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Introduction 
Israel Josselowitz, known as Issie, was born in 26 June 1911 in Johannesburg. His mother 

died giving birth to him shortly after they arrived in South Africa. After her death his father, a 

travelling smous, had nothing further to do with the family. Issie was fortunate to be adopted 

by the Grevler family in Doornfontein, Johannesburg, while all his sisters went to the Arcadia 

orphanage. When he had his Barmitzvah he was told about his sisters and he chose to go and 

live with his married sister, Dora Cohen in Krugersdorp. He resumed his birth name of 

Josselowitz.   

He owned and ran the Tip-Top Bazaar in Roodepoort, South Africa and married Reva Miller 

on 12 March 1939. He enlisted in the army in May 1940, rising to the rank of sergeant and 

was serving with the 2nd South African Division in Tobruk, Libya when, along with nearly 

11,000 other South Africans, he was captured in June 1942 and was a prisoner of War first 

under the Italians in Libya and Italy and following the fall of Mussolini, in Germany. 

After the War Issie shortened the family name to Joss and ran a dry-cleaning business, the 

Golden Arrow. Years later burglaries put paid to the business, and it was forced to close. Issie 

then worked at Crystal Delicatessen and Bakery in Doornfontein, Johannesburg as a despatch 

manager. Issie left Crystal in November 1966 and then worked at Robot Paint and Hardware 

in Booysens, Johannesburg. In his seventies he worked at Station Garage and continued to 

work there despite receiving third degree burns in a house fire in 1986. Issie passed away in 

Johannesburg on 23 May 1994 age 83. For additional information see the Josselowitz family 

story on the ‘People’ page of the Roodepoort community 

https://chol.website/communities/roodepoort/people.htm. 

This handwritten journal recounts his experiences as a prisoner of war under the Italians from 

June 1942 until July 1943 when the Italian Prisoner of War camp he was in was taken over by 

the Germans following the death of Mussolini. The journal ends with a poem, “longing”, 

referring to his wife Reva, who he had married three years earlier. 

The journal is in the possession of Issie’s daughter, Jenny Evans, who also supplied her 

father’s birth, death and naturalization certificates. It was transcribed by Dr Jeremy Hodes in 

August 2024. Issie’s Prisoner of War questionnaire has been supplied by Dr Naomi Rapaport.  
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POW Journal of Israel Josselowitz 
Tobruk 

I was awoken in the morning by the noise of the ack-ack and enemy planes and mortar 

bombs, with shells whistling over the dugout; a most terrible sensation. Later on was the 

noise of tanks firing and guns going full blast. 

Enemy planes were dropping bombs and buildings were on fire. I don’t know what is 

happening. The phone is out of order so there are no messages whatsoever. Everything is 

supposed to be under control. I feel really sorry for the few tanks as they seem to be going 

through hell. Our dugout roof almost caved in from consequences of the dropping bombs. My 

thoughts are of those at home and wondering what they would say if they could see what is 

happening. 

In the afternoon we are told to take as many natives as possible on trucks and go towards the 

coast. We only had a chance to grab our greatcoats, all other stuff was left behind in the 

dugout. We were told that we would come back later. We went to a place on the Derna Road. 

The congestion was really terrible, but eventually we all got together. There were enemy 

planes overhead all the time.  

Later we were told to move towards the coast on the road there. We had to take cover and it 

was amazing how we crowded into the smallest hollow; not that it would have afforded much 

protection. Lucky for us, the bombs did not fall too close but things did not feel too pleasant. 

We arrived at the coast. It was very dark and we were hungry and miserable and wondering 

what is going to happen next. I met Munro and got a bit of food later and went to sleep in the 

open. I was dog tired and fell to sleep almost at once. 

It is really amazing how one gets used to these things so soon. I thought only of the dear ones 

at home and what they will be thinking of when they hear what has been happening. 

The following day there were smoke screens all over and gunfire. I had a mouthful of food 

but it seemed tasteless. I went to the kitchen of the unit at the place we were and got a drop of 

hot coffee and also took a few tins of bully beef. 

Then we were told to burn the trucks etc., and so we knew that it was all over for us. So, with 

mixed feelings we fired the trucks and others were run off the cliff into the sea. The smoke 

and burning vehicles and also those that were run into the sea is really a sight that will never 

be forgotten. 

The day was very hot. We found a few sheets of iron and made a roof to keep the sun off 

while we waited to be rounded up. Escape was nigh impossible as there was quite a big drop 

to the sea and also no boats. We thought of all sorts of means of trying to get away but all 

seemed impracticable, as enemy planes were patrolling the sea and also their U-Boats. Some 

fellows attempted to get away by going along the coast but I doubt if they managed it as Jerry 

(Germans) seemed to be all over the place, lining up the fellows and taking them away. 

Our time soon came. We were herded into a truck and taken to Tobruk from where we were 

marched to the harbour, and on the way some fellows were relieved of their watches, wallets 

and their trinkets. I tore up all my snaps except three which I took with me. At the harbour I 
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had a bit of a wash and some bully beef to eat but I felt really down in the dumps wandering 

what was next. 

In the meantime, prisoners were being brought in by the hundreds. I got some water to drink 

after waiting for almost the whole day. Enemy traffic was going up the road in a never-ending 

stream nose to tail and very many of the vehicles were our own. Towards midnight we were 

put into groups of hundreds and marched a few miles to a pen. The few miles seemed very, 

very far. Eventually we got to the pen and just lay down where we could find a place to 

squeeze in and tried to get to sleep but had very little, as the crush was really terrible. 

After lying about in the hot sun for most of the day we were given some bully beef and 

biscuits – very little of it too, and also a little water. We put up blankets on pieces of wood 

and wire to make a little shade to keep the sun off. A few days later we were told to stand by 

as we were being moved further up. 

We were given two Italian biscuits and one tin of Italian bully beef for the trip, and what a 

trip it was too! There were fifty of us in a closed truck and was it hot! I then realised that it 

was my birthday and thought what a way to spend it. Towards evening we got to Tamimi, a 

place which seems to have been a salt lake or something. The smell of the place wasn’t very 

pleasant. 

We found a place where to sleep, put over one blanket, which we had picked up, for a base, 

and used our greatcoats to cover ourselves with. We collected a few bits of twig and grass and 

made a fire and boiled up some water and made some tea, after which we went to sleep. The 

following morning I got up and had a bit of a wash with some water out of our bottle, then 

made something to eat which consisted of crushed biscuit, water and some bully beef heated 

together in a tin. Still it was something to fill the empty space in our tummies. 

Later we were given some fresh water but it was not enough so we got some from a river, and 

what water it was too! The camels had a good time in it, and what a terrible smell and taste it 

had too. Words cannot express the flavour or smell of the water. We were then put into trucks 

just like sheep with hardly any standing room. 

On our way to Benghazi we climbed all sorts of steep hills and many a time thought that we 

would go over the side of the trucks or that the truck would tip over. However the driver 

seemed to be able to negotiate all right as we got to a part of our destination without any 

mishap apart from a few chaps having loose tummies and making quite a smell. We were put 

into a pen again for another day, but managed to have a wash in the sea which although very 

short was very welcome. From there we were taken on our way to Benghazi, which place we 

eventually reached about two o’clock in the morning. 

There were fellows lying all about the place and the stench was awful, as there were no 

latrines but only holes in the ground and plenty of “dysentery”. Still we managed to find a 

place where to lie down, and had a little sleep, my thoughts being at home and what my folks 

were thinking of. It was hardly possible to believe that one was a P.O.W. now.  

Next morning we were herded into groups of fifty and given a general bivvy tent and six of 

us had to sleep in one of them, their size being about four foot six inches by six feet and 

about three feet high. Still, it was a cover over our heads. Then we got a ration of bread, five 

men to four loaves, the bread weighing about ten ounces per loaf. So imagine how well we 
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were being fed (I don’t think). All this time I hadn’t had a hot meal. Anyway we got together 

and turned a steel helmet into a pot and put bread, Italian bully beef and water in it and 

cooked it up and so made a meal. We also boiled up some water and put in a bit of tea that we 

had brough with us from Tobruk. The meal we had was to be our usual for quite a while, only 

instead of tea we got some ersatz Italian coffee, which at times we also did not get. We burnt 

the crust of the bread and made that do as coffee.  

After a day or two the Ites (Italians) decided to count us again so we were herded out of the 

gate like sheep with dozens of guards and counted and recounted and eventually they must 

have got so tired themselves that they let us back into the pen. Water was rationed to each 

man, one pint for the whole day. Anyway we just had to put up with it all as we had no other 

alternative or unless we wanted to get shot as the Ites loved pointing their rifle at one for the 

slightest thing. I suppose they thought that, having had the few successes they did, it must 

have gone to their heads. After a few weeks they decided to shift us to the next pen. So the 

usual shuffle, herding and searching started. Then we went to the next pen. There I saw 

Barney Greenberg, who said he was leaving for Italy at any time, which he incidentally did 

do within a few weeks.  

We still had no hot meals and the rations were still the same. Our mugs were tin with a wire 

handle, which when not in use as a pot or mug, was also used for a bath. I became quite an 

adept at having a bath in a thimble of water. The weather was very hot and we were quite 

thankful for that as quite a few of us had very little in the way of clothing. The cigarette issue 

we got was about three per day when we were lucky or when they had it. One evening some 

of our planes came over on a raid and the Ites started firing at them and got a hit on one of the 

planes. The shouting and cheering were great but the Ites put an end to that by threatening to 

stop our wonderful issue of rations. Gus Ackerman, Terry and myself had been together all 

this time and got on quite well. 

The pen I am referring to is the enclosure we were in. It is bare hard ground, rocky in places 

and dammed dirty. It has barbed wire mostly right round the area. The three strands are very 

close together. 

Later on the rainy season started and then a little more worries came. The place where we 

were, being in a hollow, the water came into the tents. So we had to get busy at all hours of 

the day or night trying to keep it out or trying to get dry. Then we got showers which were 

very welcome. We stand, sit or loll in a queue for about an hour and a half to two hours for a 

two-minute shower. We became quite expert at soaping and washing ourselves in the allotted 

space of time.  

The showers were actually a mobile one, a truck whose sides opened up a canvas flap let 

down the sides to make a wall and sixteen showers in it, eight on each side. The showers of 

course were cold water as they did not use the heating apparatus. We all used to wait till we 

saw the truck with the water tank for the shower coming then make a dive for the queue as 

each tank contained enough water to last for about three quarters of an hour. The water was 

pumped into the pipes by means of a small motor which also conked out every so often. In 

the meantime, the hygiene squad had got busy and had made vast improvements as far as the 

sanitary part of the place was concerned, and also with the very few implements etc., supplied 

by the Ites. 
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We all used to do a fatigue every so many days to dig trenches for the refuse so that the flies 

etc., could be kept under control. The doctors and staff also had a very hard time with the 

very limited medical supplies and bandages at their disposal. They did a really wonderful job 

of work and real hard work at that, because somehow or other being underfed and 

undernourished and short of so many vitamins the fellows became weaker and the slightest 

scratch or cut became septic and all types of sores broke out. But the medics did their best 

and a good job it was 

The raids of our planes over Benghazi were taking place more often lately and there was 

quite a lot of high-level bombing. On one raid they got a direct hit on the harbour and also on 

an ammunition ship. From where we were we could see the whole outline of the outskirts of 

Benghazi and were also in view of the harbour. 

When the ship was struck, all we saw at first was a huge billow of greyish black smoke, and 

as the first lot of smoke drifted away a red glow came in its place and as the weather grew 

darker so this flame became lighter and then the ammo started to go off. Then we heard 

plenty of bangs and one of the most beautiful of firework displays as the stuff started to 

explode. There were sparks of practically every colour imaginable and this kept on for the 

whole night. I don’t think I will ever forget that sight.  

We were very lucky that we didn’t have many casualties from the falling ack ack shrapnel as 

there were A/A guns all round us and we had no protection whatsoever. 

Anyway we did not mind it in the least because our planes were getting good results. The 

way the Ites ducked for cover was really great fun; they could never get to their underground 

shelter quick enough. 

There seemed to be quite a lot of Egyptian money in the camp and the crown and anchor 

kings were doing very well indeed. The boys were gambling with money, watches, rings, 

anything that had any value. A packet of fifty Springbok cigarettes was bought for £7.10.0 

each. C to C for £5.10. The few smokes that were to be had were sold for about 2/- per time 

when obtainable. 

I sold my signet ring for two tins of jam and then converted one of the tins into cash for 30/- 

which bought me 25 smokes. The approximate weight of the jam was half a pound per tin and 

one could not really class it as a jam. I really could not say what it consisted of although it 

was supposed to be apple. 

One day we had a real heavy storm. It rained buckets full and the net result was that we were 

absolutely washed out and sopping wet and so we had to find a new spot for the tent. 

There were a few fellows with musical instruments and they used to get up some 

entertainments for us and some of them were really good. There was also a lot of music and 

songs composed by some of them and I am sure that one day when they will be published in 

civvy street they will be real big hits. These little shows did a lot towards making us forget 

where we were for a while, but they also brought back very many memories of home. 

There was also an arts and crafts exhibition got up. One would be amazed at the amount of 

wonderful talent that was there, especially as there were no such things as tools. 
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The articles made with pen knives and pieces of wire were really excellent. There were all 

types of engravings done on pipes with knives or razor blades, also aluminium badges 

engraved with a nail; really perfect work and done by fellows who have never done that type 

of work before. There were also many pencil drawings and coloured sketches, many of them 

depicting various incidences that took place, such as the view we had of the ammo ship being 

hit.  Also “The rains came” and the dejected look on the faces of the washed-out lot. Cigarette 

holders that looked as if they were factory made but were done out of pieces of wood used for 

the fires in the kitchen.  

We were by now getting one hot meal per day consisting of rice or macaroni and lentils with 

a little tomato paste in it. The ration was about a one-pint mug full for the day. At least it was 

hot and filled the tummy. It is really amazing how, when fellows are hungry, they speak of the 

types of food that they disliked and how they would gladly eat it if it was put before them. 

When we got the hot meals and they were thick we used to keep some over to make pies. The 

pies were made in this manner. We crumbled the bread and daubed it with water and then 

rolled it into a dough. We put it in a tin and then put the Italian bully beef and hot meal in it 

and covered it with some more bread dough and then put it in an oven that was made of a 

petrol tin covered with sand and a fire underneath. 

Another type of pie was where the inside of the bread was taken out and cut up. Bully beef 

and bread were then put into the hollow and that was toasted over the fire. What we didn’t do 

to try and get some variety into our meals although it was only bread and bully beef. One 

time we got a ration of English biscuits instead of the bread and with the biscuits we soaked 

them and cooked them up and so made what we called porridge. I met Harry Bornstein in the 

pen and he told me that he had heard Jack was drowned while being taken to Italy. He was on 

the torpedoed ship.  

After a month or two fellows started trading with the Ite guards who wanted Egyptian money, 

woollen clothing, leather belts etc., for which they paid in cigarettes, bread or jams. These in 

turn were retailed to the other fellows at the most exorbitant prices; for instance, ½lb tin of 

jam 30/-. cigarettes 20/- for ten, bread 20/- for a loaf of about twelve ounces, chocolate 

weighing 3½ ounces for 10/- and five small onions for 5/-. I also saw an egg sold for 9/-. 

Later on cigarettes became more plentiful and the price gradually dropped until one could get 

160 cigarettes for a pound, but by that time there were very few fellows that had any money 

left. 

Cigarettes seem to play a very big part in the finance of the Prisoner of War world as 

somehow one could buy anything for smokes. One of the pens alongside ours were told that 

they were going to Italy the following day and they would get plenty of clothing on the other 

side. Believing this they started bartering most of their clothing for smokes. Pullovers went 

for fifteen to twenty smokes, shorts from five smokes upwards, toothpaste about twenty 

smokes, also razors and any concealable items. The price of smokes at that time was thirty-

five for 20/-. 

Larry and myself went into the wood business after Gus Ackerman left us. We would get a 

fellow from one pen to get some wood from the South African natives in the pen alongside 

his for cigarettes. We would then remake the bundles and sell the wood at a profit of two 
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cigarettes in turn. The reason we got the wood from the natives was because they went out on 

fatigues for the Ites and so were able to get plenty of wood. 

We made quite a fair amount of trading profit for the few days we were in the business. It did 

help us to buy a letter card each to send home. I don’t know whether it ever reached its 

destination, but it made one feel slightly more contented having written the first few lines to 

our folks at home after about three and a half months of captivity and not knowing whether 

our folks knew whether we were prisoners of war, alive or dead. 

Some fellow decided to attempt an escape but was caught while crawling through the barbed 

wire and was shot on the spot. It was a horrible sight. There were quite a few other ways in 

which some tried to escape but were caught and luckily for them not shot.  

The Ites were very arrogant at that time as they were boasting of their forces being about to 

enter Alexandria which must have been one of the reasons for them wanting Egyptian money.  

One very interesting thing happened when a combined raid took place somewhere near 

Benghazi and some of our planes were overhead keeping the Ites very busy with the Anti-

aircraft guns and searchlights whilst the crews did their work. One of our planes came 

overhead at a very low altitude. I don’t think the Ites were aware of its identity for quite a 

while but woke up with a shock when he dropped something very close to one of their guns.  

Our planes started to come over quite often on daylight raids and I don’t think they were very 

far off their targets as we saw many a big dust cloud where they got direct hits and more than 

a ship got the same. About midday while sitting in our bivouac tents we heard quite a rumble 

and ran out to see what it was as we didn’t hear any of the anti-aircraft guns going off, but 

what we did see was a few of our planes going back after doing their job and the Ites 

scrambling like mad up the hill towards their gun posts. It was a matter of closing the stable 

after the cattle were gone. 

Another remarkable thing about Benghazi was that we didn’t get any salt for quite a long 

time and yet the camp was right on the edge of a salt lake. After agitating for a long while, we 

eventually got some.  

Every time some new prisoner came into the camp the first thing was to find out how our 

forces were making out as we got no news whatsoever and imagine our delight when we 

heard we had started to move forward once again and our hopes and wishes were for release 

by our armies. 

In the meantime the Ites had shifted us to another camp about two miles away. This was 

supposed to be the real transit camp. We had been in the other almost four months. Somehow 

or other news started to come into the camp of the advance of our troops which brought our 

morale up quite a lot. Then one morning the Ites called out 500 names and told us we were 

leaving for Italy. They moved us to another pen, gave us rations for the day and left us in 

there without any cover over our heads from the fierce sun.  

Our Airforce came over and did quite a lot of damage in the harbour and set an oil ship on 

fire so they were unable to move us that day. They then put us back into another pen where 

we were for quite a few weeks. 
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By this time it wasn’t only fleas that were troubling us but lice as well. We used to put our 

clothing through the disinfector but when they came out there seemed to be very many more 

animals. We did our best to kill them but the more we killed the more we found. They needed 

to give us a hot shower but the shower lorry must have got such a shock that it caught alight 

so there was no hot shower as they had to use the water to put the fire out. The Royal 

Airforce came over again and did some more damage. They set an oil tanker on fire and this 

one burned beautifully for about five days. 

The Ites told us we were moving out the following day. So there was packing of our goods 

and chattels which were very few. 

That evening while we were lying in our tents some fellow was saying goodbye to a friend of 

his in the opposite pen. They were talking to one another across the wire. We heard him 

saying cheerio and the next thing there was a shot fired. A few seconds later someone tripped 

over the ropes of our tent which was about thirty yards from the fence. Then someone said 

help me carry him to the medical tent as he has been shot in the knee. This fellow having 

fallen on our side of the tent, I got up to put my hand under his neck to lift him up. Imagine 

my feeling when I felt my hand get wet with some warm liquid. The poor fellow had been 

shot through the neck, not the knee and a minute later he died. The Ite excuse was that he 

attempted to climb over the wire, but that was not true. But the fact remains an innocent 

helpless starved man was shot in a most cold blooded and callous way. 

The following morning we were marched about five miles to the harbour and what a march it 

was, being underfed, weak and sick. We just about managed it. When we got to the harbour 

we were put on board a cargo boat – Santa Maria by name. A little distance away was the oil 

tanker that had been hit four or five days ago and which was still burning brightly. Eventually 

they started unloading the hold and then put the 500 of us down. It was dark, cold and 

miserable and the steel plates were damm cold and the air was musty. So what could we do? 

They gave us a few lifebelts to wear but we used them as pillows. The Ites said it would take 

us three days to get to our destination and the rations they gave us was for three days. 

Towards evening we steamed out. Some of us were up on deck to relieve ourselves as we left 

and the sight of the burning ship as we passed was a real good sight. Feelings amongst 

ourselves must have been very mixed as one of the sailors told us our troops had retaken 

Tobruk. They had taken us away, just as our chances of being released were almost true. 

The trip instead of taking three days took eight days. The rations we got was one biscuit and 

half a tin of bully beef for twenty-four hours. This was later reduced to one biscuit only. 

Apparently our navy was somewhere about so the Ites had to divert their course and went via 

the Greek coast. But we were feeling hungry and miserable and didn’t give a damm what 

would happen. We did have a bit of luck as they did let us go up on the deck for a while to get 

a bit of fresh air. The ship stopped at quite a few ports on the Greek coast to try and get some 

rations for us. I saw Athens, Piraeus, Patras where they managed to get a few cases of biscuits 

and while taking them on board they dropped most of the cases into the sea. So we got some 

salt water soaked biscuit for our ration. It is really amazing the strength one has in going 

through hell and starvation.  

We also went through the Corinth Canal and it is a really wonderful bit of work. On the 

eighth day we got to Taranto, Italy. That morning our ration was four biscuits per ten men. 

There we were promised a hot shower and a hot meal. We got the hot shower, had all our hair 
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shorn off, also beards and moustaches taken off. After that they put us through the showers 

and our clothes in the disinfector for delousing. After about three hours we were marched to 

the trucks; about fifty men to a cattle truck and a promise of food later. Towards evening the 

train moved off. We were cold and miserable. No warm clothes, no socks and no food. We 

then got to Bari after two nights and a day. We were then herded out of the trucks and 

marched for miles.  

How we did it I do not know but it was in the early hours of the morning that we got to the 

camp. We were cold and miserable. They gave us some hot coffee that morning, about a small 

tea cup full. We were kept there until about ten o’ clock, then the search started. They took 

away our blankets, and practically anything that we had – pocket knives etc. They then gave 

us a clay bowl and a cup for our food and gave us a blanket, a Red Cross one, and put us in 

tents. There were about twenty-five men to a tent with straw on the ground for a mattress.  

The soup came up and that was pumpkin water with a bit of cabbage thrown in and now and 

again some macaroni. I am sure the pigs at home got better swill. Still we were pleased to get 

it. Twice a week we got a piece of meat the size of a match box. The cheese we got was about 

the same size and the thickness about ¼ of an inch so we were doing well on the whole. We 

had no smokes so we smoked chestnut leaves and were they terrible! Still it was something. 

The bread we got was very small, about seven ounces. Some of the old hands told us about 

red Cross parcels and their contents and smokes as well. Did our mouths water? But there 

were no parcels in the camp so we went without them. 

Some of the fellows got hold of some cabbage leaves and stalks because when they had to 

throw some rubbish away, they passed some rabbit hutches. And were the leaves good. We 

ate them with relish, the first green stuff we had in five months. The rain came down like hell 

one night and the wind blew for all it was worth and the tent was half blown away and we 

were soaked to the skin - blankets and all. Being in the night and dark we could do nothing 

but huddle up against one another and try and keep warm and just wish for daylight to come. 

When daylight did come, we did our best to straighten things out and also sent a complaint 

into the Ites, and after a few days they put us in bungalows. We got beds for the first time and 

also straw paillasses and after about seventeen days we got six cigarettes – British Red Cross 

ones and were they good. Later we got some Italian smokes as well. Then there was another 

move. We were marched to the station, herded into trucks and off to a permanent camp. 

Gravina is the name of it. We got there late at night and had to stand in the cold until we were 

searched again then put into groups and sent to different sectors and here Terry and I parted. 

He was sent to sector five and I to sector 3. 

We were put into bungalows. There were no beds. We were given palliasses and had to sleep 

on the concrete floor. Not too good at all. Still we could take it. 

Some of the boys who were there from before gave us English smokes and some gave us tea 

with milk - the first we had tasted for very many months. They also told us about Red Cross 

parcels which we would get in due course. I will say the old hands treated us very nice 

indeed.  

The following day we got an issue of parcels. One between seven of us. The excitement was 

great and we also got twenty-five cigarettes per man. When it came to dividing the parcel, our 
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mouths were watering and we were very eager to taste the food. We each got a taste of 

salmon, sardines, bully beef, a butter meat roll, about two biscuits, some milk, coffee or tea. 

With seven men sharing the stuff didn’t go very far but was it good. Eventually four of us 

made up a group and so the stuff went further and later one man took the parcel at a time, so 

we got settled and it worked out quite well. The four in our group were two Brailsfords, Le 

Roux and myself.  

The month we got to Gravina was December 1942 and the boys were already speaking about 

Xmas parcels. Still we were only too pleased to be getting parcels because to taste the food 

after five month was really something worthwhile. For brews we got small tins with wire 

handles and these were put over the fires at the kitchen when the Italian skilly had been taken 

off. For this we also had to queue up and wait our turn. We termed this the small tin derby.  

After the morning check we would be waiting with our cans and dixies and the moment the 

bugle blew check over, then there was one big rush for the kitchen to get the brew going. 

On muddy days, which were plentiful, we had many a good laugh as one would see fellows 

sliding and slipping in all directions trying to be first in the queue.  

Some of the older hands had stoves they called blowers. They were a bellows type of affair. 

Embers were put in the tool box and as they pumped the bellows it kept the embers glowing 

and so the brew went on. But the main question was the obtaining of wood etc., as the empty 

cardboard container of the parcel made our brew.  

The parcels were of two kinds, English and Canadian and there was quite a variety of items. 

Some of them also contained oats, egg powder, custard, Yorkshire pudding, apple or fruit 

pudding. There were all sorts of cakes and blancmanges made with Canadian biscuits. 

For the early part of my stay in camp 65 I was feeling really miserable and in a perpetual 

state of hunger. The Ites had not given us much in the way of clothing and although they had 

quite a lot of Red Cross stuff but at the same time there was an element of doubt as to who 

was responsible for our issue – the people in charge or the Ites.  

What I got was one pair of Italian underpants and one shirt. I had one pair of shorts and a 

pullover, no boots or socks etc. I managed to get hold of a pair of second hand takkies 

(shoes).  

The weather was starting to get cold so I wasn’t feeling too pleased with myself. The water 

position was not too good. It would come on now and then for about fifteen minutes to half 

an hour and during that time if you were lucky enough to get your bottle filled up and to have 

a wash then you were a good man. It was almost impossible to do, although we managed it 

now and again. 

The lice position was really very bad. It seemed impossible to get rid of them. It was itch, 

scratch and off with your shirt etc., and start on killing them off, have a bit of peace for about 

ten minutes and then the same thing all over again. It seemed as if we would never get rid of 

the dammed pests. No matter where one looked the bloody things were there in their 

thousands. I am really amazed that they did not carry us away. We only had cold water with 

which to wash our clothing and with the nail brush we were able to borrow we managed to 

keep them down to a minimum. 
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There was a canteen in the camp as well for which we part paid twenty Lira per fortnight. We 

were able to purchase figs and onions, whichever was in the canteen. The rush that took place 

every time the cry came ‘figs in the canteen’, I am sure had nothing on the Diamond Field 

rush that took place in the Union and the price was between eighteen to twenty Lira per 

kilogram – so you see how far ones pay went. At times the quality was fair but at other times 

worse than awful. Onions were definitely the best buy of the lot. They cost between four and 

five Lira per kilogram and went about five or six medium ones to that weight, which is 

supposed to be 2½ lbs. 

These onions were definitely worth their weight in gold as they helped us out with many a 

meal; fried onions, boiled onions and raw onions and did we enjoy them? I will say that we 

did as it was one of the few vegetables that we were able to get fresh. 

It was nearing Xmas time and the talk turned to Xmas parcels, what the contents were, what 

we were going to have and different menus. But it all depended on what kind of parcel we 

would get seeing as there weren’t enough Xmas parcels to go round. Anyway the issue was 

two Xmas (one Canadian and one Indian) parcels between four men and 100 cigarettes per 

man. Being so hungry and the first month of our receiving parcels, most of the fellows just 

ate until they were sick, especially as we were not used to eating plenty of food of the grade 

and quality in the parcels. 

Another thing that happened was smoke eyes. Quite a few of us could not see anything - our 

eyes were smoking and burning. I have never before experienced such a thing. It was due to 

the heat of the fires and the cold air that we were subjected to while making our brews and 

warming up our food. 

But with all that we were very well satisfied with our Xmas fare and thanked God and the 

Red Cross for their wonderful work that they are doing and I am sure that every prisoner of 

war blesses them every time he has a meal. Because I am sure that without the Red Cross 

parcel many of us would have been under ground for good. 

Prisoner of war life has been a wonderful school for many of us and we have seen the best 

and the worst of our fellow men and one would be really amazed at the way some of us have 

turned out. Fellows that previously seemed to me to have been fine fellows showed their true 

colours and what a difference there was. Still we live and learn.  

Anyway after Xmas our group of four split up and Janie Le Roux and myself worked together 

with our parcels and I was not sorry about my choice as he really proved himself to be a 

staunch friend. I am sure one that I will never forget. I was not in very pleasant spirits as 

some mail had started coming through and I was always expecting to get some but seemed to 

slip up every time. 

Eventually on a real, wet, cold and miserable day I got my first letter. I was really very 

delighted and pleased especially as I now knew that my folks at home knew that I was alive 

and well and am sure relieved from a lot of worries.  

Later on Janie and myself decided to make a blower for ourselves (a blower incidentally is a 

small stove forced draught, not unlike a blacksmith’s forge). So we had a look around and 

scrounged some small cocoa tins etc., and got stuck into making one. The very first one was 

not too successful so I tried again and the second one worked alright. These blowers used 
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very little fuel. The tools we had were a pen knife, a stone and a pair of scissors. The job 

wasn’t too good looking but that didn’t worry us, as long as we were able to make our brew.  

After a few days I decided to improve on my model and did so. Then someone asked me to 

sell them my old one for some smokes and I did so and at the same time got the idea of 

making them and selling them to the boys in the other bungalows. So I put Janie on the job of 

getting tins and wire etc., and I did the assembling. Well we got on famously and sold the first 

one and to our surprise the fellow was so pleased that he brought down his mate to ask us to 

make him one. We were getting between forty and fifty smokes per blower – it all depended 

on the price of smokes.  

The business flourished and we were averaging a blower per day and at the same time 

became quite proficient at the manufacture of them. So now we had plenty of smokes and 

also traded the smokes for extra foodstuffs and bread and thus were able to have some good 

meals. Now and again someone would want a tin box which we also made. The work wasn’t 

of a wonderful standard, but was quite well made considering the tools at our disposal. 

The wood question was quite serious, but after getting together, Fanie and myself managed 

very well, especially as we pinched a log or two from the cook house. Our slogan was the 

brew must go on, and so it did. 

Then the Ites started sending out working parties. Fanie was put on one of them so I had to do 

the blower manufacturing on my own. I managed alright and had no worries as to selling 

them. 

Then we were shifted to Sector 5. There I was put in the same bay as Terry R. B and Barney 

Greenberg was also in the same sector. After I settled down there I started on my blowers 

again and Terry was my salesman and he sold them quicker than I could make them. With the 

Lira on smokes that I made I went to the market and bought foodstuffs, bread etc., and was 

never short of a good meal and can assure you that it was very welcome as the Ites didn’t 

give us very much in the way of food. 

Then on 26th June 1943 we were shifted further north to Camp 52. Here I shared a parcel with 

Barney Greenberg. We got on quite well together. I also met Gus Ackerman there and we 

were very friendly with one another. At this camp I didn’t make any blowers as they all 

seemed to have them. We had quite a few Lire between us that we had brought up from Camp 

65 as we had done quite a bit of trading there and we also received pay of twenty Liras per 

fortnight and so were able to buy fruit, tomatoes, onions etc., from the canteen.  

I didn’t take up any subject in the school as I couldn’t concentrate and also as we always 

seemed to be on the move every few months. After being at the new camp for a few weeks 

the Ites stopped our parcels, their reason being that we were making propaganda on the way 

up from Camp 65 by throwing chocolate, meat etc., to the Italian population. It may or may 

not have been so still they did and we went without parcels for about three weeks and then 

they gave them back to us after a few deputations had gone to see the Commandant. But they 

never made up the back issues. 

At this camp I did quite a lot of reading. The news was very good and it seemed as if it 

wouldn’t be very long before Italy was out of it, especially after Sicily was invaded and then 

Mussolini was thrown out. 
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Imagine our joy and excitement when the news came out that Italy had capitulated. The plans 

we had made and what we were going to do! The camp leader called a meeting and told us 

that we should not escape as we would be interfering with our forces etc., and that we would 

be taken away in a few days. Imagine our feelings when the following morning the Jerries 

(Germans) arrived and just took over the camp and we were cooped in unable to do anything. 

Some tried to escape but it was impossible as the Ites who had not as yet been taken off by 

Jerry wouldn’t assist us in any way. 

Well Jerry kept us there from the 9th until the 12th and then we were told that we were being 

taken to Germany. What a shock it was to us. Still, what could we do? On the march up to the 

station B managed to get away at a place where we were given a few minutes rest. Much as I 

wanted to be with him I couldn’t as the guards came and stood right at the place. I was just 

hoping that he wouldn’t be seen. We were then marched to the station and put into trucks 
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Longing 
Oh! I long and I pine for the beloved sweetheart of mine 

Oh! How I long to embrace and gaze into her lovely face 

Oh to be able to kiss my darling again and to put my arms around her once more 

Oh for the day to come, as before this blasted and hellish war. 

 

 
Figure 1 Issie and Reva on their wedding day 12 March 1939 

 

Figure 2 Issie and Reva in later life 
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Figure 3 Prisoner of War Questionnaire for Israel Josselowitz p. 1 
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Figure 4  Birth certificate for Israel Josselowitz 26 June 1911 
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Figure 5 Naturalization certificate for Israel Josselowitz and his family March 1912 
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Figure 6 Marriage certificate for Israel and Reva Josselowitz 12 March 1939
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Handwritten Journal of Israel Josselowitz
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