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Praise for Dare to be Free

‘Quite astonishing war adventures . . . written with the personal modesty which characterises most brave men’
 
Robert Kee, Observer

‘Many brave men come from this part of the world [New Zealand] . . . few can write like Thomas . . . a story that loses none of its excellence for being modestly told, without heroics of any sort’

Lt Gen Sir Brian Horrocks, Sunday Times

‘His book is a record of great personal courage and resourcefulness and an adventure story of the highest order’

Edinburgh Evening News

‘His book, modest and engaging, is interesting not only as a genuine document of escape, but as a . . . vividly written description of Greek landscape’
 
TLS

‘Astonishing - Absorbing - Amusing adventure story. A stunning book’
 
Sir Terry McLean

‘I was riveted by [the] book from beginning to end’

Sir Noël Coward, Middle East Diary
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Preface

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

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

Thomas gained his commission in the Territorials before the war. In 1940 he sailed with the great convoy of troopships destined for the Middle East, but urgently diverted to the United Kingdom to counter the threat of German invasion after Dunkirk. From England he went to Egypt, Greece, and then to Crete. Thomas was left badly wounded and a prisoner on Crete, where this adventure begins. The story of his escape is still as gripping as when first published in 1951 and this edition is largely unchanged, but includes a postscript relating the astonishing coincidence of what occurred when he eventually crossed the Turkish border to Syria. The Official History of New Zealand in the Second World War 1939-45, 23rd Battalion records for 11 May ’… the happy occasion when Lieutenant Sandy Thomas, who had been left wounded on Crete, arrived across the Turkish border at Captain Dick Connolly’s Post.’
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German paratroopers, Crete – May 1941





Chapter One

Crete 1941

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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