

The New Zealanders were holding an immensely strong position, the classic
Pass of Thermopylae and the gateway to southern Greece. The pass was not as
narrow as it was in 480 BC when the Spartan king Leonidas made his stand against
the Persians, nor as it was in 353 BC when Philip of Macedon decided that it was too
tough a position to force. Nevertheless it posed some problems even for an army
equipped with aircraft and armour.

All engineer units were dispersed along the road from Thermopylae southwards,
with squads responsible for lengths of road that just had to be kept open. The
system was to dash out whenever the road was cratered and repair the damage
before the return of the planes with another load of bombs.

A party of 7 Field Company (Lieutenants Lindell and Hector) went forward by
truck to the fishing village of Stilis, at the head of the bay to the east of Lamia, to
destroy a fairly numerous fleet of small craft that the enemy might use for a
seaborne landing farther down the coast.

The effect of an anti-tank mine on a launch was quite spectacular for it
disintegrated, according to Lieutenant Lindell, with a loud bang and threw debris
high in the air. The hulls of dinghies were bashed in with picks and hammers and the
sappers returned via a side road, accompanied by two platoons of 20 Battalion which
had been sent to act as a covering party. They were lucky to escape without a brush
with the enemy, for at midday advanced elements of 5 Panzer Division were in
Dhomokos, only 15 miles to the north.

The German 12 Army put a different interpretation on these activities. Its
evening report to GHQ included the entry, ‘Greek civilians trying to rescue German
airmen forced down into the sea cast of Lamia were fired on by the English and all
their boats burnt.” *3

Another detachment, this time from 6 Field Company under Major Rudd, went
forward after last light and demolished a bridge on the Lamia- Volos road.
Lieutenant Wildey fired another bridge on the Lamia- Molos road but the next day
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Brigadier Hargest ordered further work to be done on the wreck as he feared that it
might still be usable by the enemy. Lieutenant Hector went out after dark and laid
more charges. It was tricky work as no covering party was provided and Hector had
to wade backwards and forwards carrying his explosives through a strongly flowing
current. While he was at his work the infantry behind him opened up and the enemy
replied, so that he was between two fires, a most difficult and dangerous position,
but he carried on and completed the demolition.

The similarity between the positions of Anzac Corps and Philip of Macedon was
carried a step further. Philip outflanked the Athenians at the Thermopylae Pass with
the aid of Fifth Columnists who led him around the defences by secret paths; the
Anzac Corps was undone by the capitulation of the Greek Army, which presented the
Germans with an open left flank.

Before the weighty decisions being taken were implemented, 3 Section, 7 Field
Company, was ordered to send a party up to Lamia and drive three trains down the
line towards Athens. Two were got safely away but the work of coupling up the third
was repeatedly interrupted from the air. Finally some Australian engineers, working
independently, blew the railway viaduct, so that when the train was assembled the
crew had nowhere to go. They ran their train on to the broken bridge and watched it
crash into the river before they set out to walk back to their lines. They were not
expected and very unwelcome. It was too dark to establish their identity and they
spent a very cold and miserable night waiting for dawn. An English officer who had
joined them went forward waving a white handkerchief, introduced himself, and said
that there were New Zealand sappers out in front. It was some hours later before his
identity was established and a tired, cold and hungry party of sappers was able to
report to its unit.

On the afternoon of the 22nd Colonel Clifton brought the news—the Imperial
Forces were evacuating Greece and he, to his unconcealed delight, had been given
command of the divisional rearguard. Major Rudd became acting CRE and Lieutenant
Kelsall, in the absence of Captain Woolcott patrolling the channel between Euboea
Island and the mainland in a fishing launch, took temporary command of 6 Field
Company.

The plan for the withdrawal from Thermopylae along the road Atalandi-
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Levadhia— Thebes, thence either via Khalkis or Elevsis to Athens, was for 4 Brigade
to move to a covering position in the Thebes ( Kriekouki) Pass forthwith, while 5
Brigade would concentrate in the area Ay Konstandinos and move on the night 23—
24 April to embarkation beaches near Athens. Sixth Brigade would disengage on the
night 24-25 April and pass through 4 Brigade en route for its embarkation beaches.

The Movement Order ended: ‘Engineer units will carry tools and working stores
including truck compressor equipment but apart from personal gear, fighting
equipment and transport, everything else will be destroyed. No attempt will be made
to salvage vehicles breaking down en route. They will be put off the road and
rendered useless but not burned.’

Clifton Force, including a detachment of 7 Field Company under Lieutenant
Wildey, would cover the withdrawal of 6 Brigade. The engineer duty was to do
urgent road repairs and blow demolitions after the brigade group withdrew.

Sixth Field Company packed up and followed the 4 Brigade column that night.
Before first light it was dispersed under olive trees a few miles south of Thebes,
awaiting instructions and watching enemy fighter planes sweeping up and down the
road. Lieutenant Kelsall was called to Brigade Headquarters and told that Australian
sappers were taking care of the Kriekouki Pass and that his company was to move
down the road towards Athens until it came to Elevsis, where it was to turn right on
to the Elevsis— Megara— Corinth highway. That, he was instructed, was the route 4
Brigade was to take to the embarkation beaches; also it was infested by dive-
bombers, and blocked by refugees and their carts making for the Peloponnese.

Sixth Field was to be responsible for the road from Elevsis to Corinth, prepare
the bridge over the Corinth Canal for demolition, repair it if damaged if at all
possible, and in any case was to see that 4 Brigade could get across by pontoon.
Finally the Company would join Clifton Force, blow the road behind them, then send
the bridge up, thus placing a sizable barrier between themselves and the enemy.

The Corinth Canal, a sea-level passage with walls 260 feet high, cuts across a
four-mile neck of land between the Gulf of Corinth and the Gulf of Aegina and makes
an island of the Peloponnese. Corinth itself is situated some three miles from the site
of the ancient city which was the address of St. Paul's Epistles to the Corinthians,
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and which was destroyed by an earthquake in the middle of last century.

Lieutenant Chapman went ahead to choose a bivouac area, and after dark the
thirty-five trucks of the company got on to a road already packed with Australian and
5 Brigade transport making for Athens. Fifth Field Park, 7 Field Company, less
Lieutenant Wildey's detachment, 19 Army Troops Company and Engineer
Headquarters were in the New Zealand convoy. Nineteenth Army Troops and
Headquarters carried on for the 140-mile run to Porto Rafti beach, but 5 Field Park
and 7 Field Company, less No. 3 Section still with 5 Brigade, were detached south of
Thebes to assist the Australians if needed.

The Company dispersed in the area chosen by Lieutenant Chapman about seven
miles from the Elevsis turnoff, but in the morning what appeared to be a very quiet
secluded spot was found to be between the edge of the sea, where a still smoking
grounded steamer acted as a magnet for every German plane near Athens, and the
road, along which enemy planes made progress in daylight almost impossible.

Lieutenant Wheeler's section (No. 2) was detailed to destroy all pontoons and
ferry cables on the enemy side of the canal, to repair the bridge if damaged, and at
the same time load it with explosives. He made his headquarters in a gully about a
mile and a half west of the canal and moved his vehicles over after dark.

Lieutenant Chapman's section (No. 3) had the 30-mile stretch of road between
the bridge and the Elevsis turnoff to keep in order. It worked in two sub-sections
with four-hour shifts and, between air raids, manhandled trucks, dead donkeys, dead
humans (mostly civilian) out of the long cuttings, as well as sinking demolition holes
in suitable places. The survivors of the section caught in the Servia Pass (No. 1)
were held in reserve under Lieutenant Wells.

While 6 Field Company caught up some sleep that night, 19 Army Troops
Company and Headquarters embarked for the twelve-hour journey to Crete, where
they were to stage while the rest of the Division left Greece; 7 Field and 5 Field Park,
not wanted for work at Thebes, went on to Porto Rafti and again hid up. Sixth
Brigade, standing between a New Zealand field gun versus German tank battle, held
off its opposite numbers and moved out according to its own schedule after dark that
night (24-25 April); 72 Infantry Division Advance Guard earned its commander a
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Knight's Cross by capturing the New Zealand position a couple of hours after the last
Kiwi had left; Clifton Force waited around Cape Knimis to take over its rearguard role
as soon as 6 Brigade passed; and Wildey's demolition party stood by the sites of two
projected road blocks that require further explanation.

The first demolition, contrived by 5 Field Park Company under the direction of
Captain Pemberton, *> was at a spot where the road at the bottom of a steep hill
was separated from the sea by a narrow strip of sand. Two half-ton charges were so
placed that, on firing, the sea would flow in and create a water obstacle. The second
demolition prepared by 7 Field Company under Captain Ferguson ¢ was about 300
yards farther on at a spot where the road was cut along the cliff face 50 feet above
the sea.

RO BRVETLETHINE, E, 25 ATEEL 2041

road demolitions, cape knimis, 25 april 1941

Clifton Force was deployed to cover these points with fire and hoped most
earnestly that the German engineers would essay the task of throwing bridges over
the gaps which would ensue when the charges were detonated.

Another but more light-hearted obstacle to the forcing of the road blocks was
provided by Captain Carrie, who had remained with Colonel Clifton. He had obtained
one of the ‘No Entry’ notices strewn around Divisional HQ areas, added his own
composition * Achtung! Durchang Verboten! Auf Wiedersehen’ and proposed placing
it conspicuously.
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The first troops were due at midnight, but it was hours after that time before
anything approached and the worried rearguard thought that perhaps the brigade
had been cut off. Lieutenant Wildey is eloquent:

‘Was it Jerry or our own troops? That was the difficult question. Col Clifton got
me to cover him with my tommy gun while we moved quietly forward and
challenged the leading vehicle. There was an argument about a pass word and if I
remember correctly some strong NZ cusswords provided reasonable proof of our
identity, for all safety catches were forward at that moment and trigger fingers itchy.
Col Clifton gave the order for full speed ahead with lights on and with the reminder
that the column was crossing a large explosive charge, the trucks moved off smartly,
headed for Athens.’

When the last vehicles were past, the charges were blown and then, as Wildey
says, evil thoughts came into his mind. He took an anti-tank mine and the ‘No Entry’
notice and with the help of Sapper McCutcheon %/ did things to primers and wires
which would ensure a speedy entry into Valhalla to any warrior who lifted the notice.
If some German engineers were rapidly translated from this world to the next they
could not say that they were not warned.

The pair rejoined their party and caught up with Colonel Clifton in Thebes,
where he directed them to report back to Major Hanson at the embarkation beaches
beyond Athens. He himself was going south on a new assignment to arrange final
demolitions for the withdrawal into the Peloponnese. They passed through the city
at midday and, again quoting Wildey, ‘The streets were crowded with people on
either side and as we drove our battered truck along with its begrimed and unshaven
party aboard, the people cheered and threw us bunches of flowers, saying in poor
English "Come again New Zealand”.’
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The 7 Field and 5 Field Park Companies moved again that night to the Porto
Rafti lying-up area and dispersed for another day of inactivity. A detachment of
twelve sappers commanded by Lieutenant C. F. Skinner was sent to Markopoulon,
about five miles inland, to cover a road block where they were to remain until dusk.
Their offensive armament consisted of two anti-tank rifles and two Bren guns, all the
company possessed, as well as their own personal arms, and they were to hold up
any patrols that might come from Khalkis or Euboea Island. After dark the men
drained the oil sumps and ran the engines of their trucks until they seized, then
formed up with some artillery and other units which were embarking that night. The
sappers were spread over three ships, some on the cruiser Carlisle, some on the
destroyer Kandahar and the rest on the transport Salween. Lieutenant Thomas and
about thirty of 7 Field Company plus Lieutenant Skinner's party were on the
Salween, which sailed direct to Alexandria while the main convoy went to Crete.

Sixth Field Company, which we left on the road to and on the bridge over the
Corinth Canal, did not embark as a company. At the time the others were moving to
the beaches, the company was wandering in small groups all over southern Greece.
That is, those of them who were not already prisoners of war.

This was the way of it—Lieutenant Kelsall decided to move to a quieter area
nearer Corinth so, leaving Sergeant Jay and a sub-section guarding mined road
blocks, the trucks and crews were moved after dark (25—-26 April) into a lemon
orchard a couple of miles south of the bridge, where it was possible to get some
sleep.
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The sleep had a sudden termination at daybreak. Kelsall's diary explains why:

‘0530 hrs: Heard noise of straffing and was told by sentry that paratroops were
landing on the undulating ground to the E. Dumfounded. Started to put the orchard
in a state of defence: 1 and 3 Secs running N-S and facing E and S. HQ Sec covering
the SW. We could not see the bridge for the trees and we were probably not seen
ourselves in the orchard. The paratroopers were jumping from about 500" and fighter
planes were skimming the tops of tall pines bordering the orchard. It was possible to
see inside the planes thro’ the open doors.

‘As my troops were not trained infantry, told the sec commanders to husband
ammunition and not to fire until the enemy were at least 400x away. No. 3 section a
bit eager must have fired at 800x and perhaps let the enemy know we were there....
At 0650 hrs a terrific explosion and it seemed to me that the br had gone up.... The
show began with fire from automatics and when our resistance stiffened mortars
were brought into action....

‘0900 hrs: Decided to make a break, ordered all trucks to be emptied of
equipment with the intention of racing trucks out and going south. I climbed a tree ...
and saw to my horror blazing tanks of 4H—at least three (men had run to them and
then been shot at I think), and Bren carriers in an open field. The Messerschmidts
were taking to them very successfully and the rd out was dead straight and ideal for
straffing. With 6 wheeled 30 cwt Morris trucks decided to stay and fight....

*1300 hrs: Running very short of ammo—no communication with the bridge. I
decided to make a break with the rest of the Coy—140 men. We divided into small
groups (NCO and 6 ORs) to fight our way out and make for the coast.

'1430: Decided to order the move...."

No. 2 Section was wakened by the usual morning hate and was preparing for
the day's work when, to their paralytic astonishment, they saw parachutes dropping
from the sky. Some stood petrified with amazement, others grabbed their rifles and
waited for instructions as to what to do next.

Lieutenant Wheeler ordered them to disperse before they were surrounded by
the waves of dropping paratroops and to concentrate again behind Corinth village.


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000776.html

Some made it but the majority did not, for there were Germans all over the area.
Major Rudd, who as acting CRE had his small headquarters in rear of 6 Field
Company, went forward to see what was happening and collected approximately
twenty sappers whom he led to eventual embarkation at Monemvasia. Wheeler with
another dozen or so embarked after much marching and hiding at Argos. Lieutenants
Kelsall and Wells and party were betrayed, one of the few cases on record;
Lieutenant Chapman with twenty others, after island hopping in borrowed and stolen
boats, evaded capture; another score or so found various embarkation beaches; still
others got as far as Kalamata beach, where 5000 waited and only 500 could be
taken; some escaped even after that, but approximately seventy more sappers of 6
Field Company joined the forty taken at the Servia Pass.

It only remains to describe the end of the Corinth bridge, and to do so it is
necessary to go back in time a few days.

It was originally intended to embark 4 Brigade from the Athens area, but force
of circumstances had compelled a change of plan and 4 Brigade Group was now to
follow 6 Brigade down into the Peloponnese, only a few hours' run from Crete.
Lieutenant Wheeler's instructions regarding the canal bridge, pontoon bridges,
ferries, etc., ended with the intimation that the order to destroy the bridge would be
given in writing by an officer from Force Headquarters, and that he (Wheeler) would
ensure that the bridge did not fall into enemy hands intact.

Some time during the 25th and unknown to Wheeler, who was working on the
pontoon bridge moored to the far bank of the canal, a staff officer whom it has not
been possible to identify added a verbal order that on no account was the bridge to
be demolished for another twenty-four hours, during which time 4 Brigade Group
would pass across. From the section camp a mile and a half away, Lieutenant
Wheeler was sure the bridge had been blown.

‘In all the complexity of noise it had been impossible to tell whether the bridge
had been fired but I didn't entertain any doubt. The picquet had clear written orders.
“*Under no conditions will you allow the bridge to fall into enemy hands intact.” But
the fate of the boys themselves was more uncertain. Their chances would be pretty
lean.
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‘It was not given to me to know that a few hours earlier that a Very Senior
Officer had stopped to have a word with the sappers. And that he had firmly
impressed on them that there was another convoy yet to pass through. He added
that “under no conditions was the bridge to be destroyed for at least twenty four
hours”. Which put the n.c.o. in charge of the party in rather a spot when the band
began to play in the morning. Disobey a written order from a subaltern or a verbal
order from a Staff Officer with red braid all around his hat? He did the obvious thing
—Ileft the bridge cold, jumped a truck, came out through a hail of lead. Happily
ignorant of this development, I watched the fourth or fifth row of parachutes laid
neatly across what had been our camp. Not a sign of the lads and another trio of
52's hove in sight. I deemed it high time to head for the horizon.’ 48

The bridge was thus seized intact, no mean prize to a commander who wanted
to push south after the elusive Anzacs. And no mean embarrassment to a
commander who had planned to move the rest of his division into the Peloponnese
and embark from beaches there.

The German elation terminated when, with a roar followed by an immense
smoke cloud, the structure collapsed into the canal.

A mass of conflicting evidence has been collected regarding the cause of the
explosion that wrecked the Corinth bridge, but there is at least one witness who is
quite certain that two New Zealand sappers lost their lives in the attempt.

Here is the testimony of Gunner H. E. Smith #° who had been wounded at
Tempe, missed embarkation at Megara, and was being taken by truck to another
beach:

‘We were hardly across the bridge, travelling south, when the blitz started.... we
jumped the transport and I made for a clump of rocks. I was still hugging a bren and
some ammo picked up the night before. It was here that I first met the two
engineers. One remarked that if Jerry hit the bridge she'd go sky high as it was
loaded to the gills with TNT. The longer the raid continued the more they remarked
on it not getting hit. They couldn't understand it.... I looked up and saw the
Parachutists dropping. We jumped up, and being firmly convinced that the
parachutists wouldn't take prisoners we decided to sell out as dear as possible. I
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made for a mound, followed by the two sappers and it was then we saw the bridge
still intact. One sapper said to the other, “They're after that bridge Boss” (It was
either Boss or Bossie).... It was here that the idea came to blow the bridge. There
was a hurried huddle to see whether the three of us went or one or two. It was
decided on two and I'd cover with the bren as the Huns were well on the ground and
making things hot. From where I was I could give complete cover as the bridge was
plain ahead. The next second the boys were gone and so long as I could I kept them
in my sight, but believe me, trying to keep up with the Huns didn't leave much time.

‘Quite a fair bunch of Huns were coming in from the northern end and soon
apparently guessed what was going on and endeavoured to stop them. Just short of
the bridge, one of the boys fell. The other made the bridge for sure as he came right
in sight. For a moment I thought he'd been hit as he seemed to fall but the next I
saw he was coming back. He looked to have cleared the bridge when it seemed to
heave and the next moment she was sky high. Considering the sapper's position it
doesn't surprise me to hear there's no trace of his or the other sapper's body as by
the blast and the rock that came over they must have been blown to pieces.’

There is an equally convincing account by two British officers who believed that
they exploded the charges by rifle fire. But no trace was ever found of Lance-
Corporal (‘Bos’) Boswell *° and Sapper Thornton >! of 6 Field Company.

Colonel Clifton with his party, reduced to Captain Carrie, Captain Macfarlane °2
and three sappers, crossed the Corinth bridge seven hours before its capture and
located Divisional Headquarters late in the afternoon of 26 April. There he was told
that it was essential to blow the road behind the brigade group because the enemy
held the Corinth Canal. Sixth Field Company had been caught in an airborne attack;
there were no anti-aircraft guns, no engineers and no explosives because the
Australian sappers with 4 Brigade were north of the canal.

His own resources were not exactly extensive, for besides his manpower of one
medical officer, an adjutant and three sappers, all he had in the car were two
pounds of gelignite, a few detonators and a small length of fuse. The answer, the
only answer, was depth-charges from the Navy. A dash to Miloi produced a depth-
charge from a destroyer that came in after dark and three more were taken from a
stranded Greek destroyer at Monemvasia the next day (27th). Sixth Brigade was to
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come into the area that night and lie up until the following night, when it was to be
taken off. A suitable length of road and a bridge had been selected for demolition
about 16 miles away from the beach, and after the brigade had passed the depth-
charges were placed in position and exploded. The road was little damaged but the
bridge vanished. For good measure the last charge was placed in a culvert and left
to be fired by the Pioneer Officer of 24 Battalion. He set it off at precisely one minute
to midnight, 28 April, the last engineer demolition in Greece. Colonel Clifton and
party embarked on the destroyer Hotspur in the early hours, and at Suda Bay
transferred to the Comliebank en route for Egypt.

So ended the engineers' first major campaign. In eighteen days they had
destroyed almost more roads and bridges than they could build in their collective
lifetime. But they had slowed up the enemy advance sufficiently to permit the
Division to escape more or less intact from Greece. And this was accomplished in
spite of difficulties in securing explosives and a shortage of proper equipment.

Engineer casualties in Greece were:

5 Field Park
Company
Wounded 2 PW 3
6 Field Company
Killed 11 Died of wounds 5 Presumed killed 2
Wounded 10 PW 104 Wounded and PW 13
7 Field Company
Killed 2 Wounded 3 Presumed killed 1
Wounded and PW 5 PW 14
19 Army Troops Company
PW 10 Wounded and PW 1
10 Railway
Construction
Company
PW 1

16
Railway
Operating
Company
Killed 1
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Postal Unit
Wounded 2

Note: Prisoners of war from all units except 6 Field Company were from the
reinforcement camp at Voula and were taken at Kalamata.

1 Report by GOC 2 NZEF, Maj-Gen Freyberg, on ‘The Campaign in Greece'.
2 Gavin Long, Greece, Crete and Syria.

3 Capt St.G. W. Chapman, m.i.d.; Christchurch; born Lower Hutt, 23 Apr
1915; engineering student; wounded 26 Apr 1941.

4 Maj-Gen Rt. Hon. Sir Harold Barrowclough, PC, KCMG, CB, DSO and bar,
MC, ED, m.i.d., MC (Gk), Legion of Merit (US), Croix de Guerre (Fr);
Wellington; born Masterton, 23 Jun 1894; barrister and solicitor; NZ Rifle
Bde 1915-19 (CO 4 Bn); comd 7 NZ Inf Bde in UK, 1940; 6 Bde May 1940-
Feb 1942; GOC 2 NZEF in Pacific and GOC 3 NZ Div, Aug 1942-Oct 1944;
Chief Justice of New Zealand.

> Lt-Gen Sir Edward Puttick, KCB, DSO and bar, m.i.d., MC (Gk), Legion of

Merit (US); Wellington; born Timaru, 26 Jun 1890; Regular soldier; NZ Rifle
Bde 1914-19 (CO 3 Bn); comd 4 Bde Jan 1940-Aug 1941; 2 NZ Div ( Crete)
29 Apr-27 May 1941; CGS and GOC NZ Military Forces, Aug 1941-Dec 1945.

6 Capt R. J. Collins; born Auckland, 7 Nov 1913; architect; p.w. 1 Jun 1941.
7 More usually Tsaritsani, the version used hereafter.

8 Lt L. C. Smart; born Christchurch, 22 Mar 1895; mechanic overseer;
wounded and p.w. 1 Jun 1941.

9 Maj H. C. Page, m.i.d.; Auckland; born NZ 26 Jan 1917; civil engineer.

10 Capt F. W. O. Jones; Wellington; born Wellington, 14 Sep 1911; civil
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engineer; p.w. 1 Jun 1941.

11 Capt D. M. Patterson; Waikari; born Christchurch, 24 Oct 1910; civil
engineer; wounded 22 May 1941.

12 Workers were paid 70 drachmae a day. A drachma was worth
approximately ad.

13 Cpl R. Sweet; born NZ 10 Sep 1914; timberworker; p.w. 1 Jun 1941.
14 This section of 9 Ry Svy Coy was evacuated from Greece on 18 April.

15 Maj C. F. Skinner, MC, m.i.d.; Westport; born Melbourne, 19 Jan 1900;
14P 1938—; OC 7 Fd Coy Sep 1942-Mar 1943; wounded 3 Nov 1942.

16 Maj G. A. Lindell, DSO, OBE, ED; Wellington; born Taihape, 26 Nov 1906;
engineer; Adjt, NZ Div Engrs, 1941-42; SSO Engrs, Army HQ, 1943—-44.

17°E and M Section shifted its heavy machinery back near Elasson on the
12th.

18 The Happy Hunted, pp. 74 - 5.

19'Maj K. Rix-Trott, ED; Uganda, East Africa; born South Africa, 7 Jun 1901;
civil engineer; OC 5 Fd Pk Coy Oct 1942-May 1943.

20 Maj G. 1. B. Thomas, m.i.d.; Wellington; born Christchurch, 15 Apr 1899;
civil engineer; OC 7 Fd Coy Oct-Nov 1941; p.w. 27 Nov 1941.

2Lt J. R. M. Hector, m.i.d.; born Wellington, 17 May 1913; civil engineer;
killed in action 20 May 1941.

22 | t-Col N. L. Macky, MC, m.i.d.; Auckland; born Auckland, 20 Feb 1891;
barrister and solicitor; NZ Rifle Bde 1915-19 (Capt, 1918); CO 21 Bn Jan
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1940-May 1941.

23 Spr L. A. Condgon; Wellington; born NZ 6 Dec 1906; service-car driver;
wounded May 1941.

24 Brig J. Hargest, CBE, DSO and bar, MC, m.i.d.; born Gore, 4 Sep 1891;
farmer; MP 1931-44; Otago Mtd Rifles 1914-20 (CO 2 Bn Otago Regt);
comd 5 Bde May 1940-Nov 1941; p.w. 27 Nov 1941; escaped, Italy, Mar
1943; killed in action, France, 12 Aug 1944.

25 Sgt 1. Larson; born NZ 23 Nov 1901; mechanic; died Dunedin, 11 May
1955,

26 5-Sgt J. A. Sangster; Invercargill; born NZ 10 Aug 1901; postal clerk; p.w.
Jun 1941.

27 Letter, Capt J. B. Ferguson.

28 Spr R. C. Gibson; Wanganui; born England, 16 Mar 1906; locomotive
driver.

29 Spr F. 1. Lynch; born Queenstown, 22 Apr 1917; NZR employee; p.w. 1
Jun 1941.

30 Lt-Col H. G. Carruth, ED, m.i.d.; Whangarei; born Whangarei, 6 Nov
1895; solicitor; CO Div Cav Feb-Jul 1941; Comp Trg Depot Jul 1941-Apr
1942; wounded Apr 1941.

31 Lt-Col H. A. Robinson, DSO, MC, ED, m.i.d.; Waipukurau; born New
Plymouth, 29 Sep 1912; farmhand; troop leader, later 2 i/c, Div Cav 1939-
44; CO 18 Armd Regt Mar-Jul 1944; 20 Armd Regt Mar-Oct 1945; twice
wounded.

32 Report by Lt D. V. C. Kelsall.
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33 WO II J. C. Farnham, MM, m.i.d.; Awanui, Northland; born New Plymouth,
21 Apr 1909; farmer; three times wounded.

34 Sgt B. C. B. Lockett; Te Araroa; born Wanganui, 24 Sep 1911; surveyor's
assistant; p.w. 26 Apr 1941.

35 Spr W. O'Malley; Ikamatua; born Ikamatua, 5 Mar 1917; sawmiller.
36 Capt H. L. Yorke, m.i.d.; London; born Oxford, 3 Feb 1910; civil engineer.

37 Maj-Gen Sir William Gentry, KBE, CB, DSO and bar, m.i.d., MC (Gk),
Bronze Star (US); Lower Hutt; born London, 20 Feb 1899; Regular soldier;
served North-West Frontier 1920-22; GSO II NZ Div 1939-40; AA & QMG
1940-41; GSO I May 1941, Oct 1941-Sep 1942; comd 6 Bde Sep 1942-Apr
1943; Deputy Chief of General Staff 1943—44; comd NZ Troops in Egypt Aug
1944-Feb 1945; 9 Bde ( Italy) 1945; Deputy Chief of General Staff, 1946—
47; Adjutant-General, 1949-52; Chief of General Staff, 1952-55.

38 Lt-Col A. B. Ross, MBE, ED, m.i.d.; born NZ 25 Apr 1899; civil servant;
DAQMG NZ Div Mar 1941-Jun 1942; AA & QMG 1-27 Jun 1942; killed in
action 27 Jun 1942.

39 Spr L. L. Smith; born NZ 5 Dec 1911; lorry driver; p.w. 29 Apr 1941.
40 Spr G. Leuty; born Liverpool, 12 May 1917; fireman NZR; p.w. Apr 1941,

41 Spr O. G. Bradley; Lower Hutt; born Hamilton, 4 Jul 1916; fitter; p.w. Apr
1941.

42 Spr G. L. Hill; Motueka; born NZ 26 Jun 1901; labourer; p.w. Apr 1941,

43 Several German planes were brought down by RAF and ground fire in this
area.


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026147.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-120017.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-021363.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026350.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-008123.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-023003.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-008904.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-208023.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-120035.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-008904.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001165.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001166.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001383.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001858.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-015317.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-025937.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-120035.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-120018.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-026250.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-120100.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-034190.html

44 Capt 1. O. Wells; Horotiu, Waikato; born Wellington, 14 Sep 1909;
structural engineer; p.w. 26 Apr 1941.

45 Lt-Col R. C. Pemberton, MC and bar, m.i.d.; Auckland; born Christchurch,
23 Mar 1915; engineer; OC 8 Fd Coy Dec 1942-Oct 1943; acting CRE 2 NZ
Div Jul-Aug 1944; wounded 22 Jul 1942.

46 Lt-Col J. B. Ferguson, DSO, MC, ED; Auckland; born Auckland, 27 Apr
1912; warehouseman; OC 7 Fd CoyMay 1941; CO 18 Armd Regt Dec 1943-
Jan 1944; 20 Regt Jan-May 1944; 18 Regt Jul 1944-Feb 1945; wounded 6
Dec 1943.

47 Cpl W. McCutcheon; Wellington; born NZ 16 Dec 1906; tunneller.
48 Wheeler, Kalimera Kiwi, p. 188.

49 5-Sgt H. E. Smith, EM; Wellsford; born Petone, 23 Sep 1917; farmer;
wounded and p.w. 26 Apr 1941; repatriated to UKSep 1944.

>0 L-Cpl C. C. Boswell; born Dunedin, 25 Jan 1915; builder; killed in action
26 Apr 1941.

1 Spr A. G. Thornton; born NZ 25 Jun 1907; surfaceman; killed in action 26
Apr 1941.

2 Maj T. A. Macfarlane, m.i.d.; Auckland; born Scotland, 21 Jan 1911;
medical practitioner; DADMS 2 NZ Div Aug 1941-Mar 1943.
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NEW ZEALAND ENGINEERS, MIDDLE EAST



CHAPTER 5 — THE CAMPAIGN IN CRETE



CHAPTER 5
The Campaign in Crete

Headquarters 2 NZ Divisional Engineers, 19 Army Troops Company less a
detachment (Lieutenant Page), and No. 3 Section, 7 Field Company, less a
detachment (Lieutenant Hector) had wrecked their trucks and embarked on the
Glengyle at Porto Rafti on the night of 24-25 April, bound for Crete.

By the time the escorts had herded the transports into position there were not
many hours of darkness left, but the men were too tired to worry about the
organisation of the convoy, its destination, or, after dawn, about the black spots in a
cloudless sky. The ships' anti-aircraft armament gave staccato tongue and the
German planes did not pry too closely.

Towards midday a mountain range broke the horizon, then headlands,
shimmering in the sun, took shape and substance. Little white smudges turned into
villages on the hillsides and, later, the now familiar clusters of olive trees could be
traced on the lower slopes.

The convoy entered the roadstead of the single-jetty harbour of Suda Bay
already crowded with ships diverted from Greece. Barges and tugs, local craft and
Navy boats were weaving in and out of the deep-water channel ferrying men ashore.

The Engineer units were not taken off until late afternoon, and when they
reached the quay, the landing staff, at its wits' end over the influx, waved them off
the quay and towards a transit camp near Canea, the island's capital city.

They passed through a small town behind the port. It showed its polyglot
ancestry by a stone fountain and four guardian lions that could have come from
Venice, a Moslem mosque and a Greek Orthodox church. There were cafés with
vacant tables and empty chairs spread over the narrow pavements for it was siesta
time; the town had watched Greeks, Romans, Saracens, Venetians and Turks march
off the same jetty and eventually go away again. Doubtless these strangers would
do the same.

Nineteenth Army Troops Company joined the groups straggling along the dusty
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road from Suda Bay, halted awhile at a camp where the British garrison provided hot
tea—if the sappers could provide something to drink it from—then trudged another
four or five miles until they were directed into an olive grove. Here they were issued
with a blanket and rations and told that this was the Perivolia transit camp. A little
later Headquarters' sappers, who had been without an officer until Lieutenants
Peacocke ! and Yorke, after a search that had begun at Cape Knimis in Greece and
ended at the refreshment stop in Crete, also arrived. No. 3 Section, 7 Field Company,
commanded by Sergeant Hultquist 2 in the absence of Lieutenant Hector, did not get
beyond the refreshment stop.

The troops sorted themselves out in the morning and began to take an interest
in their surroundings. There was good cover from view under the trees with the
gnarled trunks and the green-grey leaves, a factor they had already learned to
appreciate at its full value, and only a few miles inland there were steep-sided dove-
coloured hills. And there would be villages and cafés if one knew where to look for
them.

Sergeant Hultquist's party marched in during the morning, footsore and weary,
but glad to meet again some of their own kind. Nineteenth Army Troops had been
reorganised but the result was not impressive, for all they possessed was what they
stood up in, plus a rifle which they knew little about and had seldom fired.

Major Langbein, acting CRE, 3 returned from a conference confirmed in his
previous impression that Crete was only a resting place for the harried Expeditionary
Force and that the ultimate destination was Egypt. A British division was to augment
the existing garrison, for Crete, now considered vital to operations in the Eastern
Mediterranean, was to be held at any cost. But until shipping to switch the forces
was available, the 160 mile long by 36 mile wide mountainous island was to be
defended by the troops on the spot. As a start the New Zealand contingent, 5
Brigade and attachments, would defend the Maleme airfield on the western end of
the north coast from any attack coming in from farther west.

Brigadier Hargest, the senior New Zealand officer on Crete, selected Ay Marina
village as New Zealand Force Headquarters, and Lieutenant-Colonel Falconer, 4
commanding 5 Brigade, settled in at Platanias village. Nineteenth Army Troops
Company and attachments were placed in brigade reserve, thereby being transferred
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from engineers without equipment into infantry without training. Maleesh! It
wouldn't be for long.

These dispositions, expressed in a few words, took most of the day to iron out
and the deployment did not begin until the next morning (27 April). For the sappers
it meant a ten-mile march which brought them to a bushy gully at Ay Marina, where
we must leave them in the meantime and follow the fortunes of the other Engineer
companies.

The detachments left behind at Porto Rafti were taken with some 500 other
oddments on a TLC ° to the small green pinnacle rock of Kea Island, 15 miles off
shore. They stayed there until the night 26—27 April, when they were picked up by
the same craft and taken to the transport Salween en route to Egypt. There was a
stiff breeze and a heavy sea, and with both landing craft and transport wallowing
and bumping, only a few managed to climb to the decks high above them. The rest
were taken to the more sheltered roadstead and divided between the transport
Glengyle and the cruiser HMS Carlisle. The sappers were embarked on the cruiser
and went to Crete, together with 5 Field Park and 7 Field Company already on board,
while the Glengyle sailed for Egypt.

‘When we landed in Suda Bay we had practically nothing except weapons,’
wrote Captain Morrison. ‘We went to some sort of reception depot under the olive
trees and had tea and sandwiches, rather like a large open air picnic. Capt Woolcott
of 6 Field Company was there. He and I got some bacon and eggs from somewhere
and made ourselves a picnic meal with an improvised frying pan. When I collected
the Company we marched from Suda Bay to Canea and we were first sited with 19
Battalion near Galatos.’

There was still one party of 7 Field Company in Greece. Before embarkation
somebody must have remembered that some troops had been sent to Kea Island,
and the supposition was that they were there and very likely to stay there. Captain
Ferguson was detailed with a party of twenty sappers to go to Lavrion, where he
would find, watered and provisioned, a craft which he would take to Kea Island, pick
up any men who might be there and then sail for Crete. He found his command,
which was neither watered, provisioned nor expecting him, plus a crew of a captain,
an engineer, a deck hand, three British officers and a Greek interpreter, so he sent
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twelve of his own party back to Porto Rafti. Ferguson's ship was about 35 feet long
with a 15-foot beam, two masts and a diesel engine. He sailed for Kea Island after
dark and probably passed the TLC en route. He wrote home later:

‘After breakfast I took my batman and the Greek interpreter across the hills to
the main harbour where I found six stranded NZ soldiers who had been left there by
mistake. I got mixed up with the harbour master and the chief of police, both very
nice fellows who invited me to an undrinkable wine which I managed to drink. I then
ran into a Lt Commander RNR.... He had a fleet of Faluccas and each evening went
over to Greece to embark troops. I learnt that several of the islands north of Crete
were occupied by Germans so that rather put me off doing too much sailing in their
direction. I came to the conclusion that I was doing the same job as this naval chap
so I considered it best to hand my falucca over to him.... We sailed at about 4.30
that day for Porto Rafti. We had the deuce of a job to get the capt. of my falucca to
sail as he had seen a falucca just come into port with 2 wounded and 8 dead. They
had been machine gunned just outside the harbour by aircraft.

‘Well we sailed and got attacked by aircraft five times on the trip. The last time
by 7 Messerschmidts who circled us 3 times firing machine guns and cannon shells.
Why we did not have any casualties I don't know. Probably because it was my
birthday. The ship was like a collander and full of holes. My suitcase had five holes in
it and my primus was blown to pieces. The incendiary bullets set fire to the ship but
we put it out and I can tell you it was pretty exciting. Anyway no one was hurt.
Darkness fell soon after that and we breathed again. We then reached Porto Rafti
and loaded about 150 men and took them off to a destroyer where I embarked too
with my men, leaving the Falucca to the naval chap and very pleased I was to do it
too.’

Captain Ferguson and party rejoined 7 Field Company the day following the
landing of its main body.

A further dispositional shuffle set 19 Army Troops and attached sections
retracing their steps eight miles eastwards to the vicinity of Galatas. The panorama
of terraced vineyards stepping back to wooded foothills, groves of silver-tipped olive
trees, tobacco plantations and wheatfields not yet in ear did not compensate them
for their apparently aimless wanderings. They had been pushed around Greece by
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the Germans and now they were still being pushed around by their own side.

Engineer Headquarters, Page's detachments, 7 Field and 5 Field Park were
already there, and apropos of this Sergeant Hultquist noted in his diary:

‘approx 1400 hrs I received info’ to the effect that the remainder of our Fld Coy
were encamped independently about 2 Miles nth; I promptly gave orders to my
personnel to up anchor and contact our Cmpy without loss of time. On arrival we
were met by Lt Hector who immediately resumed command of my section.’

There followed a couple of days' real peace for the weary sappers while 5
Brigade deployed around Maleme airfield, 4 Brigade arrived from Greece and 6
Brigade went direct to Egypt.

The only duty the sappers were required to perform was to patrol the beach,
which was done between periods of swimming and sunbathing. It all ended
suddenly. No. 2 Section of Army Troops, living in luxury in a large flat-roofed house,
were told to vacate the premises immediately as it was needed for a conference. It
was an historic conference for there General Wavell, who had flown in from Egypt,
told General Freyberg that he was to command in Crete; that there was neither time
nor ships to bring in new divisions; that he could expect an airborne attack plus a
possible invasion by sea; that there would be no additional air support; that the
Navy would do what it could.

Nineteenth Army Troops Company was ordered to pack up and retrace its steps
to Ay Marina, then carry on until it came to a road junction, where it was to turn left
and bivouac near Modhion village.

Seventh Field Company was not at that stage affected and carried on
recuperating, a process which consisted mostly of sleeping and eating oranges.

Fifth Field Park also stayed in the area doing odd jobs:

'I recall going into Canea to buy some axes for the Division, but axes were sold
in one shop and axe handles in a different shop. The shops seemed to open and shut
at different times so it was very difficult to tie up the axes with the axe handles. The
church bells rang one signal for an approaching air raid and another for the all clear,
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but since at least one church bell seemed to be ringing at any time no one was quite

clear what was going on and it was very difficult to do business with axe merchants.’
6

Headquarters New Zealand Engineers went into the grenade and mine
manufacturing business to help remedy the total lack of these weapons in the New
Zealand Division. Major Hanson  gives the recipe for making anti-personnel
grenades, Crete pattern:

‘What we did make in large quantities in Crete was a kind of “jam tin” bomb but
I believe with improvements on those which I understand were used on Gallipoli in
World War I. Our bombs or grenades were bully beef or jam tins containing a plug of
gelignite surrounded by small river shingle and metal chips collected along the road
edges. The gelignite was fused with a detonator and a four or five second fuse. The
stones and explosives were kept in place by sealing the top of the tin with bitumen
which we collected from some road works. Some of the bombs had pull igniters fitted
but we kept a number of these to fit to the improvised mines which we had hoped to
use on the Maleme Aerodrome. Those bombs which were not fitted with pull igniters
had to be lighted by holding a match on the end of the fuse and then sliding the
striker portion of the match box along the match. This was much better than using
an ordinary lighted match or cigarette. Under test against walls the stones were shot
out with deadly effect. Indeed their effect was not unlike that of a German S mine
which we were later to encounter in the Desert.

‘We distributed many hundreds of the jam tin bombs and it was reported that
they were often used with good results. As the battle developed most of our infantry
became well supplied with captured hand grenades and therefore there was at this
stage no need for further jam tin bombs.’

The CRE with some of his staff made ‘recces’ and appreciations of all likely spots
between Canea and Kisamos Kastelli for seaborne landings, a possibility which had
been forecast at the Wavell conference. In addition reports were submitted on likely
parachute dropping areas west of Maleme, and particularly on areas suitable for
emergency enemy landing strips as well as the time necessary for cutting down trees
and preparing runways.
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While the pattern of defence was being worked out, Headquarters 5 Brigade did
not worry 19 Army Troops Company, who enjoyed another couple of days of peace.

The engineers had been under command of 21 Battalion, which had been
assigned the dual role of defending the beach between the Platanias River mouth
and the Maleme airfield, and also of counter-attacking in support of 22 Battalion
defending the airfield. This plan was abandoned because it was realised that a unit
that had lost over 50 per cent of its effective strength in Greece, plus a party of
specialist troops, would be in no shape to push home a counter-attack.

The final 5 Brigade deployment took place on 3 May, when 21 Battalion was
placed south-east of Maleme airfield and 23 Battalion occupied the lines so vacated.
Both units were to be ready to support 22 Battalion. Twenty-eighth (Maori) Battalion
in brigade reserve was to move into 23 Battalion's old area around Platanias, while
the ground between the Maoris and 23 Battalion was to be held by an Engineer
detachment composed of 19 Army Troops Company and 7 Field Company, named for
the purpose NZE Detachment.

There was another area suitable for an enemy landing around Kastelli, about 12
miles west of Maleme, where about 1000 newly raised Greek conscripts were
camped and, perforce, the defence of that area had to be left to them.
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NEW IZEALAND ENGINEER DETACIIMENT'S FOSITIONS, 1 - 23 MAY 1941
new zealand engineer detachment's positions, 1 - 23 may 1941

The engineer command on 7 Field Company's arrival was: CRE, Major Hanson;
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Captain Ferguson commanded 7 Field Company; Captain Anderson 8 commanded 19
Army Troops Company; Captain Morrison commanded 5 Field Park Company, and
Captain Ferguson commanded the newly formed NZE Detachment.

Before 7 Field Company became part of NZE Detachment Lieutenant Wildey,
Sergeant Solon, ° Corporal Larson and Sapper McCutcheon were sent to Alikianou,
south-west of Galatas, where some thousands of Italian PWs 19 were held in camps
guarded by Greeks, who in turn were being trained by New Zealand infantry
instructors.

The sappers' job was not to instruct the Greeks but to fence in the Italians, and
for the assignment they were provided with barbed wire but no labour. The only
thing to do was to induce the Italians to fence themselves in, and eventually a
bargain was struck whereby for so many cigarettes so many yards of double-apron
fence was erected. It was a neat job done in record time and in perfect amity. The
prisoners even invited their overseers to an occasional bow! of soup. It was much
better soup than the Kiwi variety.

Captain Ferguson, with approximately 370 sappers and two miles of front to
cover, was left to make his own dispositions. Nineteenth Army Troops were placed
on the right facing the beach and were separated from the Maoris by the Platanias
River, at that point running through a half-mile-wide steep-sided valley. Unlike most
of the Cretan rivers, the Platanias never dried up in summer and varied in depth
from ankle to waist deep. On each side of the valley tracks led back into the hills and
into the Aghya valley south of Galatas.

Seventh Field Company, on the left, was separated from the Army Troops
sappers by a gully and a watercourse and was in touch with 23 Battalion, while
Detachment Headquarters was situated in the rear and on higher ground between
the two groups.

North-west from Modhion and covering the Engineer rear was another composite
group of prisoners and guards, both Kiwis, constituting the Field Punishment Centre.
The Engineers were not unrepresented in the ‘clinic’, 5 Field Park especially so on
account of residing close to Canea and thus having more opportunities for tangling
with the Provost Corps. One situation, involving a sapper, a Cretan girl, her brother,
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a knife and a chair leg was being resolved when the German onfall put an end to the
investigation. When the time came both prisoners and guards resumed their
vocations as fighting men and did so well that later all mention of their misdeeds
was deleted from the records.

The only road between 5 Brigade and Divisional Headquarters, at that period at
Ay Marina, was a fairly good metalled one skirting the coast and carrying on
eastwards to Suda Bay. A successful enemy landing could therefore cut off 5 Brigade,
and to answer the possible threat a composite force, later to become 10 Brigade,
was deployed from the coast to Cemetery Hill near Galatas, and around a road
junction by Lake Aghya, in what was known as Prison Valley. Fourth Brigade was
farther east in general reserve. The other airfields and important positions were held
by Australian and British formations.

Neighbouring units gave advice on the siting of their posts, but like everybody
else the sappers were woefully short of tools and supplies were slow to arrive; a few
picks had been distributed and 19 Army Troops Company had one solitary shovel
which could be used only at night; during the day it was the property of the sanitary
squad. The position gradually improved by issues through the ordinary channels—
and otherwise. Sergeant Ivan Dow, 1! thumbing a ride back from Suda Bay, found
that he had selected a truck loaded with shovels just off a ship. He dropped
unobtrusively off the back of the vehicle with two bundles each containing six
shovels and returned in triumph with his salvage.

There was plenty of good cover from view, aerial view—the only view that
mattered with enemy planes beginning to appear—but the greatest care was taken
to leave no signs that positions were being constructed. Camouflage screens made
from bamboo were laid over the weapon pits when the air sentries gave the alarm
and it is probable that this precaution was responsible for the fact that the engineer
positions were not bombed prior to the main attack.

There were more detachments a few days later (5 May). Lieutenant Yorke and
WO I Baigent were sent to Kastelli to join a party under Major Bedding 12 training
the Greeks stationed there.

This was followed by a request from Divisional Headquarters for fifty sappers
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with experience as winchmen, stevedores, etc., to work at the Suda Bay jetty.
Lieutenant Peacocke commanded this party, which will be called for convenience the
Suda Bay Detachment. The men began work immediately unloading petrol and oil
from a TLC and discharging guns and ammunition from the Themoni into lighters.
Lieutenant Peacocke was at the same time interviewing the port officials and naval
authorities because no arrangements had been made for quarters and rations, and
at one stage it appeared that the Kiwi sappers were supposed to exist on fresh air
and scenery. Some time that afternoon the Suda Bay Detachment came under
command of Lieutenant-Colonel McNaught, 13 OC Troops, Suda Bay.

There had been air raids on Suda Bay, and the reason for the recruitment of
New Zealand stevedores to join Australian and British parties at the port was the
understandable reluctance of Cypriot and Cretan civilian labourers to work ships
under fire.

The engineer-watersiders were not molested for the first week, during which
time they worked the Araybank, Themoni, City of Canterbury and Lossiebank, but
during the night 12 - 13 May they had a taste of things to come in the form of
bombing and something more than a taste the next and following nights.

The NZE Detachment between Platanias and Maleme continued a placid life,
with Modhion village conveniently near and the beach not too far away. But on 13
May the seriousness of their situation was brought home to the rank and file, who
had been discounting the possibility of a German attack, by a very heavy raid on the
Maleme aerodrome. Thereafter digging and wiring assumed a new seriousness.

That full-moon night 12th - 13th was actually the opening date of the German
preparation for the attack on Crete. It had two objects—to prevent the working of
Suda Bay harbour, which did not succeed, and to smother the tiny RAF formation,
which did.

No. 30 Squadron, late of the Greek-Albanian front, was at Maleme, and after a
week of being shot up on the ground, where the anti-aircraft defences were of
nuisance value only, and in the air, where the pilots died in the best traditions of the
Royal Air Force, the survivors were flown out of Crete. For the troops on the ground
it was to be Greece all over again only more so—very much more so.
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Seventh Field Company had been trained in the south of England in methods of
making airstrips unusable as a precaution against enemy airborne invasion, so when
the RAF departed that seemed to them the obvious thing to do. Captain Ferguson
writes in this connection:

‘While we were preparing our positions in the Modion area one of our officers—it
was either Hector or Thomas “—drew up a scheme with a plan for the blowing up of
the Maleme aerodrome by use of anti-tank mines. We found that there were ample
anti-tank mines, cordex, as well as electric detonators and f.i.d. 1> and exploder
cable. His scheme was based on a principle of laying mines on a grid system across
the areas used as runways. This scheme allowed for the aerodrome to be used up
until such time as it was desired to blow it up. I passed over the plans to Brigadier
Hargest, who I understand passed them on to the General. I was later informed that
the scheme was not to be undertaken for the reason that we might be landing more
aircraft of our own and this might jeopardise the use of the ‘drome. Incidentally, my
own feeling is that had this been put into operation it might well have been the
turning point in the Battle of Crete, as the major number of German forces that
landed came in by troop carrier.’

There are many methods of putting an aerodrome out of action for a period, but
the one obstruction that parachutists cannot deal with rapidly is ploughing. Re-
compaction is necessary but is not so easy without proper equipment. At the same
time as Lieutenant Hector was working out his grid system, the CRE was moving
heaven and earth to get permission to plough and mine the runways on Maleme.

He wrote later:

'I did seek permission with all the persuasive powers at my command to plough
and mine the aerodrome when it seemed that the German attack was imminent. The
Acting Div. Command [Brigadier Puttick] more than nibbled at the idea. He asked
me if I could mine the aerodrome without preventing its use by our own planes. He
himself suggested loading the runway with charges which could be fired electrically.
This I agreed might be satisfactory but some of the wires for electric wiring would
almost certainly be cut by initial bombing and straffing, and it would therefore be
much better to run a few furrows across the runway with the ample supply of locally
available ploughs, and mine with charges which would explode on contact with a
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landing plane. The Div. Comd. was certainly impressed and went up with me to look
at the 'drome. He agreed to give the proposal of destruction, by whatever means,
some thought and he promised to let me know in a day or two. We already had
charges and improvised mines ready, but a day or two went by and I could not
obtain the permission. I was told that our own Air Force still required the aerodrome.
I am almost certain that, had the Div. Comd. been allowed to make his own
decision, I would have been permitted to carry out my plan. As it was the enemy
arrived before I could gain approval.

‘I may say that local type ploughs were readily available and several, along with
donkeys, had been “earmarked” and, of course, there were a few motor vehicles
which could have provided the motive force for the ploughing. Improvised charges
with their pull-trigger fuses could have been quickly laid to operate on trip wires
being struck by landing aircraft.

‘The ploughing alone, in a very short time, could have put the aerodrome out of
operation. It was interesting to us that the ploughing which the Germans did on
some North African aerodromes was very effective and was not easily remedied.’

Fifth Field Park Company which, up to this date, had been under command of 4
Brigade and was regarded as a spare infantry company, had been moved to several
different areas before it now came under command of the Chief Engineer, Crete, for
works and of the New Zealand Division for administration.

Company Headquarters, Workshops and Stores Sections moved to an area a
couple of miles east of Canea and started on a job of excavating an underground
shelter for Force Headquarters. Bridging Section (Lieutenant Pemberton) went to
Suda, where they worked on dug-in accommodation for the naval staff. In addition,
crews were provided for four caiques with the idea, after the engines had been
overhauled and the vessels got into sailing trim, of running a coastal service to
Retimo and Heraklion.

Upon the completion of the wiring job (13 May) Lieutenant Wildey, Sergeant
Solon, Sergeant MacNab 1© and Sapper McCutcheon were sent to Headquarters 6
Greek Regiment at Cemetery Hill, at the eastern end of the Alikianou valley, to
instruct the Greeks in simple field engineering. A day or so later Solon and MacNab
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were sent to Headquarters 8 Greek Regiment at the top of the valley, where a
reservoir separated them from a Divisional Cavalry detachment. 1/

Another week passed quietly enough for the engineer instructors at Kastelli and
in the Alikianou valley, very busily indeed for NZE Detachment near Maleme, and
anything but quietly around Suda Bay where a non-stop hate on the harbour made
cargo-working a chancy business.

‘They had to work in total darkness, except for the light of the stars and later of
the moon. They had none of the cranes and other unloading tackle of a modern
harbour to aid them. They had to use whatever gear they found in the ships they
were working to lift and manoeuvre heavy equipment overside into the lighters or on
to the pier. When a ship's facilities were inadequate they improvised as best they
could.... The German bombers were over the harbour every night. Darkness did not
deter them from blitzing the general vicinity, hoping for a lucky hit. They dropped so
many bombs that they naturally scored hits in their blind attacks. The number of
holed ships lying on the harbour bed steadily increased.’ 18

The list below amplifies the quotation:

14 May British ship SS Dalesman Sunk by bombs

16 May British ship SS Logician Sunk by bombs
Greek ship Kythera Sunk by bombs
Greek ship Nicolaou Ourania Sunk by bombs

17 May British tanker SS Eleonera Maerak Sunk by bombs
Greek ship Themoni Sunk by bombs

18 May British corvette Salvia Damaged by bomb

20 May Minesweeper Widnes Bombed and beached

It was during this period (on 16 May) that a small craft powered with a single
cylinder semi-diesel engine reached Crete from Spetsai Island. It contained some 56
British, Australian, New Zealand and Greek troops, of whom 21 were 6 Field
Company sappers, last-known address the Corinth Canal, who had been harried
across southern Greece and over half the islands in the Aegean Sea. Among the New
Zealanders were Lieutenant Chapman, Sergeant Ty Mandeno !° and Sapper Jack
Farnham, who, it will be remembered, had been caught in the ambush at
Elevtherokhorion and came out with Colonel Kippenberger.
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Portions of a letter written to the author by Sapper Farnham follow:

‘I started off across the vineyards towards Corinth and headed for an olive tree
for cover but changed my mind after some near ones as I realised it made a sighting
mark. I came on Cpl Duncan 29 of Waiuku hit in the foot or leg and told him, “Johnny
lie there and if I get help I will know where to find you.” By a small monument on
the crest of the hill above Corinth came on some more of our chaps, one of them,
Rayner 2! was hit in the body. Told them the same as Johnny, but one of them, I
think his name was Chunningham 22 said, “You got out before you might do it again.
I am coming with you.” We ran down into Corinth, saw a truck full of Jerries and
turned up a side street. Met two Aussies who had been directing traffic and they
joined up with us then met more Jerries coming the other way. [They were sheltered
in the nick of time by a Greek who kept them until dark. After more such encounters
they found themselves among pine trees in a range of hills. They were hungry and
thirsty and passed an old Greek while looking for water.]

*... heard someone running behind us; got off the road and waited. It was the
old Greek with about 34 of a pound of bread dry and rancid but you never tasted
anything better. We took it though we knew it was most likely all he had. I still feel
bad when I think of it. [Later Farnham and party met more fugitives] ... it was L/cpl
Jennings or Jenkins 23 from the Bay of Islands, one or two sprs, I forget now and an
18th Batt chap McMein 2% I think, he was shot in the shoulder but was going well.
[The augmented party went into a village, where McMein's wound was dressed and
a guide provided to take them to an embarkation beach farther down the coast on
the other side of a fairly high range.] ... it was full daylight by now, we saw a man
ahead on a donkey. When we got nearer we saw it was Sgt Ty Mandeno of No. 3
Section going the same way as we were. At our request he took charge of us as a
group as we had a lot of faith in Ty.” [The party reached an embarkation beach,
most likely Kalamata, only to find it in enemy hands; they then pushed on south until
they met a Greek who offered to row them to an island (Agisthus) where they might
get a fishing boat. They slept that night under some trees on a hill, were fed by the
villagers, told there was only one small boat there and were rowed back to the
mainland again. So they went on day after day, with more narrow escapes than
would fill a dozen thrillers, until fishermen rowed them over to Spetsai Island, where
they found the rest of the refugees and the only boat that had not had some vital
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part removed.]

The command, and approximate strengths, of the Engineer component of the
New Zealand Division on Crete on 20 May was as under:

Headquarters Strength 28 ORs
Maj Hanson, CRE

Lt Rix-Trott, Field Officer

7 Field Company Strength 145 ORs
Capt Ferguson, OC

Lt Lindell

19 Army Troops Company Strength 210 ORs
Capt Anderson, OC

Lt Smart

Lt Jones

Lt Patterson

Lt Page

Lt Collins

5 Field Park Company Strength 116 ORs
Capt Morrison, OC

Lt Thomson

Lt Pemberton

Lt Carlton, Attached LAD

Suda Bay Detachment Strength 50 ORs
Lt Peacocke, OC

With I Greek Regt at Kastelli

Lt Yorke, WO I Baigent, L-Sgt C. H. W. Adams

With 6 Greek Regt in Aghya Valley

Lt Wildey, Spr McCutcheon

With 8 Greek Regt in Aghya Valley

Sgts L. A. Solon and D. G. MacNab

NZE Postal Strength 23 ORs
2 Lt H. S. Harbott

The morning of 20 May did not differ at first from those of the preceding
fortnight and cooks all over Crete were either cooking, had cooked, or were about to
cook breakfast. Then 19 Army Troops Company from their grandstand seat at the
base of the foothills three miles east of Maleme watched the incredible preliminaries
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of a full-scale aerial invasion. A rumbling sound grew rapidly to an ear-splitting roar
as planes swept in from the north like a plague of locusts—Heinkels, Dorniers,
Stukas, Messerschmitts. Bofors pumped shells into the unending target, machine
guns crackled and small-arms fire rose and fell in surging waves. Planes tumbled out
of formation and crashed in flames; bombs pounded the earth with terrific
detonations; trees caught fire. Finally, smoke hid the Maleme airfield.

For an hour the hellish din never ceased. Then the Junkers troop-carriers came
out of the north-west, many of them towing huge gliders, and disappeared into the
smoke cloud; when they emerged again the gliders had been cast off.

Nearer the airfield target 7 Field Company saw the troop-carrying planes
dropping parachutes like a destroyer dropping depth-charges. Sergeant Hultquist's
diary states:

‘Tues. 20/5/41. At 0720 hrs, a Sapper hurried in from his O'pip with the info’ that
paratroops were literally raining over the Drome. One quick look from his O'pip more
than confirmed the report. N.C.0.s and Sappers were immed’ automatically in
motion, rushing off thru’ the olive groves to take up their various MG posts and
positions in our sector. Almost simultaneously yellow nosed fighter planes swooped
in from nowhere—filling the air with the deafening crash and rattle from the full blast
of their MG's as they skimmed the tree tops combing and raking the surrounding
ground, spurs and gullys. My com- plete personnel somehow managed to gain their
posts and the comparative shelter of the slit trenches without casualty.

‘Approx’ 0830 hrs the yellow nosed Mess'ers disappeared, only to be replaced by
wave after wave of Junkers paratroop carriers droning in from the sea, appearing to
just skim the surface of the water and gaining altitude as they approached the coast
line. One by one they passed at a low altitude overhead, slowly circling the spurs at
our rear, and as they again appeared overhead, spewing their cargoes of paratroops
and equipment over all and sundry as they headed back to sea....

‘Troop carriers continuously arriving and making more or less abortive attempts
to land and discharge their cargo under a terrific barrage of bursting shells thrown in
by our artillery.

‘A small NZ Artillery Troop equipped with four French 75m'm guns and
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positioned on our section sector just in rear of my bivouac, caused colossal havoc at
almost point blank range with direct hits continuously adding to the debris the
wreckage of planes on beach and drome.’

Between 100 and 150 paratroops were dropped in Lieutenant Hector's left
sector. Seventh Field Company, trained for such a contingency in England, shot many
in the air (you knew when they were hit because their heads dropped forward).
Others were shot on the ground while they were disengaging from their harness. The
troubles of those who had so far escaped attention were far from over because the
Field Punishment Centre, in the rear of and above the company, was on to them. So
much so that Hector and his Headquarters sub-section had to stop stalking for fear
of being shot by the Punishment Centre marksmen. Later in the day when the firing
had stopped, Lieutenant Hector again took his patrol out; four Germans surrendered
and six more were found dead or dying. Hector then decided to complete the sweep
he had had to break off in the morning along the western side of the gully. No live
Germans were encountered until the patrol was almost home, when they were fired
on from a drain hidden in the undergrowth and two sappers were killed. Sergeant
Hultquist's diary carries the story on:

‘We immediately jumped for available cover and commenced closing in on the
position. Spr. Jefferies 2> was our next casualty dropping with a hole drilled through
his chest from side to side. I therefore appealed to Lt Hector for permission to clear
the position with hand grenades but he decided to close in yet more—himself setting
the example by stepping out from cover and entering the wheat field bordering
Jerry's hide out, four of us following suit. A couple of tommy gun bursts from us were
promptly retaliated by Jerry with a succession of grenades resembling a fireworks
display as they burst around us. Mr Hector suddenly dropped mortally wounded and
simultaneously Sprs Horsfall 26 and Kennett 2/ were put out of action suffering a
liberal splattering of surface wounds.
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fifth brigade, maleme, 20 may 1941

‘This was followed by a prolonged tommy gun burst by my transport Cpl (
Dudeck 28) who had managed to get close enough to completely riddle one of the
enemy.’

Of the two remaining Germans, one surrendered and the other escaped. The
diary note ends: ‘Mr Hector proved himself to be one of the most courageous and
conscientious men it has ever been my privilege to associate with.’

The only other enemy to land near the Engineers' area that day were in a glider
and a troop-carrier that crash-landed on the beach in front of 19 Army Troops'
position. They were dealt with by, first, the guns of C Troop, 27 Battery, referred to
in the Hultquist diary, and finally by a fighting patrol from the Maori Battalion.

Near Divisional Headquarters two gliders, probably off course, tried to make a
landing and the occupants were all killed or wounded. Headquarters NZE contributed
to the shooting up of one glider and had five or six men, including Major Hanson,
shot up from the air, but only three of the sappers were seriously wounded and
evacuated. The war artist, Peter McIntyre, used this episode in his well-known
picture of crash-landed gliders.

The position in 5 Brigade's sector at last light was that 21 Battalion had shot up
a small shower of paratroopers and 23 Battalion had dealt with a veritable downpour
of enemy; 22 Battalion, after days of bombing and ground strafing, had got some of
its own back, but numbers of Germans had landed and consolidated where there was
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nobody to hinder their preparations.

Farther west a detachment had dropped around Kastelli, and the Greeks,
disdaining the use of cover and forgetting anything they might have learned about
tactics, killed about fifty and took prisoner twenty-eight others, fifteen of them
wounded. Major Bedding, for the prisoners' own safety, had them locked up in the
local jail for they were in a fair way to joining the other fifty. The locals did not
appear to like the invaders very much and were very weak in their understanding of
the provisions of the Geneva Convention.

Alikianou was another enemy objective in the plan to capture Canea and Suda,
and two battalions of paratroopers were dropped near 8 Greek Regiment, with whom
Sergeants Solon and MacNab were working. The Engineer Battalion of 7 Air Division
was attacked by the Greek recruits, many of them little more than boys who, for the
most part, had never even fired a rifle. MacNab has placed his impressions on
record:

'On the morning of 20 May enemy gliders and paratroops landed all round the
area. Some paratroops landed in swampy ground north of the battalion's position
and were unable to free themselves of their heavy equipment and were drowned.
The Greeks immediately undertook mopping up. They attacked with great dash and
reckless gallantry with little or no prudence or tactical skill. It was guerrilla warfare
in its most primitive form.... They were joined by villagers with shot guns from the
little village to the north (Kirtomadhes) and even an old house wife came dashing
down the road brandishing the family meat axe with which she did considerable
execution on the wounded before the Germans shot her.’

The Germans failed to take Alikianou and concentrated instead towards the
main enemy forces in the Prison Valley. The Greeks had lost many killed and
wounded, others had expended their few rounds of ammunition and dispersed, but
the rest had armed themselves from dead paratroopers and were holding their
positions.

There was a gap, before the attack, of about two miles from where the 6th
Greeks were holding the left of 10 Brigade's line from an old Turkish fort in the hills
to the Divisional Petrol Company's positions astride the valley road.
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The New Zealand instructors had messed together and took turns at cooking. It
was McCutcheon's ‘day on’ so he, with about thirty to forty Greeks who were being
instructed in field works, was the only one of them near headquarters. He was
making his toilet and was arrayed in boots and shorts when the paratroops began to
fall (another battalion of 3 Parachute Regiment). The Greeks soon shot off their half-
dozen rounds, whereupon some made for the hills and the rest staged a bayonet
charge which drove the enemy towards Galatas. McCutcheon left the charging
Greeks at the Petrol Company lines in the hope that Wildey might be around, and
saw the Greeks returning to their positions. The two did not meet until some time in
the afternoon, when with a following of some thirty Greeks they worked their way
back to 19 Battalion and dug themselves in. They stayed there for nearly a week.

A company from 3 Parachute Regiment dropped north-east of Galatas and with
a determined attack captured the undefended 7 General Hospital and 6 Field
Ambulance. After some exceedingly one-sided fighting about 500 walking sick and
medical orderlies were assembled and marched off under guard to join the main
enemy body. It was unfortunate for the Germans that 18 and 19 Battalion patrols
were in the way. %°

A Divisional Postal group was involved in this affair, as the following extract
from the Postal war diary dated 21 May describes:

‘Report received from Cpl Brooks 3 that his office in the Hospital area was taken
by the enemy during the raid on the 20th May. All equipment, mail, including
stamps, Cash and Registered Articles, were taken by the Germans. Cpl Brooks, Sprs
Wright 3! and Balneaves 32 were taken prisoners but released by 18 Bn. Spr Yandle
33 in hospital was also taken prisoner and later released. Spr Farrell 3* was not seen
again and presumed killed during the raid. Spr Sprague 3> who was admitted to 6 Fd
Amb, climbed a tree, evaded detection and reported to me the following morning.’

At Suda Bay the bridging section of 5 Field Park Company stood by and wished
the shelters they were digging were much deeper; the sappers who were working on
the coastal craft were sent back to their unit; the rest of the company at Canea
manned a ridge and waited for parachute troops who did not come. D Company of a
battalion of the Welch Regiment were close by and advice was obtained from and
close liaison maintained with them. Fifth Field Park Company must be considered as
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working with the Welch Regiment until further mention is made of it.

As at Maleme and Galatas, the German programme was disrupted at Heraklion
and Retimo, where other airfields were located, so that the opening round of the
Battle for Crete might be fairly called a draw.

At first light (21st) the position at Maleme had altered dramatically to our
disadvantage: 22 Battalion, in face of the hostile build-up, was withdrawing, thereby
giving the enemy the use of the airfield—if the guns and mortars still in action could
be silenced or if the risk was accepted of landing under fire.

There had been little sleep for NZE Detachment for there were still pockets of
enemy around; one party tried to enter a post where Corporal Blakey 3° had taken
the precaution of providing himself with a supply of German grenades. The visitors
departed, leaving behind a Spandau as a memento of the occasion.

The German Command, making the best of an ugly situation, had decided to
concentrate everything on Maleme, where the chances of securing a landing ground
seemed less remote. The morning was thus a time of reorganisation and it was not
until about 4 p.m. that more paratroops were dropped among the NZE Detachment—
this time on 19 Army Troops and the adjoining Maori Battalion.

Nineteenth Army Troops shared about twenty-four plane loads of paratroops
with D Company, 28 Battalion, in about equal numbers. The Maoris, not without loss,
made a pretty complete clearance of their quota and the Army Troops Company, for
line-of-communication troops without much practice in the finer points of personal
combat, did not do too badly.

When the attack opened on the previous day Army Troops' forward posts had
been withdrawn to reserve positions in rear of an irrigation canal and a secondary
sunken road, both of which covered the unit front.

Captain Anderson wrote later:

‘Then came May 20 and Jerry in full cry! During all that first day we sat and
watched the fantastic sight from our perfect grandstand seat. No paratroops were
dropped in our area that day although the 7th Fd Coy caught it pretty heavily. We
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sent a detachment of thirty men to assist the 7th on the evening of the 20th. The
morning of the 21st was again quiet but just after midday we got our share of
bother. They came over in waves similar to those we had watched the previous day
and they dropped everywhere. Our fellows behaved well and did some sound
destruction. Every man who could handle a rifle did his bit. Officers—cooks—
bottlewashers—all were in it. Unfortunately we had only one Bren on the strength
but the two chaps using it did a magnificent job.’

Elsewhere the second day passed without much fighting. The enemy landed
more troops at Maleme and preparations were made for a counter-attack to
recapture the airfield.

On the outskirts of the battle Kastelli was still waiting for the supposedly
defeated enemy to be driven that way, and at Alikianou Sergeants Solon and
MacNab were prisoners. MacNab did not know much about it for he had suffered a
head wound. As a prisoner of war he was a dead loss to his captors, according to the
citation for the award of the Engineers' first DCM:

'S/Sgt. MacNabb [ sic] was the leader of an organised escape party which left
Greece for Turkey in October. Every detail of the escape was carried out by S/Sgt.
MacNabb himself. He managed to hire a boat, the money for which he obtained by
collection from various Greek helpers. He collected together a party of escapers and
sailed for Turkey. The skipper of the boat endeavoured to betray them and MacNabb
took charge. He navigated the boat and reached Turkey successfully.

‘The party unfortunately landed in a closely guarded Military Zone. By skilful
manoeuvring and forced marching he managed to get his party right through the
military area before being captured by the Turks.

‘Whilst in Greece S/Sgt. MacNabb ran an “Intelligence Bureau” in Athens for the
collection of military information. On leaving Greece he collated all this and
concealed it inside the lining of his clothing. It was discovered by the Turks during a
thorough search and confiscated. MacNabb later managed to get the papers back
and eventually passed them to the Military Attache. Through the enterprise and
initiative of this N.C.O. a great deal of valuable information reached G.S.I., Middle
East.’
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At last light on the second day (21 May) the Engineer position was that both
companies were intact in their reserve posts but there were enemy hidden in the
country between 19 Army Troops and the sea, while the point on the right flank was
also in hostile hands. Captain Anderson was keen to have his front disinfested, but
was not fully conversant with the technique and asked the Maori Battalion if it would
mind obliging as night fighting was more in its line of business.

It so happened that Captain Rangi Royal 3/ (B Company) had already been
ordered to clean up part of the area that was worrying Captain Anderson, for it was
the forming-up place for a counter-attack by 20 and 28 Battalions in an effort to
retrieve the position at Maleme. The Arawa Company, only too happy to do the
pakeha engineers a good turn, stalked and killed a dozen paratroops who had not,
like the other survivors, moved westwards towards Maleme.

The night was further enlivened by the sound of booming guns across the water
and a lurid glow on the horizon. The Navy was putting an end to the enemy plan of a
seaborne addition to his airborne forces. Apropos of this, OC 5 Field Park Company
wrote:

‘We do not appear to have figured in a very active role. We didn't, just did what
we were told. We were, however, ordered down to the beach at Canea on the night
when the sea-borne attack was expected and prepared to sell our lives dearly, but
the navy saved us the trouble.’

In the morning (22 May and the third day of battle) No. 4 Section, Army Troops,
decided to return to their position on the hill covering their right flank but lost
several wounded, including Lieutenant Patterson, before the attempt was given up.
Later Captain Anderson and Lieutenant Page with a detachment tried from another
direction. Unbeknown to them Captain Baker 3¢ and a party of Maoris had seen
movement in the area and were also taking steps. The upshot was that the garrison
surrendered. The point must have been a rendezvous for walking wounded, for of
the sixty-five prisoners few were without injuries. The serious cases were carried to
a small hut in the vicinity and the rest sent to Brigade Headquarters.

Meanwhile the counter-attack, after very heavy fighting, was brought to a
standstill with the enemy still in possession of the vital airfield. The afternoon of the
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third day wore on and the third sleepless night was interrupted by an order to make
ready to move to Ay Marina before daybreak.

Captain Anderson wrote:

‘At some time during the night [22nd—-23rd] we got orders to move. Ferguson
had gone to 5 I.B. to find out the griff and they were put into something of a flap
because the BM had apparently forgotten that he had a few sappers on his strength.
However we managed to collect all the outlying pickets except one. This was a
picket from the 19 Army Troops Coy that had been serving with the 7th NZ Fd Coy at
the time and being with a strange Coy they were overlooked. It is pleasing to report
that the men concerned extricated themselves from their position and made their
own way through the mountains and eventually rejoined the remnants of the
Company at Sphakia.’

This realignment was the result of the mounting threat to Galatas, the failure of
the counter-attack at Maleme and the possibility of the enemy cutting in behind 5
Brigade. Section commanders had only an hour to collect their men before the march
commenced. They managed somehow to keep to schedule, but only the danger of
not being under cover by dawn kept the troops moving for they were in real need of
rest. They didn't get much, for within a very short time odd snipers were potting at
them and by 9.30 had become such a nuisance that steps had to be taken, not
without loss, to comb them out.

Nineteenth Army Troops on the left of 7 Field Company, which was now facing
west, had a small battle all to themselves. The Germans' 100 Mountain Regiment
had elements moving through Modhion towards them, while groups from 3
Parachute Regiment in the Prison Valley were also feeling in their direction. Actually,
it was only the very active right flank of 10 Brigade, plus B Company 18 Battalion,
placed there for the purpose, that prevented a bigger battle. As it was an enemy
party had occupied a house before daybreak.

‘We took up positions on the high ground south of the main road and
immediately ran into trouble. One of our men was picked off by a Hun sniper soon
after we arrived in our area. This same sniper got a hot time from the 7th boys in
whose area he was hiding up. A little later, as we were siting our new positions we
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came under very heavy fire from a large farm house some 700 yards south of our
positions and the morning was indeed sultry. Casualties were either 14 or 15, I
forget the exact number. One of our junior N.C.Os 3° did a very fine job of rescuing a
wounded companion under heavy enemy fire and was subsequently awarded the
MM.” 40 Enemy casualties were unknown for he remained in possession of the
farmhouse.

By dusk on the fourth day (23rd) 5 Brigade, still in a dangerous position, was
holding a shaky line east of the Engineer Detachment and west of the Platanias
River, where the critical point was the river bridge half-right from 19 Army Troops'
old area. It had been captured and held in spite of efforts to retake it. At Heraklion
and Retimo the situation remained more or less static, inasmuch as the enemy
couldn't take the airfields and the defenders couldn't chase them away. In either
case their possession was not now essential to the enemy plans, for Maleme was
safely held.

The sapper companies were moving again by midnight. Fifth Brigade was being
withdrawn once more to counter an expected full-scale attack against Galatas and
was moving behind 4 Brigade which, with the remnants of 10 Brigade, was preparing
to receive the assault. Tenth Brigade was really a remnant by this time; 20 Battalion
had been taken for the Maleme counter-attack and the two Greek regiments were
either dispersed or out of touch, so that all that remained was the Composite
Battalion and a Divisional Cavalry detachment.

At the end of a four-mile march nearer Canea, NZE Detachment was directed to
an area between the main road and the sea and close to the junction of the Prison
Valley— Canea and Maleme— Canea roads.

There was plenty of cover under the trees, which however did not compensate
for the fact that the ground-strafing planes seemed to sense that the Engineers were
orphans * and attacked them savagely. Soon after the Luftwaffe departed in search
of some more promising targets, General Freyberg happened along; and to illustrate
the fact that even if the sappers were not professional infantry, they were, in spite of
fifty-odd casualties, still full of fight, Lieutenant Page vouches for this anecdote:

“Tiny” came along and asked one of our sappers how things were going. “No
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bloody good” says sapper. "“Why”, Tiny said, “Their infantry are just like rabbits.”
“That's all right,” says sapper. “You keep these bloody planes away and we'll
manage the infantry.”

It was ‘these bloody planes’ that were winning the island for Germany. The
garrison's total casualties to date were approximately 1900, of which the New
Zealand share was in round figures 1400. Enemy losses were estimated to be more
than 3300, but fresh troops and supplies were to be had for the asking—the sky was
theirs.

General Freyberg's real appreciation of the situation is expressed in his report:

‘At this stage I was quite clear in my own mind that the troops would not be
able to last much longer against a continuation of the air attacks which they had had
during the previous five days. The enemy bombing was accurate and it was only a
question of time before our now shaken troops must be driven out of the positions
they occupied. The danger was quite clear. We were gradually being driven back on
our Base areas, the loss of which would deprive us of our food and ammunition. If
this heavy air attack continued it would not be long before we were driven right off
our meagre food and ammunition resources. I really knew at this time that there
were two alternatives, defeat in the field and capture or withdrawal.’

By Brigadier Puttick's orders NZE Detachment was divided and given new tasks.
Nineteenth Army Troops came under command of 19 Australian Brigade, moved over
that evening (24th) and were put into reserve near Perivolia village.

Seventh Field Company remained in situ ready to support 20 Battalion, which
itself was under orders to counter-attack in support of 19 Battalion.

It is convenient at this stage to return to Kastelli, where we left Lieutenant
Yorke and WO I Baigent with other instructors under the command of Major Bedding,
a body of Greek conscripts and twenty-eight German prisoners. The two engineers
were to have given instruction in wiring, but as there was no wire and no likelihood
of any, Major Bedding turned Lieutenant Yorke into a musketry instructor and RSM
Baigent into a quartermaster. They were, of course, completely cut off from the
Division, but wireless reports from the BBC suggested that the enemy was being
driven back from Maleme and the retreating force was expected daily.


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-008556.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-207994.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-022941.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-004533.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-010512.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-007278.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-004213.html

When the Germans did come on the 24th it was in strength and preceded by a
dive-bombing attack that hit the jail, whereupon the guards departed, the prisoners
escaped, armed themselves and took Bedding and Baigent prisoner. Meantime the
Germans dispersed the Greeks, who retired to the hills, where they fought on for
some days. Lieutenant Yorke managed to cross the island to Sfakia. RSM Baigent
received promotion to commissioned rank in a somewhat irregular manner, for Major
Bedding, without a vestige of authority but seeing the need for experienced officers
with the Greeks, had given him acting rank as Second-Lieutenant. After the war and
when the circumstances became known, the appointment was officially confirmed as
from 20 May 1941.

On the left wing 19 Army Troops scratched holes between the roots of the trees
with tin hats and bayonets while Australian fighting patrols clashed with enemy
pockets. Both companies were ground strafed at intervals, but the expected attack
did not come until late the following afternoon (25th).

The sappers were not involved in the fiercest fighting of the campaign, possibly
the fiercest fighting of the whole war. Galatas was lost and retaken at the bayonet's
point, but the whole New Zealand line was so weak that there was no alternative
but to retire again: to give up Galatas and any remaining hope of a counter-
offensive. Form a new line north from the Australian right to the sea, hold there as
long as possible, then fall back to another line. When every move is dictated by the
enemy the final result is capitulation or evacuation.

Fourth Brigade was now in pretty poor shape and 10 Brigade in ruins, but 5
Brigade had had a day's comparative rest so it was its turn again. It was 21
Battalion's turn as far as 7 Field Company was concerned, for it had come under
command of that unit together with a party of Divisional Cavalry (Major Russell 4%)
and a company of 20 Battalion (Lieutenant Washbourn %3).

Twenty-first Battalion Group was placed before dawn on the 26th on the right
flank along Hospital Ridge, east of 7 General Hospital. The ridge itself was stony and
bare of cover, but in the shallow valley behind there were some trees. Colonel Allen,
4 commanding 21 Battalion Group, made the following dispositions:
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Headquarters Company and 7 Field Company were on the right between the
road and the sea; the rest of 21 Battalion, organised into one company plus C
Squadron of Divisional Cavalry, held the left. In reserve to the right flank were A and
B Squadrons, Divisional Cavalry, and on the left was A Company, 20 Battalion.
Nineteenth Battalion, the only reasonably fit unit in 4 Brigade, now under command
of 5 Brigade, was immediately south of and in contact with 21 Battalion. When
Lieutenant Wildey and Sapper McCutcheon, who by now had lost all their Greeks,
heard that 7 Field Company was handy, they set off to find it.

‘Lieutenant Wilding [ sic] reported to Capt Ferguson of 7 Fd Coy NZE somewhere
near 7 Gen Hospital,” wrote McCutcheon, ‘but Ferguson said that he [Wildey] and
McG had been detached from 7 Fd Coy and ... ordered them to move back. Ferguson
handed W his nominal roll of all 7 Fd Coy and gave McC his camera, saying that 7 Fd
Coy would never get out of this position (which was, of course, his reason for
ordering W and McC back).... [Wildey] and McCutcheon started to hike back.’

Twenty-first Battalion Group did what digging it could with bayonets and tin hats
but the result was not reassuring. Some men built low sangars of loose rock to
shelter behind. The usual ‘recce’ planes were over as soon as it was light enough
and the observers must have rubbed their hands at the targets disclosed. It was not
long before mortar shells were bursting on the stony ridge and dive-bombers
swooping and screaming with all guns firing. Seventh Field Company, about 180
strong on arrival in Crete, had been whittled down by detachments, sickness and
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battle casualties to 135 all ranks. Captain Ferguson decided that no good reason
would be served by having all his sappers put out of action and pulled the Company
on to the reverse slope where there was some shelter. One half of 21 Battalion
Headquarters Company had already done this and the other half followed Ferguson's
example. Colonel Allen thought that they had been pushed back and brought up
reinforcements.

The mixed group of infantry, cavalry and Engineers comprising 21 Battalion lost
eighty-four officers and men before darkness brought an end to their sufferings.
Once again the line was reeling back towards Suda. ‘A line is being formed two miles
West of souda at approx the junct of two converging roads. Beyond this line all tps
must go. Units will keep close together, liaise where possible to guard against sniper
attack. 5 Bde units in general will hide up in area along road between souda and
stylos turn-off. Hide up areas for units will be allotted by “G" staff on side of road
after passing through souda. Bde HQ will close present location at 2300 hrs and
travel at head of column. Will then set up adjacent to stylos turn-off. A dump of
rations boxes already opened is situated near the main bridge on main canea road
also some still at DID. Help yourself. It is regretted that no further tpt is available for
evacuation of wounded. It is desirable that MOs should travel with tps. There is
possibility of amn being on roadside near Main Ordnance dump. Take supplies as you
pass.’ +

Nineteenth Army Troops were not called on although the Australians were
having a tough time, with the enemy feeling for the flank of the defence line and
finding it before the day was out. The Australian brigade was ordered to fall back
that night to a position two miles west of Suda behind 42nd Street, as some
humorist had named the sunken road that came down from the hills to Suda.

Captain Morrison, who had not received any orders for 5 Field Park Company
since the attack began, sent a patrol with a message to Force Headquarters at Suda
detailing his situation and asking for instructions. The patrol found that Force
Headquarters had departed but met General Weston who commanded the area. He
ordered the Company to make for Sfakia on the south coast. Morrison moved his
sappers that night to Suda Bay and bedded down with the bridging section.

Twenty-first Battalion Group formed up on the road. Night-flying planes assisted
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them with the latest German parachute flares, the first the troops had seen. They lit
up the countryside like lightning, and a man feels very naked under such a light
when he does not know how close his enemy is.

The Battalion Group dropped in its tracks behind 42nd Street at 4 a.m. but there
was still no rest to be had. The battalion commanders discovered each other but did
not know where Brigade Headquarters was, and although they thought they were
safe for the time being with a covering force betwee