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Prologue


I have often been asked the question: ‘Why did the Germans put up with so much from the Allied P.O.W.s in Colditz? From the stories told, one is almost sorry for the Germans – the prisoners gave them such a h— of a time!’ In order to answer this question, I wrote – some years after the late war – to the only contact that I could trace among the German personalities of those days. Herr Hans Pfeiffer, the German interpreter at Oflag IVC, Colditz, was, happily, still in the land of the living, safe in the Western Zone of Germany. Colditz, by the way, is in the Eastern Zone, behind the Iron Curtain. Pfeiffer’s reply to my letter was written in good English and this is what he said:


You ask for my impressions of Colditz. I think our treatment of you was correct. Of course it was your verdammte Pflicht und Schuldigkeit as officers to escape, if you could, and it was likewise our ‘damned duty’ to prevent your doing so. That some of you did actually manage to get away under such difficult circumstances could only arouse the admiration of ‘your friends the enemy’, but I think your own book shows that such a collection of enfants terribles as yourselves could not be handled with kid gloves. Nichts für ungut! – no offence meant.


The Germans looked upon the prisoners as ‘their friends the enemy’. It was a curious friendship, but I can see what Herr Pfeiffer means. It was of the kind that springs from respect; that might easily have sprung up, for instance, between the Desert Rats and Rommel’s hardened campaigners, if circumstances had ever presented the opportunity.


Colditz was the prison to which Allied officers were sent after trying to escape from Germany. (Towards the end of the war there was not room in the camp for them all, and some who should have been there never had the dubious honour of residence within its walls!) The initial spark of defiance thus shown in captivity and registered by transfer to Colditz, produced the reaction mentioned by Herr Pfeiffer.


In Colditz itself, however, the spirit of defiance blossomed. In the tropical atmosphere of the prison, where ‘the heat’ was turned on by the prisoners, this spirit thrived. The germ of admiration planted in the minds of the warders grew to a personal respect as they came into daily contact with men who would stand no bullying and who showed by their actions that the weapons in the warders’ hands were not conclusive arguments as to the conduct of affairs in the prison.


The result was a modus vivendi ‘comparatively’ neutral as opposed to hostile. The Colditz prisoners received, on the whole, what might be termed manly treatment.


Pfeiffer apologetically explains that the prisoners could not be handled with kid gloves. What he is referring to are, largely, the conditions over which he and his fellow junior officers had little control; the cramped and stifling life in the camp. The German High Command was so intent on keeping the P.O.W.s inside – with a force of guards outnumbering the prisoners – that excesses in the laying down of prison orders were inevitable. Within these limits, the Germans were almost compelled to use the kid glove.


The prisoners were hostages – that became apparent after a couple of years. If the war was to take a wrong turning for Hitler and his entourage, the prisoners of Colditz would be held up to ransom. Perhaps the emergence of this fact caused the Germans to treat the prisoners warily. A dead hostage is no use at all. Of course he could be replaced – but there would be undesirable repercussions. So, it was worth their while to be tolerant within reason, on the principle that it is better not to tempt fate by baiting a spirited, if not dangerous animal, even though it may be, apparently, securely caged.


Where the Germans failed was in their excess of zeal to keep the P.O.W.s in prison. Their efficiency reached regrettable heights when they refused, during the lengthening years, to remove sick prisoners and, more particularly, the unfortunate ones who went ‘round the bend’. It was inevitable that in the confined atmosphere of Colditz there would be mental suffering among men whose very presence in the camp testified to their deep-seated yearning for freedom. There were several who became mentally unbalanced, even suicidal. They should have been removed. They were a menace to themselves and to the mental balance of their fellow prisoners. They had to be looked after tirelessly. They had to be guarded by men who could sense the danger to themselves, as if they were nursing patients suffering from an infectious disease.


One officer who had delusions and who, thank God, has completely recovered, described his feeling to me recently in this way:


After this failure to escape, I was so disgusted that I took to studying and research. Shortly after D-Day, I got some peculiar delusions – a long story in themselves. I got the impression that we were all drugged and under semi-hypnosis which was the reason the Germans caught every attempt to escape. One day I saw the Castle burning and could see the flames and the smoke and the beams crashing down. Of course, my fellow prisoners got so thoroughly scared that they got Dickie (the doctor) to give me an injection of morphia and put me in a cell.


The desire to escape was paramount among the men of Colditz. They were of all nationalities fighting on the Allied side: Englishmen, Scotsmen and Irishmen from Britain and every corner of the Commonwealth – Canada, Australia, New Zealand and Africa. There were Poles and Yugoslavs, Dutchmen from the Netherlands East Indies as well as from Holland, Frenchmen from the African colonies as well as the mother country and, long before the end, there were Americans too.


Naturally, under conditions in which everybody was trying to escape, there was a serious danger that plans would overlap if not conflict. An Englishman building a tunnel was in danger of meeting a Frenchman digging from another direction!


Each nationality had its Escape Officer; a man placed in charge of escape affairs, who was made aware of the plans of the other nationalities, who prevented congestion along the lines, and initiated an orderly roster with his colleagues. The result often went like this:


Sorry, old chap, a Frenchman (or a Dutchman or an Englishman, etc.) has already registered that plan. You’ll have to wait three months when it’s due to come off. If it’s not blown sky high after that, I’ll see you’re entered on the list for the next go, by the same route.


The reader can well understand that the position of Escape Officer was a most important and ticklish one. The holder, of necessity, had to have the implicit trust of his fellow officers. It was axiomatic that he was excluded from escaping himself; no little sacrifice for a man who, by his nature and experience – even before his promotion to the post – possessed all the qualifications for making a successful getaway.


While on this point, I am reminded of another which I must place before the reader. Some who have read The Colditz Story have said to me: ‘Surely the remark you made about so much having to be left unsaid was merely intended to intrigue the reader by introducing an air of mystery?’


May I be forgiven for repeating again that much interesting and exciting material has, necessarily, in the conditions of the world to-day, to be omitted. If the reader feels, on occasion, that he would like to know more than he is told, I hope he will remember this point.


Apart from this, there is, nevertheless, enough material to fill another book. I have had to pick and choose. I must, therefore, ask for the indulgence of the reader if, occasionally, I pass lightly over certain events and mention casually characters that have ‘gone before’. I cannot hope to achieve the finesse of Sherlock Holmes, who was wont to say cryptically: ‘. . . You will notice, my dear Watson, a distinct resemblance here, to the case of the Daskerville Diamonds . . .’ I feel sure the reader will understand that, although this story should be sufficient unto itself, it is, at the same time, the second in a series.


It is with deep regret that I have had to sacrifice a ‘heroine’ on the altar of truth. Neither would it be honest to the fair sex to withhold from them – or the men – the fact that there are no female characters in the story. On page 145 I have done my best. It was the nearest a woman ever approached to the forbidding portals of the Castle. Even so, she wasted no time. I can only lean on a good precedent in order to bolster up my failure to make, good the omissions of history. Surely I cannot go far wrong in emulating a drama without a heroine that once held the stages of the world for record breaking runs – none other than Journey’s End.


With this introduction, may I usher the reader into the auditorium, where the overture is about to begin . . .










 


PART ONE


1942


 










Chapter 1


Overture


This book is the story of a castle in Saxony during those years of the Second World War between November 1942 and April 1945. It covers only a fleeting moment in the history of the Castle as measured by the life-span of hewn stone and oak timbers. There must have been many periods, as the scrolls of the centuries unrolled, when the tempo of man’s activity within its walls rose to dramatic heights; but, probably, none was more dramatic than the short interval in which this story of human endeavour unfolds itself.


Not that the interval was short for the actors who then walked upon the Colditz stage. It is short in retrospect. The passage of time is registered physically and mechanically in minutes and hours by the clock. A year may sear itself upon the soul of a man so deeply that it becomes a lifetime or it may pass so refreshingly over him that it is gone like a gay summer’s day. Man measures time by happiness or sorrow, by tranquillity or torture. The one is past and gone so quickly that it is seldom seized and savoured. The other turns the hours into days and the weeks into years, and can turn man’s nature into unrecognisable shapes.


During the period of which I write, Colditz Castle was the Sonderlager or Straflager of Germany. It was the stronghold where Allied prisoners of war who had dared to break their chains were incarcerated. It was the cage in which were shut the birds that longed to be free, that beat their wings unceasingly against the bars. In such conditions birds do not usually survive long. It says something for the resilient spirit of man that those Allied prisoners, the inveterate escapers, who were sent to Colditz mostly survived the ordeal.


For such men, much more than for others, the hours were days and the weeks were years. They were men of action by nature, and they lived a long time the torture of forced inactivity. They were prisoners expiating no other crime than the unselfish service of their country.


Taking stock of the situation at Colditz in the bleak winter of 1942 entails, first and foremost, taking stock of the escaping situation.


The escape-proof castle of the 1914–18 war had been made to look like a riddled target. Holes had been made everywhere – metaphorically and literally – in its impregnable walls.


By the end of 1942, the British prisoners’ contingent had risen to eighty strong. Officers from the three Services and from every country of the Commonwealth, they had all committed offences against Hitler’s Reich. About ninety per cent. of them had escaped at least once from other camps. There were three padres: the Reverends Ellison Platt, Heard and Hobling, who had made themselves such nuisances elsewhere, clamouring for Christian treatment for their flocks, that the German High Command considered Colditz the only appropriate place for them. Here, at least, their clamours would not penetrate the thick walls of the fortress.


Seventy-three ‘officer-attempts’ to escape had been registered so far. The term ‘officer-attempt’ was used in the statistics so as to be able to register each attempt of each officer. Thus, seventy-three officer-attempts does not mean that seventy-three officers out of the eighty tried to escape. That figure was probably nearer forty than eighty, but as several of the forty attempted two or three times they were given their individual totals on the escape record, and the total of the whole column – so to speak – added up to seventy-three. It was not often that a Senior British Officer had an opportunity to escape, but Colonel Guy German was not omitted from an early attempt which would have left the camp devoid of the entire British contingent!


Out of the total recorded, twenty-two officers had succeeded in getting clear of the camp. They were ‘gone away’, as it was termed. The number included five Dutch officers taking part in British escape attempts. The statistic, however, that the camp was most proud of, and which has never been equalled by any P.O.W. camp in Germany, was the number of successful escapes. Officers’ home-runs into neutral or friendly territory totalled no less than eleven out of the twenty-two – fifty per cent.!


The fortunate eleven were: Airey Neave and Tony Luteyn; Bill Fowler and Van Doorninck; the two E.R.A.s, Wally Hammond and Tubby Lister; Brian Paddon; Ronnie Littledale, Billie Stephens, Hank Wardle and the author.


Coming next to the Dutch contingent, which numbered sixty at the end of 1942, the equivalent records were approximately as follows (excluding the Dutchmen above mentioned): officer-attempts about thirty, gone-aways ten and home-runs six.


The French contingent numbered one hundred and fifty, including a batch of fifty Jewish French officers who, with rare exceptions, did not interest themselves in escaping. Frankly, the latter realised that recapture for them meant extermination (in prisoner jargon a ‘Klim-tin’), and their lives were probably safer in Colditz than in France.


French officer-attempts numbered somewhere in the region of twenty to thirty – I cannot recollect them more exactly. Gone-aways numbered about ten and home-runs amounted to at least four.


The Polish contingent had left during the year. They had numbered eighty strong, and had been at Colditz from the beginning of the war. They were already there when I arrived in November 1940. They had come from Sonderlager of the First World War, Spitzberg and Hohenstein, from where they had registered twelve gone-aways and three home-runs to the Polish Underground. Tragic, indeed, it is to recollect that they had no homeland that they could make for. When they succeeded in breaking out of the Castle they headed for Switzerland, Sweden or France, leaving their homes and loved ones farther than ever behind them. Half a dozen had gone-aways to their credit, but, though some of them reached the Swiss frontier, they were caught and the record showed no home-runs to neutral territory from Colditz for this company. Nevertheless, after leaving Colditz, two at least escaped from a camp farther east in Germany and made their way to France and England. They were Felix Jablonowski and Tony Karpf. The former, an international lawyer and university lecturer, has recently gone to America to seek his fortune and a new life; while Karpf, happily married, has settled in Glasgow.


 


 


 


Airey Neave was the first Englishman to reach England from Colditz via Switzerland, France and Spain.1 That was in May 1942. Paddon followed closely at his heels – in time, though by another route – Sweden.


So much for the record up to the autumn of 1942; but what were the prospects for the future? Conditions were undoubtedly becoming more difficult. Within the Castle the roll-calls for prisoners settled down to a regular four Appells every day. The times at which the Appells occurred were, however, by no means regular. The factory siren which had recently been installed would shriek its warning at odd hours of the day, in the grey light of dawn or in the night hours. The parade started five minutes after the siren’s moans had subsided. Our men, wherever they were working at their nefarious activities, had only one compensation. In the deepest shaft or the longest tunnel, the siren could be heard and tools downed at once. Nevertheless, the five minutes tolerance gave little time for sealing entrances and cleaning up. It was always a close thing and wearing on the nerves. The fact that there were four Appells every twenty-four hours also broke up the working shifts, impaired efficiency and slowed progress considerably.


It was inevitable, too, that, as time went on, escape routes out of the Castle would become fewer and fewer. The Castle, as already mentioned, presented to the escaper by 1943 the picture of a target riddled with holes, but unfortunately, at this stage, behind every hole stood a sentry. The garrison outnumbered the prisoners. Catwalks had been erected providing an unhindered view into all the nooks and crannies in the battlements. They hung suspended like window-cleaners’ cradles; they stood on long poles clinging, sometimes perilously, to walls, like builders’ scaffolds supported from narrow ledges in the cliff sides. Wherever a prisoner had escaped, there new and forbidding rolls of concertina wire were stretched. Jerries hung out of skylights with machine-guns beside them surveying roof ridges, slopes and gutters.


Sound detectors were being installed everywhere. The exits through the thinner walls being nearly exhausted, men were digging deeper into the formidably heavy foundations of the older structure of the Castle.


Colditz, like many other ancient buildings, was not one castle but many castles; built and ruined, rebuilt and ruined again by wars and weather, by time and usage. Thus, although some of the senior prisoners’ quarters and probably the interior decoration of the Castle chapel was attributable to architects and builders working to the orders of Augustus the Strong, King of Poland and Elector of Saxony from 1694 to 1733, the garrison quarters around the outer courtyard were of eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century design. Returning within the keep, however, most of the architecture and the building construction bore witness to a Schloss built in earlier days during the sixteenth century. In these medieval halls and casemates the junior officers lived. When the tunnellers among them began delving downwards, they came upon yet earlier foundations of a castle destroyed, apparently, in the Hussite wars of the fifteenth century. In fact, it can be vouched with assurance that almost as long as man existed in those parts and wished to defend himself against his enemies, he must have built himself an eyrie on the easily defendable, towering rock promontory of Colditz.


The searchlights increased in number, dispelling the last shadow which might shelter a lurking form on its desperate route to freedom.


Then there were the Alsatian dogs. They had not increased in number, as far as was known, but they were worked harder. Patrols, with or without the Alsatians, had become frequent, and were the more dangerous as they became more irregular, touring the Castle at unpredictable intervals of time.


It was also natural that the prisoners and the guards should learn more and more of each others’ habits and methods. As the scales were from the first weighted in favour of the guards, they held an advantage which told more heavily as the years passed. The training of sentries for the work at Colditz became more scientific. They were instructed in all the known tricks and wiles of the prisoners; warned again and again of what they might expect; their duty stations changed often to prevent staleness dulling the edge of their preparedness. They toured, regularly, the escapers’ museum in the garrison headquarters, carrying away mental pictures of the escaper’s art, his tools, his keys, his maps, papers, clothing and his false uniforms, his trapdoors and his camouflage. The prisoners’ ingenuity was stretched to limits which only the story in its unfolding can adequately describe.


The prisoners were becoming physically weak. Even the most robust men could not stand up indefinitely to the meagre diet. Albeit that Red Cross food was available, there was never enough. Men were always hungry and could only bloat themselves with unappetising mealy potatoes and stomach-revolting turnips and swedes. Alternatively they took to their beds for long periods of the day, preserving thereby what little energy their nutrition gave them.


The spirit was unconquered but the flesh was weak. The change in physical condition came imperceptibly and, as each suffered alike, a prisoner did not appreciate the alteration taking place within himself or his companions around him. A form of evolution was going on within the Castle walls and a different kind of human being was coming into existence: a scrawny individual with a skin and bone physique seriously lacking in vitamins. Mentally, the prisoner who kept himself occupied was none the worse for his captivity. On the contrary, in many cases the enforced life of the ascetic sharpened the wits and enlarged the horizon of the mind. The age-old secret of the hermit was manifestly revealed; men’s minds and souls were purified by the mortification of the body.


Unfortunately, a man cannot escape from a fortress by mind alone. He has to drag his body with him. Although the escaper’s wits were sharpened and his mind as clear as a bell, his body, in 1942, could not perform the feats it did in 1940 unless scourged by the driving force of a powerful will.


So much for conditions within the fortress, but what of the great outside? The huge face of Germany lay for hundreds of miles in all directions around the Castle embedded in the very heart of the Reich. To the men incarcerated in the camp the changing circumstances outside were mostly a closed book. Every tit-bit of information gleaned was treasured and recorded for possible exploitation, but so much was unknown. Although the Colditz techniques for the production of false papers were highly skilled, though false identities could be faithfully reproduced which would pass muster under known conditions outside the camp at a given date, these very conditions were altering rapidly for the worse and changes were unpredictable.


 


The change that was coming over Germany is well illustrated by the two largest breakouts of the war from camps other than Colditz. Jumping ahead in time for a moment, on the night of August 3rd–4th, 1943, sixty-five British officers escaped by tunnel from Oflag VIIB at Eichstätt in Bavaria. It was a beautifully engineered escape, but not one of the officers made the home-run. Apart from the fact that the majority of them were ill equipped both as to civilian clothing and as to identity papers, according to the best standards, they under-estimated the reaction of the Germans to their escape. The latter, during the winter of 1942–3, were beginning to feel the flail of Allied heavy bombing; of our great aircraft sweeps over their territory. They were organising their Home Guard feverishly. It was known as the Landwacht. The Hitler Jugend was also mobilised, and children of tender age were not excluded from routine duties and from lessons upon how to recognise and how to capture enemy airmen. Thus, it was not a far cry to transfer their activities, at short notice, to the recapture of escaped prisoners. When large numbers escaped together, the organisation required would be no different from that which came into play after a heavy aerial bombardment.


Reports have it that after the Eichstätt escape no fewer than sixty thousand of the Landwacht were in action within twenty-four hours searching for the escapers. It was not an escape that paid dividends. Undoubtedly, of course, it gave the Germans ‘a packet of trouble’— that was a good thing. It harassed them, and because of that alone it was probably worth while. But it is also argued that it gave the Landwacht a good field day – impromptu manœuvres – which made them more efficient later on against our airmen parachuting into Germany and trying hard to evade capture. The escape failed on points of strategy rather than in the tactics of its execution.


Practically the same results were achieved, only with far worse consequences, by another, and the last, large British breakout recorded during World War II. This was the disastrous escape of seventy-six officers from Stalag Luft III. The escape occurred on March 24th, 1944.2 Three made home-runs. Fifty out of the seventy-six who escaped were murdered by the Gestapo. Such a breakout may have been thought good for morale, but no visible uplift in escaping morale was noticeable according to subsequent accounts.


The mass escape was the ideal form that escaping could take from 1940 up to the end of 1942.


A superb escape and – though it is always a matter of opinion – probably the finest British escape of the whole war is another illustration of the point. It was known as the ‘Warburg wire job’, and it occurred on August 29th, 1942 – within the early period of the war. Forty-three officers escaped, in one minute, over the wire barricades of Warburg prison camp with homemade storming ladders. It would be of interest to establish who provided the inspiration and leadership of this escape. He deserves a decoration.3 David Walker and Pat Campbell-Preston, both of the 1st Battalion the Black Watch, had something to do with it. J. E. Hamilton-Baillie, Royal Engineers, designed the ladders. Again the accoutrement and clothing for the outside part of the attempt was incomplete. Nevertheless, three officers in battle-dress made their way to France and subsequently a home-run to England. It is doubtful if they would have succeeded (in battle-dress) a year later.


By 1943, a regime had come to an end, and even if a great tunnel was built and completed with a good outfall beyond the camp confines, experience – bitter experience – encourages the thought that such a tunnel might have been better employed otherwise than as means for a mass break-out. If a transport plane had been laid on from England at a rendezvous to take the men off – that would have been another matter.


It is only too easy to criticise after the event – and nobody could wish to detract from such magnificent escapes as those above mentioned. This said, there can be no harm in going over an exercise performed, to draw out the lessons for the future, provide food for thought and encourage the fertile imagination. The mind can exercise itself in fields of interest, not to say of entertainment, by posing a few questions. ‘What might have happened if . . . ?’


What would have happened if ten officers had escaped instead of seventy-six? They would have been very well equipped – for they would have had the equipment of the sixty remaining behind to draw upon to fill any gaps in their own make-up. The most eligible team would be chosen for the attempt, and every advantage would be concentrated in the team to go. Once outside the wire – and once the alarm was given – what might the German reactions be? Ten British officers have escaped. Turn out the local Landwacht, say two hundred strong; search the locality; send out descriptions and photos; alert all railway security police and report the escape to Corps Headquarters. Now, consider the escape of seventy-six officers. This is serious. It cannot be kept from the General Staff, nor from Himmler, nor even from Hitler, and what is the result. Landwacht alerted in their thousands – nearly a hundred against each one, and the consequent chances of escape reduced to about the same ratio; the Gestapo sleuths placed hot on the scent, and the revengeful spirits of the maniac leaders of the country roused to anger; fifty of our finest officers murdered!


If only ten men had moved out, how many might have made home-runs? Judging by Colditz statistics, the number might have been as high as five. It would be reasonable to say two or three.


The discussion does not end there. What is the effect on the morale of those who stay behind; firstly, upon the whole prison contingent amounting to hundreds of officers; secondly upon the sixty-six standing down, who have had a more personal stake in the escape attempt?


Are the hundreds jealous they were not included in the escape? No! They could not be. Are the sixty-six? A few may be, but the majority are more pleased at the result, feeling they have contributed to the achievement. Their enthusiasm is whetted. Encouragement at the sight of success ensues and morale is lifted. ‘Nothing succeeds like success’ applies forcibly to escaping. What is the reaction of the hundreds to the success of the few? Morale is naturally improved. Quite the contrary is the result when many men go out and they all come back or when a large proportion of them are shot.


One question has been begged throughout. What is the reaction when only ten men go out where seventy-six might have gone and when ten men return? This is when the fur begins to fly, and recrimination, in the confined atmosphere of a crowded camp, quickly takes on the aspects of a revolt. Among the sixty-six feeling, naturally, runs high. Why were they not allowed to ‘have a bang at it’? Herein lies the difficulty of decision, and he has a strong character who makes the unpopular decision and sticks to it. The mass break-out is the easier course to adopt. Is it the right one?


By way of a corollary, and a sop to Cerberus, the man who makes the difficult decision can partially insure himself by seeing that the tunnel is properly sealed at entrance and exit after the ‘ten’ have gone, with a view to a second ten departing after the first hue and cry has died down. The chance of this ever being possible is a minimum, but it provides a safety-valve and parries the worst fomentations aroused by disappointment.


Lastly, the value of a home-run is not to be under-estimated. Airey Neave and Brian Paddon, returning to England in 1942, were among the pioneers, lecturing our forces training at home upon escape techniques as being developed in Colditz at the time. Their advice on the theory and practice of ‘evasion’ and their encouragement of our thousands flying regularly over enemy territory was an inspiration. They, and those who followed closely after them, helped materially in the success of the ‘evasion’ campaign which resulted in so many Allied airmen, parachuted from crippled aircraft, returning home safely by devious routes, each with a story of adventure and courage in adversity.


Even the unlucky ones who were captured and thrown into prison camps had some consolation. Their numbers swelled to large proportions from 1942 onwards as our planes, in increasing avenging swarms, traversed the disintegrating enemy cities, while more and more hatred belched upwards in screaming steel and rending explosive. Unlike the early prisoners, they were not lost souls, unbefriended and unaided. They arrived in camp knowing what to expect and what was expected of them. After the first terrible depression, they had hope to buoy them up. They knew they had friends, both in England and in the prison camps, who would help them to escape if possible. Moreover, the camps were well provided with the practical means to assist them.


 


The scene was darkening over Colditz. Men gradually realised that the difficulties were multiplying and the hazards of escape more problematical and dangerous as the days dragged on their infinitely slow and tedious procession. Around the cobbled courtyard of the inner Schloss the clack-clack-clack of wooden clogs wearing themselves out on the stones was interminable in the daylight hours; it bore into the head like the drops of water in a Chinese torture. It was a motif ever recurring in the symphony being played within the fortress.


There was only one silver lining for the escaper. German Army morale was on the decline and it was becoming noticeable among the camp guards.


It was possible, by slow degrees, to set up a black-market, in fact many black-markets. Racketeering in the produce of this illicit trade gradually became rife, until it was eventually scandalous and the German profiteers were seen to be gaining.


The matter was taken in hand so that an orderly influx of escape paraphernalia took precedence over private cupidity, and escapers, harassed by the infinite difficulties of escaping from the Castle, had the comfort, at least, of knowing that, once out they could hardly be better equipped for the journey across enemy territory.


The overture continues. The cymbals and the kettle-drums have had their turn. What of the undertones, the huge background in front of which the violins will play? What say the trombones, the bass drums and the deep-throated cellos?


November 1942 opened with the final phases of the Battle of Alamein which Winston Churchill describes as ‘the turning of the hinge of Fate’, adding, ‘It may almost be said, “Before Alamein we never had a victory. After Alamein we never had a defeat.” ’


Guns boomed from the Atlantic on the North African shore. The American amphibious invasion began at Casablanca on November 8th, and in the Mediterranean, around Oran and Algiers, on the same day. Stalingrad was relieved at the end of January 1943, with the capture of Field-Marshal Paulus and the survivors of twenty-one German divisions. Churchill was anxious to open the Second Front in Europe in 1943, and Stalin was likewise pressing for it. The British were losing an enormous tonnage of shipping every week in the Atlantic. The drain of this life-blood still had to be stopped. It was one of Hitler’s few remaining trump cards. The war leaders argued the pros and cons; Churchill met the Turks at Adana. The latter would not be hurried into the war on the Allied side. Hitler put all his efforts into a Tunisian campaign. The requirements for the successful completion of the Allied North African operation ‘Torch’ sealed the doom of another operation called ‘Round-up’.


The prayers and hopes of thousands of Allied prisoners all over Europe were centred on an Allied landing on the Continent – the opening of the Second Front – in 1943.


Although they did not know it by that name, ‘Round-up’ was what they prayed for.


The Colditz inmates were by this stage of the war well equipped for the wireless reception of news from the Western Allies. They had at the same time, by the continuous application of carefully aimed shafts of ridicule, silenced the German loudspeakers in the camp. The Germans no longer tried to switch on their news bulletins. Instead they set about dismantling the loudspeakers in the various quarters. Alas! they were too late. When the electricians took down the instruments all they retrieved were hollow shells. The works had been removed in good time, and were already in the service of the Crown instead of the Corporal.


The great march of events in the latter half of the war was not lost to the prisoners. Indeed, the majority lived for the news. It was a soul-assuaging consolation to the many who knew, in their hearts, that they would never make home-runs. Let the violins speak.


A seeding of players in the escape tournament began to take place. It was a voluntary affair, and brave men stepped out of the queue of their own accord. They did not speak of it.


There was no dramatic renunciation of rights; there were no recriminations. They dropped from the life-line around the overcrowded escaping life-boat and, with resignation, allowed the great ocean of world events to swallow them. They drowned their personal ambitions and drifted, each one alone with his own soul awaiting the end. The end lay over the horizon and the sky was lowering.


To these men, suspended in the boundless sea of time, the broadcast news bulletins were essential for mental well-being and sanity. News was like oil poured on the waves; a protecting calm amidst the storm that threatened the balance of their minds, that was never far away, that could descend with the elemental force of a whirlwind. Sometimes, indeed, the news appeared as a mirage, deceiving them horribly, but, at least, the omissions and the veils drawn over adverse situations coming from the Western transmitters were as nothing compared with the great hoax that was played upon the German people by their wireless broadcasters. If the Allies did not tell all the truth, at least they avoided lying. So, for our men, there was always hope as opposed to the revengeful bitterness that grows from deliberate deception.


 


1 Neave has written the story in They Have Their Exits.


 2 See The Great Escape, by Paul Brickhill.


3 According to recent reliable information, Tom Stallard, then a Major of the Durham Light Infantry, now a Lieutenant-Colonel with the D.S.O. and O.B.E., was responsible.










Chapter 2


Escape Fever


News of the success of the escape of Ronnie Littledale, Billie Stephens, Hank Wardle and the author, and of their safe arrival in Switzerland, soon filtered through the censor’s net. Four gone-aways and four home-runs – it was great news, putting the British contingent well ahead of the other nationalities in the friendly rivalry for the lead in home-runs. Many men, whose hopes of an ultimately successful escape had almost vanished, imbibed new strength and determination. A wave of enthusiasm like a gust of fresh air swept through the Castle.


Dick Howe, of the Royal Tank Regiment and officer in charge of escape, was overwhelmed with new schemes and the resurrection of old ones. Activity became feverish, and it was clear that the Jerries were in for a difficult time. The latter soon scented trouble ahead and the German security team hardly slept at night. Hauptmann Priem and Oberleutnant Püpcke, Hauptmann Eggers and the deadbeat Hauptmann Lange, Oberstabsfeldwebel (Sergeant-major) Gephard and his Gefreiter (corporal), known as the fouine or ferret or Dixon Hawke, took turns at making the rounds. P.O.W. ‘stooging’ systems had to be double shifted to cope with the new circumstances. Hardly an officer was free from some duty or other.


For some unaccountable reason the word stooge, in prison jargon, had two totally different meanings, depending entirely on the context in which the term was used. ‘Stooging’ in the above case implied the P.O.W. ‘look-out’ organisation instituted to warn prisoners of Germans approaching on the prowl, ‘snooping’ as it was called. On the other hand, a stooge could be a person planted by the Germans in the camp to report on the prisoners’ nefarious activities.


As the German security net became more closely drawn and the sentry layout more dense, it was brought home to the prisoners that escapes of almost any kind would have to rely on split-second timing. The old leisurely days were disappearing. This change implied long hours of stooging by an escape team, and the plotting of enemy movements for weeks on end in order to discover the loop-holes in their defence system.


Dick, thirty-two years old, had won his M.C. at Calais in 1940. He was standing the strain of the difficult job of Escape Officer remarkably well. To any outsider, he looked sallow, hollow cheeked and terribly thin, but that was normality in Colditz and passed without comment. His good humour remained his greatest friend. Demands on his time were heavy. What kept him always on top of a situation was an obstinate refusal to be flustered either by contrary events or by contrary people.


Rupert Barry and Mike Sinclair teamed up. They were a formidable pair and would take a lot of stopping. They were given what was known as the theatre-shaft job.


Rupert, of the Ox and Bucks Light Infantry, tall, dark and handsome with his big brown moustache and smouldering eyes, had been one of the first escapers in Germany. He, Peter Allan and the author, out of a tunnel at Oflag VIIC, near Salzburg, were half-way to Yugoslavia when recaught in September 1940. At Colditz, Rupert’s luck had not been good. Two tunnels on which he worked did not succeed in putting him outside the wire, although the first was completed without discovery.


Mike, of the 60th Rifles, had been free in Poland for a long time, and then in a Gestapo prison for a while before he reached Colditz. He had escaped once from the Castle, only to be recaptured in Cologne. He was, by now, a fluent speaker of German. He was a few years younger than Rupert – about twenty-six. His red hair and his audacity had earned him the title among the Germans of Der Rote Fuchs – the Red Fox. Of medium build, tough, with a resolute freckled countenance, his life was devoted to escaping, and his determination was as valuable as a hundred-ton battering-ram matched against the walls of Colditz.


Mike and Rupert reorganised an old twenty-four-hour watching roster, which had been started many months before, on what was known as the air-shaft or light-well situated in the middle of the theatre block, where also the senior officers were housed.


The theatre itself was on the third or top floor of this block, and the square light-well was surrounded by a corridor on three sides which separated it from the theatre. A locked door gave onto the corridor, which was lighted from barred windows overlooking the well. The door was the only normal means of entry. There was no staircase. The twenty-four-hour watch was maintained in this corridor.


At the bottom of the well, fifty feet below, were doors leading into various German kitchen and canteen quarters. Thick walls, on the other hand, separated it from the prisoners’ quarters at ground level. Needless to say, a sentry stood at the bottom of the well throughout the twenty-four hours.


After a fortnight’s watching it was possible to confine stooging activity to some twelve hours, not consecutive, during the day; the other twelve hours being ruled out as impossible for escape purposes.


One early winter evening, as the light was beginning to fade, rehearsals of a forthcoming show were in full swing, bringing many officers of all nationalities into the theatre. It was a time of activity. An orchestra was practising; the scene painters were at work; stage managers, producers, actors and staff milled around, all providing admirable camouflage for the movement of shifts of stooges through the locked door into the corridor beside the well.


The old piano clanged out its tinny tunes. Sounds of hammering and scene-shifting mingled with the hubbub of voices rising and falling. Dick Howe busied himself around the stage followed by his Dutch stage-lighting assistant, Lieutenant Beetes. The dreadful piano worried Dick. He mused over that dream piano – the new Bechstein Concert Grand – that had arrived one day, months ago now, in the courtyard. Workmen had toiled for hours hoisting it up the narrow staircase and had demolished a wall in the theatre in order to install it. Then the workmen’s civilian coats, thrown off in the heat of the moment, had vanished. The contents of pockets reappeared mysteriously, but the coats were never found. An ultimatum from the Commandant; stubborn silence from the prisoners; and the Bechstein Grand retraced its journey down the stairs and disappeared again outside the prison gateway.


There were no less than four orchestras now; all of them suffering from the curious version of the chromatic scale reproduced by this rickety, upright cupboard full of tangled wires.


There was the Symphony Orchestra conducted by a Dutchman, First Lieutenant Bajetto; the Theatre Orchestra with Jimmy Yule as composer, orchestrator and pianist; the Dance Band with John Wilkins as band leader; and finally the Hawaiian Orchestra composed principally of Dutch colonial officers.


‘What a difference it would make!’ Dick sighed to himself. Then a flicker of a smile appeared at the corners of his mouth, and, as he stood in the middle of the stage by the footlights, surveying a scene, just completed, his thoughts were not on the set he was supposed to be examining. He was wondering if he could not, after all, spirit the Bechstein Concert Grand back into the theatre.


His mind was far away when a tug at his sleeve from the auditorium pulled him back to earth. He turned to see Vandy, the irrepressible Dutchman, plotter of a hundred escapes, smiling broadly as usual, looking up at him.


‘I haf made a fine hole,’ said Vandy in a suppressed voice, ‘come qvick and see, my two escapers are preparing now to go.’


‘Fast work, Vandy,’ said Dick, jumping down over the footlights. ‘I know this theatre pretty intimately and haven’t noticed any rat-holes recently.’


‘Ach no! Dick – you vould not see. I haf been vorking for a veek and you know my plaster camouflage!’


Vandy led him to the dressing-room at the right of the stage. There in the corner was a gaping hole with all the paraphernalia of camouflage strewn around.


‘Why!’ exclaimed Dick, ‘you’re using Neave’s old route.’


‘Qvite right, it is the same. This hole – qvick! bend down and look along it – you see – it is in the roof of the causevay over the main gate. My men can now reach the guardhouse. They are putting on the German uniforms at this moment in my qvarters. They vill be here very soon. It is a blitz.’


‘But,’ said Dick incredulously, ‘the Jerries blocked up that route some time ago.’


‘Yes,’ replied Vandy unshaken, ‘but my men haf seen Germans recently through the windows of the causevay. Where there is an entrance there must be an outrance.’


‘H’m!’ said Dick. ‘I’d better get our stooges out from the corridor pretty quick. Thanks for telling me, Vandy, but give me a little more notice next time.’


Vandy was full of glee. There was nothing he liked more than surprising people. He was revelling in the joke he was about to play on the Jerries and missed the note of anxiety in Dick’s voice. They retraced their steps into the theatre as Vandy studied his watch and signalled to a Dutch stooge at the door leading to the stairs.


At the same moment, Rupert Barry appeared from the direction of the light-well. Dick beckoned him over.


‘You’re in the nick of time, Rupert. Vandy has a blitz on.’


They were near the orchestra, which had started running over the opening bars of Chopin’s Polonaise and the piano was making a noise like a broken-down zither in Dick’s ear.


‘What did you say?’ shouted Rupert. ‘The band has a blitz on?’


Dick took Rupert’s arm and they moved away among the chairs of the auditorium. ‘I said Vandy has a blitz on. He’s got two Dutchmen coming up here any moment.’ Dick pointed to Vandy and his theatre stooge in close conversation some yards from the theatre door.


‘They’re going over into the guardhouse. They’re dressing as Jerries. There may be trouble. You’d better get our stooge out from the corridor. Who’s in there now?’


‘Peter Storie Pugh,’ said Rupert.


They were both looking towards the door as he spoke. Hardly were the words out of his mouth when the balloon went up.


The unmistakable figure of Priem appeared framed in the doorway, a dark outline in the gathering dusk. Vandy’s stooge had been caught off his guard.


Priem took a few steps into the room. From behind him stepped Gephard who made for the electric switches, and the next moment the theatre was flooded in light. A posse of Goons followed closely at Gephard’s heels. The music of the orchestra tailed off to nothing as Priem grated out his orders. Hammering continued in the wings of the stage. The scene builders went on with their work – oblivious of the unrehearsed drama taking place in front. Goons were suddenly everywhere. Vandy made for the door of the staircase, but a sentry barred the way with his rifle across the jambs.


Dick noticed that Rupert had glided away in the direction of the door to the corridor. The situation was tricky. He vaulted on to the stage and collided with Scarlet O’Hara who had just emerged from the wings. Scarlet had heard the familiar guttural shouts as he was in the midst of mixing up some scenery paint for his own use. Dick whispered to him.


‘Quick! Scarlet, go and help Rupert. He needs some diversion. He’s got his stooge in the corridor and must get him out.’


Scarlet, the Canadian tank lieutenant, whose complexion had earned him his name, saw the situation immediately and muttering to himself, ‘These b— Huns again, never let you alone for a minute, the blasted Kartoffels.’ He faded into the milling crowd of actors, scene-shifters, instrumentalists and German soldiery.


The Jerries knew what they were going for. Vandy’s hole must have been discovered from the German side. They made for the dressing-room and herded everybody off the stage into the auditorium as Priem and Gephard held a conference. They were discussing what action to take. Vandy’s blitz had shaken them.


‘Will they hold everyone in the theatre and search them all?’ Dick wondered to himself. It was a normal procedure. The room would be cleared, one by one the officers would be searched, and finally the Jerries would search the premises and the corridor. He stood leaning against the rickety piano, and could see Rupert and Scarlet in deep conversation in the far corner. Lulu Lawton, the black-haired Yorkshireman from the Duke of Wellington’s Regiment, Dick’s second in command, was weaving his way through the crowd towards him. In the distance Dick also spied Harry Elliott, a captain of the Irish Guards, who waged a private war against the Germans.


As Lulu approached, Dick said casually, ‘I wonder what brought Harry into the theatre. He never comes up here if he can help it. And to choose to-day! It’ll be worth listening to what he has to say about the Jerries upsetting his routine. Look, he’s arguing with the Jerry on the door now, swearing at him like a trooper.’


‘He came up to get some more yellow paint for his jaundice set-up,’ explained Lulu. ‘He’s going before the medical board any day now.’


Priem had apparently made up his mind what to do. He mounted the stage and addressed the assembled mixed bag of officers of all nationalities:


‘Meine Herren,’ and he continued in German with sarcasm, ‘I am confident that not all the officers here present intended to escape through the hole I have just found. I shall not inflict unnecessary punishment on you by insisting that you remove all your clothes for searching. You will leave the theatre one by one. My under-officers will feel through your uniforms and in your pockets. I must find the instruments with which the hole has been made, and the culprit. The theatre will probably be closed, but I shall report first to the Commandant. Will you begin to leave the theatre at once and one at a time.’


Dick looked anxiously towards the corridor. He could not see Rupert or Scarlet; only a huddle of French and English officers around the locked door. Obviously a scrum was being organised – but the top of the door was clear of their heads and if it was opened it would be plainly visible. Dick thought hard. A long queue had already formed by the theatre exit where several soldiers now stood while Gephard and two Gefreite – the fouine and another – quickly ran their hands over officers’ clothing, occasionally feeling inside a pocket. The search was cursory. One by one the queue was diminishing. He noted through the open door of the dressing-room that a sentry had been posted in front of the hole. The soldiery was all occupied. Priem was the danger.


Dick deliberately avoided the queue and approached Priem, who was standing at the top of the stage steps surveying the scene before him. Dick suddenly had the inspiration he was waiting for. Looking up at Priem from the bottom of the steps he said in German:


‘Herr Hauptmann, I wish to ask you a question about the theatre’s requirements.’


‘Na, what is it, Herr Hauptmann Ho-ve?’ said Priem descending to his level and losing his commanding view of the corridor entrance. He always pronounced Howe as two syllables, ‘Ho-ve’.


Dick drew him over to the piano and, winking at Lulu who was leaning on it, he began:


‘The British, Herr Hauptmann, have collected a big reserve of Lagermarken (prison money), which, together with subscriptions promised from other nationalities, we have calculated is large enough to buy a cinema organ for the theatre. You see, our theatre committee does not want a piano any more. This one here’ – and Dick struck a few discordant notes on the keyboard of the upright – ‘is kaputt, as you know well.’


‘You cannot afford an organ, Herr Hauptmann!’ said Priem, raising his eyebrows and smirking incredulously.


‘Oh yes, we can! If you will come with me to our Senior Officer’s room downstairs I can ask him to show you the figures.’


‘But, Herr Hauptmann Ho-ve, you do not require an organ – you need a piano.’ There was horror in his voice. The shaft had struck home.


‘Nein, nein, Herr Hauptmann Priem,’ interrupted Dick, ‘we are not interested in pianos any more, everybody wants to have a fine Würlitzer organ. The Protecting Power will support our demand for one because this piano here is finished. We can say you refused to give us a new piano months ago when we asked for it.’


Looking past Priem, Dick caught a glimpse of Rupert and Scarlet, and then to his relief, as the screening crowd dispersed to take up their positions in the fast dwindling queue at the exit, he noticed the figure of Peter Storie Pugh.


Priem began to walk towards the exit as well, and Dick and Lulu followed. Dick said:


‘Herr Hauptmann Priem, would you like to see the accounts showing our reserve of Lagermarken?’


‘Nein,’ replied Priem, ‘I believe you.’ He turned away to speak to his Oberstabsfeldwebel, Gephard, and Dick turned to Lulu.


‘If that doesn’t bring the Bechstein Concert Grand back, I reckon we’d better start saving for the Würlitzer! I have a hunch, though, that the old Commandant won’t want to have a grand piano left on his hands.’
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