
Wartime Memories of POWs in Semley  
 

I was raised at Whitebridge Dairy Farm in Semley.  
Some 200 rented acres, 20 of them into corn, two acres 
of potatoes, 40 cows plus followers, two carthorses, a 
few pigs and some chicken.   
 
If I express views at odds with those whose loved ones 
were risking their lives, please bear in mind that my 
memories are through the eyes of a 10 year old.   
 
We were very privileged.  None of our immediate family 
and few of our friends from the farming world were 
called on to serve in the armed forces, for the country 
needed the efforts of farmers. 
 
Left: Whitebridge Farm  
 

My father was a member of the local Home Guard but this seemed to me little more than a farmer’s social club.  I 
don’t think anyone really believed they would delay a German invasion, certainly not if the enemy arrived during 
milking time. 
 
While so many people were struggling to survive on the meagre rations allocated to them, we lived well.  Milk, cream 
and butter from the dairy, a garden full of fresh vegetables, a pig killed when required, an occasional pheasant, 
young rooks in May, pigeons, poultry and rabbits.  Lots and lots of rabbits.  Do historians realise the enormous part 
that rabbit stew played in feeding the nation when Hitler was trying to starve us? Three times every day we sat 
around the family table and ate our fill.  For the children there were just two rules, no one complained and everyone 
ate everything that appeared on his or her plate.  “Mother, why have I got to eat fat?”  “Because there’s a war on!” 
 
My parents worked hard and long but they could never be considered slaves.  If you love your work, as they did, 
labouring has a different meaning and anyway, the war had made farming profitable again after years in the 
doldrums.  It was for them not so much a business as a way of life, just as it had been for my ancestors on the same 
farm for the previous 150 years. 
 
One of the biggest problems to be faced then was a scarcity of staff, with pensioners, land girls and children called 
on to fill the places of the men who had gone to fight.  The shortage was exaggerated by the fact that, when 
compared with the farming methods of today, everything was done in the most labour intensive fashion that can be 
imagined. 
 
The two most used pieces of equipment on the farm were probably the wheelbarrow and shovel.  Vast quantities of 
you-know-what were moved and removed until the heaps got so big that a horse and cart were needed to move it yet 
again, this time to some distant field.  Here it was put into long straight lines of wheelbarrow sized heaps until 
someone came along with a fork to spread it about.  An infinite number of manhours were spent at this task, doing 
exactly what the cow was designed to do, if left to her own devices. 
 
As time went by the labour difficulties were to improve from an unexpected direction.  Italy’s enthusiasm for war had 
all but disappeared by 1942 leaving huge numbers of their young men as prisoners of war, many of them in this 
country.  Just across the county border at Motcombe, on the site that is now Port Regis School, 750 of these 
prisoners arrived in August 1942. 
 

  
 

Italian POWs at Motcombe, just a couple of miles from Semley 
 
They lived there in tents under armed guard while more permanent buildings were constructed but restrictions on 
them were being eased all the time.  Volunteers from among them were soon allowed out every day, in gangs of 
about 20, to work on land drainage schemes, or in quarries, or to assist with seasonal jobs on the bigger farms.   
 



The employer paid the government for their work whilst the POWs received 6/- a week in a special camp currency 
that only had value within their base. 
 

Even before Italy finally signed an armistice with the 
allies, those sufficiently trusted were being sent out in 
twos and threes to live and work on small farms like 
ours.  At this time they were supposed to stay within the 
confines of the farm and their security became the 
responsibility of the local policeman. 
 
Our three, Panfilo, Frank Satta and Paulo, lived a fairly 
primitive existence in one of the farm cottages.  Always 
dressed in their easily recognisable brown battledress 
uniform, they returned to their camp once a week for 
washing, baths, haircuts and so on and a chance to 
spend their camp money. 
 
None of them had any prior experience of farm work but 
were fit and willing to learn.  One hardly needs a degree 
to go muck spreading, but there were problems showing 
a cobbler how to get milk from a cow or teaching a 
fisherman how to harness a horse. 
 

                 The Italians hard at work on the farm 
 
Extra rations were made available for them to prepare their own meals with the exception of the one at mid-day 
which my Mother cooked, to be collected on a tray from the kitchen.  On the principal that a workingman needs his 
sustenance, she piled their plates high with the same food as ours, which they normally consumed in spite of the fact 
that their usual diet would have been much different.  However, one day the tray came back with the food untouched 
and, full of concern, my Mother said “You haven’t eaten your dinner, you must be unwell”.  “Iz for de dog” hissed the 
Italian.  Mother was not pleased, especially as this went on to become a catchphrase for us when we found fat on our 
plate! 
 
Panfilo’s considerable talent with engines and all things mechanical was exploited to the full.  He had the looks and 
charm to draw attention from the opposite sex but had a problem with personal hygiene.  After he had returned to his 
homeland he contacted my parents to enquire whether they might re-employ him but my Father did not trust him 
sufficiently to forward the £18 fare. 
 
Frank Satta came from Sardinia.  He was vain and inclined to be irritable, but could occasionally be very funny.  He 
had an obsession with combing his hair at every opportunity, infuriating my Father.  Paulo was older, a quiet, kind 
and fatherly figure especially to my young sisters who used to tease him.   
 

                                
 

Henry King, “the mainstay of the staff” making thatch and sharpening his scythe. 
Whitebridge Farm can be seen in the top distance 

 
Our Italians got plenty of advice from Henry King, a near pensioner who was the mainstay of the staff on the farm for 
many years, particularly throughout the war.  Although a veteran of WW1, he bore no animosity towards the 
prisoners and was pleased to show off his rustic skills to them. 
 
 
 



 
 

Henry turning the hay  
 
In time arrangements were made for them to draw pocket money of 1/6d a day directly from their employers and they 
were allowed into the local community.  It was not unusual, after work, to see three or four of them dashing along the 
road together on bicycles, chattering - it sounded to us - like an excited monkey troupe. 
 
Fraternisation was supposedly forbidden but it was inevitable that, as time passed, we got to know them better.  They 
obviously loved children, made toys for us, played with us and even took me to see George Formby at the pictures.  
They were to me, dare I say it, more like uncles than enemies. 
 
Most of them were captured in North Africa where their countrymen had surrendered by the acre but one could never 
imagine any of the Italian POWs that we knew firing a gun in anger.  In general, they considered themselves lucky to 
be out of the war, pleased to have enough to eat and happy with their lot. 
 
Almost as suddenly as they arrived, the Italians left in 1946 to be repatriated.  Three German prisoners took their 
place in the farm cottage.  These too were volunteers and, like the Italians, spoke English quite well but although 
adaptable and useful, had very different personalities from their erstwhile allies. 
 
Helmut, who assumed charge over the other two, claimed to have been a cook on the German pocket battleship 
Scharnhorst when it was sunk on Boxing Day in 1943.  He was a tall, blond, arrogant fellow, a typical produce of the 
Nazi regime, who one could easily imagine in jackboots.  He detested the Italians whom he called cowards and 
frightened me by repeatedly saying, “You didn’t win the war.  Russia won the war.  Soon they fight you.  They shoot 
all of you”. 
 
One of his fellow prisoners called Walter, who had been a painter and decorator before the war, painted the inside of 
the farmhouse throughout and much of the farm machinery.  Older and quieter, you never knew his thoughts but got 
the impression that he feared Helmut as much as I did.  The third German, Gunter, a pale and sickly looking lad who 
was unsuited to manual work, was given a hard time by everyone. 
 
We never enjoyed the same relationship that we had with the Italians although Helmut melted sufficiently to scrub the 
flagstone floor of the farmhouse before he left.  Perhaps he justified this in his mind by having the chance to sing 
“Deutschland Uber Alles” in an English home. 
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