FIRST LETTER FROM WARRANT OFFICER M1LTON BOULTER

I think that the most miserable day I have ever spent was the day we were taken prisoners. You can imagine the pictures of home and the past that came up in one's mind. However right from the start I determined to escape if possible - it would have been possible to have actually got away right at the beginning, but there did not seem to be anywhere to go as we were surrounded by Huns. I'm glad that I didn't go bush at this stage as while a party of 100 did by a particularly lucky break get away, most of the others who did break were either killed or subsequently captured (mostly killed). It was at Kalamata ( or Kalamoi) in the south of Greece that we were taken - on 29th April - and it was interesting to read one of your letters saying how lucky the Iti prisoners were out in Australia, when little did you know that at the time of writing your son was a prisoner . However I am sure the Itis were very lucky compared with our men. During the Greek campaign which I will tell something of during later letters, I was attached to a Victorian Infantry Brigade and believe me we saw plenty of action - all that I want to see for a while. It was probably on account of being away from the unit that you not get any reliable word on me.

Getting on with the story, from Kalamata we were taken by train (herded into cattle trucks) and taken north to Corinth or as the Greeks call it Corinthos. I sojourned there as a guest of the Hun for some 6 weeks. There were nearly 15,000 of us herded together in an area of some 15 acres, so although one had company, I can assure you that a stretch in Pentridge would mean nothing. Of the number of 15,000 there were over 1,000 Serbs, and remarkable to relate more than 4,000 Itis. These people, a ragged and motley lot, had been Greek prisoners and when the Germans captured the area they had been released, but having no where to go and nothing to do, they commenced looting, and were rounded up by the Huns and placed in a compound under protective custody. They were naturally given decent food - we actually received one meal a day - a rice, macaroni or lentels and a hard biscuit - but were able to sometimes make it into 2 small meals. It was enough to keep a man alive, but that was all. If you know any people with relatives who are prisoners I would not stress that side too much, in any case it is possible that conditions in Germany may be better. 
The organisation at the camp was to divide the men up into a group of 100 with a W.O. in charge of each group. I was in charge of an Australian group, so in a way it was an interesting position, particularly as we had direct access to the Germans. The job was, I think, the most unpleasant I have ever tackled in the army what with trying to put complaints to the Germans and look after men whose tummies were pinching them. For the first couple of weeks the policy I determined to adopt - to be just one of the boys, worked alright and I was pretty popular, but later too many wanted to take advantage of that, so much to my disgust I was obliged to be a Sergeant Major. We saw all the planes go over for the Crete show and could get some indication of the war by counting them as they went out and returned. Many returned badly damaged and bullet ridden, and a big percentage did not return at all.

Well finally the Germans decided to move us to Germany. I had spent a few nights crawling on my stomach around the camp, but found the guards too thick, and decided to wait till on the move till I made the break. I had secured a good map by paying quite a few bob to one of the lads in the camp. (I buried my money as soon as we got to the prison camp, also 2 or 3 bully beef which I managed somehow to resist). I also kept aside 3 pairs of socks and few odds and ends of medical goods.

The Hun moved us in train loads of 800, 2 trainloads per day. Owing to broken communications we were forced to march over 30 miles in the first 40 hours - somewhat strenuous on 1 meal a day. On the march each trainload was divide up into 4 groups of about 200 with about 15-20 guards on each. I did over 20 miles of the march and then commenced to shuffle around until I found a suitable position in relation to the guards. On a slight bend in the road while the nearest guard was looking elsewhere I jumped to the side of the road and into some low scrub. This was about 8 am and I was obliged to lie still until 9 pm as I could not move from my position, there being no decent cover except well over 100 yeards away and continuous German convoys were moving through the area. I thought my numbers were up once that day when a German officer pulled his car up immediately opposite where I was lying. He got out but he was only attending to nature.

This was not without incident as we were held up for 3 hours in crossing another road by a convoy of Germans, and as the Hun patrol boats came within a couple of hundred yards of us. As we entered the town we passed a few Itis, and then made for a wadi just outside the town. That evening we contacted some Greeks who told us where we could find a radio so we were able to listen in to what turned out to be the most momentous news for some time - the declaration of war by Germany on Russia.

We were well looked after in this area but were advised to remain there more or less for the duration on account of the number of troops we had to get through. I was very keen to go on however, so after remaining there for a fortnight I struck off on my own.

SECOND LETTER
Well I had escaped. I commenced to make my way in the darkness down to a flat area​, one on which we had been severely bombed and machine gunned during operations. On the way down I pulled up a potato plant and ate a couple of raw potatoes and an onion which I think tasted better than anything I had had in ages, that is, at that stage. You can guess I was feeling a little peckish as I had had nothing to eat for 36 hours or so. I reached a creek and stripped to have a clean up and get rid of the soreness. After a few minutes a Greek came up and as he seemed friendly enough I explained to him that I wanted to get into civilian clothes as soon as possible. So I went along with him to a village and managed to get together clothes of a kind. I certainly was a pretty sight and I also had a good meal. I stayed there for a day or so and assisted with the harvesting. 

Their methods of harvesting are very primitive- it is by use of the sickle which the women peasants can wield very capably. I'm afraid that an hour or two nearly broke my back, so you see I have to admit the superiority of women in some spheres! While there I saw a number of the Hun go past. The only trouble in disguise was my fair colouring as most Greeks are dark. That day happened to be the day on which Greeks eat meat - they only have sufficient for one day a week - so I was given my share. Well believe it or not it was so long since I had tasted meat that after the simple fare of prison camp, it made me violently ill. 

That night a Greek who had lived in America and could speak a little English was introduced to me, and persuaded me to come along to a large establishment. I went along to his mansion and discovered it to be a large old two storied building, the lower floor of which was used as store-house and shelter for the animals. The upper story consisted of two small rooms and large hall approx. 100 feet x 60 feet. In this hall slept some 50 people of all shapes and sizes and sex, mostly girls. The property was quite a large one and the main products were wheat and cotton. I went out into the fields again and did a spot of work for a day or two. Working hours were from 8.30 am to 8 pm.

One has to live amongst these people to realize just how important bread is to them. Breakfast, if any, is taken at 8 am and consists of thick slabs of bread and a few olives. Lunch at 12 will consist of again slabs of bread and a little white cheese from goats or sheep milk. The evening meal taken at 9.30 pm is the only cooked meal - some vegetables fried and again bread. The country normally imports wheat and the Germans have now taken away 60% of their wheat crop. They are rationed in bread and get a couple of slices per day per man, while meat is unprocurable. Well I was quite well looked after there and even obtained better clothing, however the place was visited 2 or 3 times in the evening while I was there and I was obliged to make rather hurried exits via windows etc. making forced landings so I thought things were getting a little hot. I decided to go into the hills for a few days.

So I set off one moonlight night and made my way some 20 miles or so up a narrow and I believe the most precipitous track I have ever climbed, or had up till then. It was extremely difficult for even a donkey to climb. Well I finally reached a village on the snow line. There was snow nearby even although it was summer. These villages are completely self contained, growing their own food, tobacco, spinning and weaving their own wool, etc. It is extremely rare that one finds a house more than 100 yards away from another. The life is a community life. All the houses are together in the village, and in the morning the villagers leave their homes and set out for their various plots.
The people in this village were very good to me, and here I met 4 other men who coming from different places had managed to escape. There were 2 Australians, an English Pilot Officer and a Pole. We decided that we would attempt to get out of the country together and as there were 5 of us and we were willing to use a spot of force if necessary. We in fact considered tackling a German aerodrome and pinching one of the planes, but decided that this was impracticable as we had no arms. Well we finally agreed on a plan and set out on our way after a few days of village life.

On the first day out we had to cross the main road which we decided to do individually at quarter hourly intervals. I was the last to cross and as luck would have it I ran into a convoy of 600-700 Germans around a bend in the road. So I just made a bold face and walked straight past them and luckily they did not pick me. Well we continued along a mountain range and managed under cover of darkness to obtain a small rowing boat and reached a small island at dawn.

THIRD LETTER

I had struck out on my own - I made for the mountains, and making careful enquiries ahead both regarding Germans and Italians and also any possible hostile Greeks, I managed to contact the right people and get fairly good information and also a usually good supply of food. Through necessity I was quickly picking up Greek - in fact by the time I had finished I was able to speak quite a bit. I found French extremely useful on several occasions, when I met a couple of young school teachers (both of them were demobilised Greek Army Officers) and a young doctor, in some of those mountainous villages. They gave me some sound information and quite good tips. 

Part of the country there was particularly difficult being extremely steep with oak and pine forests and in many parts with dense undergrowth. I had to keep away from the main roads (these were often only tracks) because in this area there was something like 12,000 German troops, so naturally one had to keep one's wits about one. The mountain tracks were very narrow and where not covered by vegetation were very rocky. On one occasion I somehow missed the track and working simply on directions made my way through dense scrub. It took me 6 hours to go 1/2 mile, when alas I also found that I had not gone the right way. 

I had one rather unlucky incident here too. In a tiny village, some of the peasants were good enough to pay a man to guide me through an extremely difficult area - a journey of 2 days. With the guide I manoeuvred the mountains successfully on the first day and came to a halt about 10 pm. I innocently gave him my bag as a pillow. About 4 am I was ready to move on, and I looked for my guide. He had disappeared and so had my bag, my watch and some money. I then had exactly what I stood up in. I quickly realized that the possibility of recovering my chattels was nil, and moved off in the approximate direction of the next village. I was particularly sorry to have lost the watch (I have since bought another one) and the most valuable articles in my bag were my pay book, 2 tins of bully beef and a spare pair of socks. However they were gone and any attempt to trace them would have probably led me into the enemy's hands. Although losing myself several times, with the assistance of some axemen at different points I finally reached the village I was striving after. There finding that my path would pass through large German concentrations, I was obliged to zig-zag in the mountains across the island until I reached a town on the other coast where I expected to be able to obtain some help.

On my arrival I discovered that the Hun were in the town and the people were pretty scared. Consequently I was unable to obtain any help. Somewhat disappointed I decided to trudge along the coast seeking help at a fishing village along the way. 1 continued along for a few hundred miles, getting food, but no other help at small villages, until finally reached a monastery quite close to the town. I spent three or four days there and was extremely well treated, even having a bed with sheets no less, and the best tucker I had enjoyed since being taken prisoner. There is quite a lot of interest that I could tell you about this, but in fairness to these people who helped me, just in case of any leakage, I will have to leave that.

I was rather tempted to remain there, but my desire to get back kept me going and in the next town I persuaded a fisherman to take me across to an island in his rowing boat. This he did, and after a spot of fishing we reached the island in two days. I walked across the island and contacted another man with a larger boat who took me over to the next island, and then from there in still another boat to neutral territory. It was in a terrific sea, and I was thoroughly drenched though, but I don't think I have ever been so pleased in my life when just before the sun rose on the morning of July 25 we sighted neutral land.

It really was a big relief, especially as I had learnt that by going about things in a certain way I would be able to get back to Palestine. I was detained here in the clink for about 4 days and finally through the good work of the British Consulate, freed. I actually saw quite a bit of the country and in the end departed in a Greek tramp steamer for Palestine. A strange thing was that a member of the crew was an Australian from the West. He had joined the crew when the ship had been loading wheat in Geraldton. He was really quite an interesting cove.

We soon reached Palestine and it was not long before I was back with my own crew again.

