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INTRODUCTION



  The Plight of the Prisoner of War




  Ferdinand Fuge was a tall, dark-haired, and broad-shouldered youth, a machinist in the German Navy who had been serving aboard the U-664 in August 1943, when the ill-fated submarine was destroyed by American aircraft in the North Atlantic. Along with forty-three other survivors, Fuge was plucked from the sea by the destroyer USS Borie and soon found himself as a prisoner of war at the Papago Park POW camp just outside Phoenix, Arizona.




  In May 1944, Fuge and another German sailor slipped out of the camp by hiding beneath the floorboards in the bed of an army truck, only to be arrested by local police in the neighboring town of Tempe three hours later. In December Fuge would flee Papago Park once again, one of twenty-five German POWs to escape through a 178-foot-long tunnel laboriously dug through the rocky desert soil.




  On the cold and rainy Christmas Eve that followed, Fuge and his companion Kurt Strehle, hungry, soaked, and chilled to the bone, would knock on the door of a farmhouse in Tempe and give themselves up. After they were returned to Papago Park, the men were brought before the Board of Inquiry that had been convened to investigate the mass escape, an event that was making national headlines and proving to be a great embarrassment for the US Army.




  “Why did you escape?” Fuge was asked.




  The young German looked at the questioning officer through a pair of deep-set, brooding eyes.




  “As long as there will be prisoners of war, there will always be escapes,” Fuge replied.
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  In ancient times, when a soldier found himself defeated on the field of battle and taken prisoner, the best he could hope for was a lifetime of slavery—if he were not immediately set upon and murdered by a merciless foe. The Egyptians, Persians, Greeks, and Romans all enslaved their prisoners of war, while captured nobles of wealth and power were often held for an exorbitant ransom. The English word “triumph” comes from the Latin triumphus, the term for the victory parades of the Roman Legions, where prisoners were marched in chains through the streets of Rome before being sold into slavery. Common warriors captured in battle were often forced to fight in Roman arenas as gladiators, their violent deaths serving as entertainment for hundreds of cheering spectators. During the Middle Eastern crusades, prisoners of war were shown little mercy by either side: Both Christians and Muslims who were not slaughtered outright were often enslaved. The Treaty of Westphalia, which ended the Thirty Years War that ravaged Central Europe from 1618 to 1648, serves as an early example of belligerent nations agreeing to provide for the humane treatment of prisoners of war. The treaty called for the immediate repatriation of all prisoners following the cessation of hostilities and forbid holding them for ransom. During the Napoleonic Wars the concept of parole came into practice, where prisoners of war were released from confinement in exchange for swearing an oath that they would not attempt to escape and resume fighting, thereby relieving the captors from the burden of housing, feeding, and guarding prisoners. The granting of parole to captured officers and formal exchanges of prisoners were common practices during the American Revolution.




  In April 1863, President Abraham Lincoln signed General Order 100, also known as the Lieber Code, which established a code of conduct for Union Army soldiers during the American Civil War and included regulations pertaining to the ethical treatment of prisoners of war.




  “Military necessity does not admit of cruelty—that is, the infliction of suffering for the sake of suffering or for revenge, nor of maiming or wounding except in fight, nor of torture to extort confessions,” the code stated.




  Using the Lieber Code as a guide, international agreements regarding the humane treatment of prisoners of war (POWs) soon followed, beginning with the Hague Convention of 1907 and the Geneva Convention of 1929. The Geneva Convention, the first of several such accords still widely recognized today, established rules for evacuating prisoners from combat zones as well as the operation of prisoner of war camps. Signa-tories of the Geneva Convention committed themselves to provide for the adequate feeding, housing, and medical care of prisoners of war and agreed to the types of labor that POWs should perform.




  When properly observed by signatory states, the Geneva Convention greatly improved the daily lot of prisoners of war, with most belligerent nations operating under the assumption that adherence to the convention and the ethical treatment of prisoners of war was the best way to ensure the survival of their own captured soldiers in enemy hands. The Geneva Convention did not, however, eradicate instances of abuse or atrocities. Some nation-states, even while professing their strict obedience to the accords, would go on to carry out despotic war crimes against prisoners such as torture, beatings, starvation, excessive physical labor, and other cruelties.




  While the Geneva Convention did address the responsibilities and expected conduct of prisoners of war while confined within POW camps, it did not prohibit them from attempting to escape. In fact, the treaty established rules for the “detaining power” with regard to how prisoners of war should be disciplined if caught while trying to escape.




  “Belligerents shall ensure that the competent authorities exercise the greatest leniency in considering the question whether an offence committed by a prisoner of war should be punished by disciplinary or by judicial measures,” Article 52 states. “This provision shall be observed in particular in appraising facts in connection with escape or attempted escape.”




  In cases where parole was granted, many prisoners saw escape as a despicable act. The privilege of parole was extended chiefly to the officer class, which placed a high value on giving one’s word or honor. Other prisoners, particularly if they were treated humanely by their captors, were likewise averse to the idea of escape. If they were removed from the hazards of the combat zone and adequately fed and sheltered, many POWs held the view that “their war” was over, and saw no reason to risk their lives any further.




  Still others saw escape and a return to the fight as a moral imperative and their sacred duty. Roland Garros, a French aviator and inventor who developed one of the early mechanisms that allowed a machine gun to be mounted to the cowling of an airplane and fired through the arc of the spinning propeller, was forced down behind enemy lines and taken prisoner in April 1915. Three years later he managed to escape and made his way to Allied lines, where he once again took up arms against the Germans that had invaded his native France. Garros would be shot down and killed in October 1918, just five weeks before the armistice that ended World War I.




  Throughout the history of modern warfare, the duty of the POW to escape captivity appears to have been, for the most part, a cultural expectation in the absence of formal orders issued to troops going into combat. In the Second World War the British established MI9, a branch of military intelligence dedicated to training British and Commonwealth troops to evade capture and, if captured, techniques for a successful escape. Pilots in the Royal Air Force, in particular, were encouraged by MI9 to attempt to escape if captured and were supplied with silk maps, compasses, and language guides.




  During the Korean War, several American service members captured by the Communist Chinese and North Koreans were subjected to torture and forced to sign statements condemning the actions of the United States and United Nations forces. To avoid such occurrences during future conflicts, in 1955 President Dwight D. Eisenhower signed Executive Order 10631, the Code of Conduct for members of the Armed Forces of the United States. Article IV describes how captured American troops are expected to behave: “When questioned, should I become a prisoner of war, I am required to give name, rank, service number, and date of birth. I will evade answering further questions to the utmost of my ability. I will make no oral or written statements disloyal to my country and its allies or harmful to their cause.” Article III of the Code of Conduct states: “If I am captured I will continue to resist by all means available. I will make every effort to escape and aid others to escape. I will accept neither parole nor special favors from the enemy.”




  In attempting to escape and return to friendly lines, prisoners of war face a myriad of daunting challenges and deadly hazards. During the Second World War, many German POW camps had a strand of wire stretched several feet before the perimeter fence, a so-called line of death. Any prisoner crossing the line was liable to be shot. Likewise, American soldiers guarding German prisoners were instructed to shout the word “halt” three times (the word has the same meaning in both languages) when observing a prisoner attempting to escape. If the POW failed to comply, the soldier was instructed to open fire.




  If a POW is being held by an enemy that is in retreat or otherwise in disarray, if the facility in which he is confined is makeshift or improvised, if the troops guarding him are substandard (as is often the case), and if sympathetic civilians or partisans can be found among the local population, his chances of a successful escape are much improved. On the other hand, if he is captured by an organized and determined enemy and held in a well-designed camp surrounded by a hostile population, holds no command of the language, and faces immense physical barriers on his route to freedom such as deserts, oceans, and mountain ranges, his chances of self-repatriation are rather slim.




  Some POWs attempt escape simply to cause chaos within enemy lines, knowing full well that they will likely be recaptured. This was one of the motivations behind the Great Escape from Germany’s Stalag Luft III in 1944. The British and Commonwealth prisoners that performed the escape had hoped, if nothing else, to divert thousands of German troops from the fighting front. This was indeed one of the few objectives of the escape attempt that was successfully met. In some instances, as in the case of captured troops subjected to the brutality of the Soviets and Japanese during World War II, or the North Vietnamese during the Vietnam War, escape was viewed by prisoners of war as being synonymous with survival.




  The pages that follow showcase a dozen of the most famous prisoner of war escapes in the history of modern warfare. Although from story to story the escapees may differ in nationality, ideology, and allegiance, and each has been shaped differently by the era and culture in which he was reared, the reader will find that many common traits are shared: loyalty to country and cause, tenacity, resourcefulness, and an abundant amount of courage.











  CHAPTER ONE




  London to Ladysmith via Pretoria




  Winston Spencer Churchill





  
PRETORIA: NOVEMBER 20, 1899





  On Tuesday, the 14th, the mounted infantry patrols reported that the Boers in small parties were approaching and Colonel Long made a reconnaissance in force to ascertain what strength lay behind the advance scouts. The movement that we had awaited for ten days impended. Accordingly certain military preparations, which I need not now specify, were made to guard against all contingencies, and at daylight on Wednesday morning another spray of patrols was flung out towards the north and northwest, and the Estcourt armoured train was ordered to reconnoitre towards Chieveley.




  We started at half-past five and, observing all the usual precautions, reached Frere Station in about an hour. Here a small patrol of the Natal police reported that there were no enemy within the next few miles, and that all seemed quiet in the neighbourhood. It was the silence before the storm.




  All was clear as far as Chieveley, but as the train reached the station I saw about a hundred Boer horsemen cantering southwards about a mile from the railway. Beyond Chieveley a long hill was lined with a row of black spots, showing that our further advance would be disputed. So after all there would be a fight, for we could not pass this point without coming under fire.




  The Boers held their fire until the train reached that part of the track nearest to their position. Immediately over the rear truck of the train a huge white ball of smoke sprang into being and tore out into a cone like a comet. Then came the explosions of the near guns and the nearer shell. The iron sides of the truck tanged with a patter of bullets. There was a crash from the front of the train and half a dozen sharp reports. The Boers had opened fire on us at six hundred yards with two large field guns, a Maxim firing small shells in a stream, and from riflemen lying on the ridge. I got down into the cover of the armoured sides of the car without forming any clear thought. Equally involuntarily, it seems that the driver put on full steam, as the enemy had intended. The train leapt forward, ran the gauntlet of the guns, which now filled the air with explosions, swung round the curve of the hill, ran down a steep gradient, and dashed into a huge stone which awaited it on the line at a convenient spot.




  To those who were in the rear truck there was only a tremendous shock, a tremendous crash, and a sudden full stop. What happened to the trucks in front of the engine is more interesting. The first was flung into the air and fell bottom upwards on the embankment. The next, an armoured car crowded with the Durban Light Infantry, was carried on twenty yards and thrown over on its side, scattering its occupants in a shower on the ground. The third wedged itself across the track, half on and half off the rails. The rest of the train kept to the metals.




  We were not long left in the comparative peace and safety of a railway accident. The Boer guns, swiftly changing their position, re-opened from a distance of 1,300 yards before anyone had got out of the stage of exclamations. The tapping rifle fire spread along the hillside, until it encircled the wreckage on three sides, and a third field gun came into action from some high ground on the opposite side of the line.




  I reached the overturned portion of the train uninjured. The Dur-bans who, though severely shaken, were mostly unhurt, were lying down under such cover as the damaged cars and the gutters of the railway line afforded. It was a very grievous sight to see these citizen soldiers, most of whom were the fathers of families, in such a perilous position. They bore themselves well, though greatly troubled, and their major, whose name I have not learned, directed their fire on the enemy; but since these, lying behind the crests of the surrounding hills, were almost invisible I did not expect that it would be very effective.




  A private soldier who was wounded, in direct disobedience of the positive orders that no surrender was to be made, took it on himself to wave a pocket-handkerchief. The Boers immediately ceased firing, and with equal daring and humanity a dozen horsemen galloped from the hills into the scattered fugitives, scarcely any of whom had seen the white flag, and several of whom were still firing, and called loudly on them to surrender. Most of the soldiers, uncertain what to do, then halted, gave up their arms, and became prisoners of war. Those further away from the horsemen continued to run and were shot or hunted down in twos and threes, and some made good their escape.




  On the other side of the railway a horseman galloped up, shouting to me and waving his hand. He was scarcely forty yards off. With a rifle I could have killed him easily. I knew nothing of white flags, and the bullets had made me savage. I reached down for my Mauser pistol. “This one at least,” I said, and indeed it was a certainty; but alas! I had left the weapon in the cab of the engine in order to be free to work at the wreckage. What then? There was a wire fence between me and the horseman. Should I continue to fly? The idea of another shot at such a short range decided me. Death stood before me, grim sullen Death without his light-hearted companion, Chance. So I held up my hand and cried “capivy.” Then I was herded with the other prisoners in a miserable group, and about the same time I noticed that my hand was bleeding, and it began to pour with rain.




  
PRETORIA: NOVEMBER 24, 1899





  The position of a prisoner of war is painful and humiliating. A man tries his best to kill another, and finding that he cannot succeed asks his enemy for mercy. The laws of war demand that this should be accorded, but it is impossible not to feel a sense of humbling obligation to the captor from whose hand we take our lives. All military pride, all independence of spirit must be put aside. These may be carried to the grave, but not into captivity. We must prepare ourselves to submit, to obey, to endure.




  Our captors conducted us to a rough tent which had been set up in a hollow in one of the hills, and which we concluded was General Joubert’s headquarters. Here we were formed in a line, and soon surrounded by a bearded crowd of Boers cloaked in mackintosh. I explained that I was a Special Correspondent, and asked to see General Joubert. But in the throng it was impossible to tell who were the superiors. My credentials were taken from me by a man who said he was a Field Cornet, and who promised that they should be laid before the General forthwith.




  Meanwhile we waited in the rain, and the Boers questioned us. My certificate as a correspondent bore a name better known than liked in the Transvaal. Moreover, some of the private soldiers had been talking. “You are the son of Lord Randolph Churchill?” said a Boer, abruptly. I did not deny the fact. Immediately there was much talking, and all crowded round me, looking and pointing, while I heard my name repeated on every side. “I am a newspaper correspondent,” I said, “and you ought not to hold me prisoner.” The Boer laughed. “Oh,” he said, “we do not catch lords’ sons every day.” Whereat they all chuckled, and began to explain that I should be allowed to play football at Pretoria.




  No sooner had I reached Pretoria than I demanded my release from the Government, on the grounds that I was a Press correspondent and a non-combatant. To this effect I wrote two letters, one to the Secretary of War and one to General Joubert; but, needless to say, I did not indulge in much hope of the result, for I was firmly convinced that the Boer authorities regarded me as a kind of hostage, who would make a pleasing addition to the collection of prisoners they were forming against a change of fortune. I therefore continued to search for a path of escape; and indeed it was just as well that I did so, for I never received any answer to either of my applications while I was a prisoner, although I have since heard that one arrived by a curious coincidence the very day after I had departed.




  To Mr. de Souza,
Secretary of War, South African Republic.
States Model Schools Prison: December 10, 1899.




  Sir,—I have the honour to inform you that as I do not consider that your Government have any right to detain me as a military prisoner, I have decided to escape from your custody.




  I have every confidence in the arrangements I have made with my friends outside, and I do not therefore expect to have another opportunity of seeing you. I therefore take this occasion to observe that I consider your treatment of prisoners is correct and humane, and that I see no grounds for complaint. When I return to the British lines I will make a public statement to this effect. I have also to thank you personally for your civility to me, and to express the hope that we may meet again at Pretoria before very long, and under different circumstances.




  Regretting that I am unable to bid you a more ceremonious or a personal farewell, I have the honour to be, Sir, your most obedient servant,


  WINSTON CHURCHILL





  I arranged that this letter, which I took great pleasure in writing, should be left on my bed, and discovered so soon as my flight was known. The prison at States Model Schools stands in the midst of a quadrangle, and is surrounded on two sides by an iron grille and on two by a corrugated iron fence about ten feet high. These boundaries offered little obstacle to anyone who possessed the activity of youth, but the fact that they were guarded on the inside by sentries, fifty yards apart, armed with rifle and revolver, made them a well-nigh insuperable barrier. No walls are so hard to pierce as living walls. I thought of the penetrating power of gold, and the sentries were sounded. They were incorruptible. So nothing remained but to break out in spite of them. With another officer who may for the present—since he is still a prisoner—remain nameless, I formed a scheme.




  After anxious reflection and continual watching, it was discovered that when the sentries near the offices walked about on their beats they were at certain moments unable to see the top of a few yards of the wall. The electric lights in the middle of the quadrangle brilliantly lighted the whole place but cut off the sentries beyond them from looking at the eastern wall, for from behind the lights all seemed darkness by contrast. The first thing was therefore to pass the two sentries near the offices. It was necessary to hit off the exact moment when both their backs should be turned together. After the wall was scaled we should be in the garden of the villa next door. There our plan came to an end. Everything after this was vague and uncertain. How to get out of the garden, how to pass unnoticed through the streets, how to evade the patrols that surrounded the town, and above all how to cover the two hundred and eighty miles to the Portuguese frontiers, were questions which would arise at a later stage.




  We determined to try on the night of the 11th of December, making up our minds quite suddenly in the morning, for these things are best done on the spur of the moment. I passed the afternoon in positive terror. Nothing, since my schooldays, has ever disturbed me so much as this. There is something appalling in the idea of stealing secretly off in the night like a guilty thief. The fear of detection has a pang of its own. Besides, we knew quite well that on occasion, even on excuse, the sentries would fire.




  At last it grew dark. At seven o’clock the bell for dinner rang and the officers trooped off. Now was the time. But the sentries gave us no chance. They did not walk about. One of them stood exactly opposite the only practicable part of the wall. We waited for two hours, but the attempt was plainly impossible, and so with a most unsatisfactory feeling of relief to bed.




  Tuesday, the 12th! Another day of fear, but fear crystallising more and more into desperation. Anything was better than further suspense. Night came again. Again the dinner bell sounded. Choosing my opportunity I strolled across the quadrangle and secreted myself in one of the offices. Through a chink I watched the sentries. For half an hour they remained stolid and obstructive. Then all of a sudden one turned and walked up to his comrade and they began to talk. Their backs were turned. Now or never. I darted out of my hiding place and ran to the wall, seized the top with my hands and drew myself up. Twice I let myself down again in sickly hesitation, and then with a third resolve scrambled up. The top was flat. Lying on it I had one parting glimpse of the sentries, still talking, still with their backs turned; but, I repeat, fifteen yards away. Then I lowered myself silently down into the adjoining garden and crouched among the shrubs. I was free. The first step had been taken, and it was irrevocable.




  It now remained to await the arrival of my comrade. The bushes of the garden gave a good deal of cover, and in the moonlight their shadows lay black on the ground. Twenty yards away was the house, and I had not been five minutes in hiding before I perceived that it was full of people; the windows revealed brightly lighted rooms, and within I could see figures moving about. This was a fresh complication. We had always thought the house unoccupied. Presently—how long afterwards I do not know, for the ordinary measures of time, hours, minutes, and seconds, are quite meaningless on such occasions—a man came out of the door and walked across the garden in my direction. Scarcely ten yards away he stopped and stood still, looking steadily towards me. I cannot describe the surge of panic which nearly overwhelmed me. I must be discovered. I dared not stir an inch. My heart beat so violently that I felt sick. But amid a tumult of emotion, reason, seated firmly on her throne, whispered, “Trust to the dark background.” I remained absolutely motionless. For a long time the man and I remained opposite each other, and every instant I expected him to spring forward. A vague idea crossed my mind that I might silence him. “Hush, I am a detective. We expect that an officer will break out here tonight. I am waiting to catch him.” Reason—scornful this time—replied, “Surely a Transvaal detective would speak Dutch. Trust to the shadow.” So I trusted, and after a spell another man came out of the house, lighted a cigar, and both he and the other walked off together. No sooner had they turned than a cat pursued by a dog rushed into the bushes and collided with me. The startled animal uttered a “miaul” of alarm and darted back again, making a horrible rustling. Both men stopped at once. But it was only the cat, as they doubtless observed, and they passed out of the garden gate into the town.




  I looked at my watch. An hour had passed since I climbed the wall. Where was my comrade? Suddenly I heard a voice from within the quadrangle say, quite loud, “All up.” I crawled back to the wall. Two officers were walking up and down the other side jabbering Latin words, laughing and talking all manner of nonsense—amid which I caught my name. I risked a cough. One of the officers immediately began to chatter alone. The other said slowly and clearly, “. . . cannot get out. The sentry suspects. It’s all up. Can you get back again?” But now all my fears fell from me at once. To go back was impossible. I could not hope to climb the wall unnoticed. Fate pointed onwards. Besides, I said to myself, “Of course, I shall be recaptured, but I will at least have a run for my money.” I said to the officers, “I shall go on alone.”




  Now I was in the right mood for these undertakings—that is to say that, thinking failure almost certain, no odds against success affected me. All risks were less than the certainty. I said to myself, toujours de l’audace, put my hat on my head, strode into the middle of the garden, walked past the windows of the house without any attempt at concealment, and so went through the gate and turned to the left. I passed the sentry at less than five yards. Most of them knew me by sight. Whether he looked at me or not I do not know, for I never turned my head. But after walking a hundred yards and hearing no challenge, I knew that the second obstacle had been surmounted. I was at large in Pretoria.




  I walked on leisurely through the night humming a tune and choosing the middle of the road. The streets were full of Burghers, but they paid no attention to me. Gradually I reached the suburbs, and on a little bridge I sat down to reflect and consider. I was in the heart of the enemy’s country. I knew no one to whom I could apply for succour. Nearly three hundred miles stretched between me and Delagoa Bay. My escape must be known at dawn. Pursuit would be immediate. Yet all exits were barred. The town was picketed, the country was patrolled, the trains were searched, the line was guarded. I had 75 pounds in my pocket and four slabs of chocolate, but the compass and the map which might have guided me, the opium tablets and meat lozenges which should have sustained me, were in my friend’s pockets in the States Model Schools. Worst of all, I could not speak a word of Dutch or the native languages, and how was I to get food or direction?




  But when hope had departed, fear had gone as well. I formed a plan. I would find the Delagoa Bay Railway. Without map or compass I must follow that in spite of the pickets. I looked at the stars. Orion shone brightly. Scarcely a year ago he had guided me when lost in the desert to the banks of the Nile. He had given me water. Now he should lead to freedom. I could not endure the want of either.




  After walking south for half a mile, I struck the railroad. Was it the line to Delagoa Bay or the Pietersburg branch? If it were the former it should run east. But so far as I could see this line ran northwards. Still, it might be only winding its way out among the hills. I resolved to follow it. The night was delicious. A cool breeze fanned my face and a wild feeling of exhilaration took hold of me. At any rate, I was free, if only for an hour. That was something. The fascination of the adventure grew. Unless the stars in their courses fought for me I could not escape. Where, then, was the need of caution? I marched briskly along the line. Here and there the lights of a picket fire gleamed. Every bridge had its watchers. But I passed them all, making very short detours at the dangerous places, and really taking scarcely any precautions. Perhaps that was the reason I succeeded.




  As I walked I extended my plan. I could not march three hundred miles to the frontier. I would board a train in motion and hide under the seats, on the roof, on the couplings—anywhere. What train should I take? The first, of course. After walking for two hours I perceived the signal lights of a station. I left the line, and, circling round it, hid in the ditch by the track about 200 yards beyond it. I argued that the train would stop at the station and that it would not have got up too much speed by the time it reached me. An hour passed. I began to grow impatient. Suddenly I heard the whistle and the approaching rattle. Then the great yellow head lights of the engine flashed into view. The train waited five minutes at the station and started again with much noise and steaming. I crouched by the track. I rehearsed the act in my mind. I must wait until the engine had passed, otherwise I should be seen. Then I must make a dash for the carriages.




  The train started slowly, but gathered speed sooner than I had expected. The flaring lights drew swiftly near. The rattle grew into a roar. The dark mass hung for a second above me. The engine-driver silhouetted against his furnace glow, the black profile of the engine, the clouds of steam rushed past. Then I hurled myself on the trucks, clutched at something, missed, clutched again, missed again, grasped some sort of hand-hold, was swung off my feet—my toes bumping on the line—and with a struggle seated myself on the couplings of the fifth truck from the front of the train. It was a goods train, and the trucks were full of sacks, soft sacks covered with coal dust. I crawled on top and burrowed in among them. In five minutes I was completely buried. The sacks were warm and comfortable. Perhaps the engine-driver had seen me rush up to the train and would give the alarm at the next station; on the other hand, perhaps not. Where was the train going to? Where would it be unloaded? Would it be searched? Was it on the Delagoa Bay line? What should I do in the morning? Ah, never mind that. Sufficient for the day was the luck thereof. Fresh plans for fresh contingencies. I resolved to sleep, nor can I imagine a more pleasing lullaby than the clatter of the train that carries you at twenty miles an hour away from the enemy’s capital.




  How long I slept I do not know, but I woke up suddenly with all feelings of exhilaration gone, and only the consciousness of oppressive difficulties heavy on me. I must leave the train before daybreak, so that I could drink at a pool and find some hiding-place while it was still dark. Another night I would board another train. I crawled from my cosy hiding-place among the sacks and sat again on the couplings. The train was running at a fair speed, but I felt it was time to leave it. I took hold of the iron handle at the back of the truck, pulled strongly with my left hand, and sprang. My feet struck the ground in two gigantic strides, and the next instant I was sprawling in the ditch, considerably shaken but unhurt. The train, my faithful ally of the night, hurried on its journey.




  It was still dark. I was in the middle of a wide valley, surrounded by low hills, and carpeted with high grass drenched in dew. I searched for water in the nearest gully, and soon found a clear pool. I was very thirsty, but long after I had quenched my thirst I continued to drink, that I might have sufficient for the whole day.




  Presently the dawn began to break, and the sky to the east grew yellow and red, slashed across with heavy black clouds. I saw with relief that the railway ran steadily towards the sunrise. I had taken the right line, after all.




  Having drunk my fill, I set out for the hills, among which I hoped to find some hiding-place, and as it became broad daylight I entered a small grove of trees which grew on the side of a deep ravine. Here I resolved to wait till dusk. I had one consolation: No one in the world knew where I was—I did not know myself. It was now four o’clock. Fourteen hours lay between me and the night. My impatience to proceed, while I was still strong, doubled their length. At first it was terribly cold, but by degrees the sun gained power, and by ten o’clock the heat was oppressive. My sole companion was a gigantic vulture, who manifested an extravagant interest in my condition, and made hideous and ominous gurglings from time to time. From my lofty position I commanded a view of the whole valley. A little tin-roofed town lay three miles to the westward. Scattered farmsteads, each with a clump of trees, relieved the monotony of the undulating ground. At the foot of the hill stood a local kraal, and the figures of its inhabitants dotted the patches of cultivation or surrounded the droves of goats and cows which fed on the pasture. The railway ran through the middle of the valley, and I could watch the passage of the various trains. I counted four passing each way, and from this I drew the conclusion that the same number would run by night. I marked a steep gradient up which they climbed very slowly, and determined at nightfall to make another attempt to board one of these. During the day I ate one slab of chocolate, which, with the heat, produced a violent thirst. The pool was hardly half a mile away, but I dared not leave the shelter of the little wood, for I could see the figures of white men riding or walking occasionally across the valley, and once a Boer came and fired two shots at birds close to my hiding-place. But no one discovered me.




  The elation and the excitement of the previous night had burnt away, and a chilling reaction followed. I was very hungry, for I had had no dinner before starting, and chocolate, though it sustains, does not satisfy. I had scarcely slept, but yet my heart beat so fiercely and I was so nervous and perplexed about the future that I could not rest. I thought of all the chances that lay against me; I dreaded and detested more than words can express the prospect of being caught and dragged back to Pretoria. I do not mean that I would rather have died than have been retaken, but I have often feared death for much less. I found no comfort in any of the philosophical ideas which some men parade in their hours of ease and strength and safety. They seemed only fair-weather friends. I realised with awful force that no exercise of my own feeble wit and strength could save me from my enemies, and that without the assistance of that High Power which interferes in the eternal sequence of causes and effects more often than we are always prone to admit, I could never succeed. I prayed long and earnestly for help and guidance. My prayer, as it seems to me, was swiftly and wonderfully answered, I cannot now relate the strange circumstances which followed, and which changed my nearly hopeless position into one of superior advantage. But after the war is over I shall hope to lengthen this account, and so remarkable will the addition be that I cannot believe the reader will complain.




  The long day reached its close at last. The western clouds flushed into fire; the shadows of the hills stretched out across the valley. A ponderous Boer waggon, with its long team, crawled slowly along the track towards the town. The locals collected their herds and drew around their kraal. The daylight died, and soon it was quite dark. Then, and not till then, I set forth, I hurried to the railway line, pausing on my way to drink at a stream of sweet, cold water. I waited for some time at the top of the steep gradient in the hope of catching a train. But none came, and I gradually guessed, and I have since found that I guessed right, that the train I had already travelled in was the only one that ran at night. At last I resolved to walk on, and make, at any rate, twenty miles of my journey. I walked for about six hours. How far I travelled I do not know, but I do not think that it was very many miles in the direct line. Every bridge was guarded by armed men; every few miles were gangers’ huts; at intervals there were stations with villages clustering round them. All the veldt was bathed in the bright rays of the full moon, and to avoid these dangerous places I had to make wide circuits and often to creep along the ground. Leaving the railroad I fell into bogs and swamps, and brushed through high grass dripping with dew, so that I was drenched to the waist. I had been able to take little exercise during my month’s imprisonment, and I was soon tired out with walking, as well as from want of food and sleep. I felt very miserable when I looked around and saw here and there the lights of houses, and thought of the warmth and comfort within them, but knew that they only meant danger to me. After six or seven hours of walking I thought it unwise to go further lest I should exhaust myself, so I lay down in a ditch to sleep. I was nearly at the end of my tether. Nevertheless, by the will of God, I was enabled to sustain myself during the next few days, obtaining food at great risk here and there, resting in concealment by day and walking only at night. On the fifth day I was beyond Middelburg, so far as I could tell, for I dared not inquire nor as yet approach the stations near enough to read the names. In a secure hiding-place I waited for a suitable train, knowing that there is a through service between Middelburg and Lourenco Marques.




  Meanwhile there had been excitement in the States Model Schools, temporarily converted into a military prison. Early on Wednesday morning—barely twelve hours after I had escaped—my absence was discovered—I think by Dr. Gunning. The alarm was given. Telegrams with my description at great length were despatched along all the railways. Three thousand photographs were printed. A warrant was issued for my immediate arrest. Every train was strictly searched. Everyone was on the watch. The rumours in part amused me. It was certain, said the Standard and Diggers News, that I had escaped disguised as a woman.




  The next day I was reported captured at Komati Poort dressed as a Transvaal policeman. Finally it was agreed that I had never left Pretoria. I had—it appeared—changed clothes with a waiter, and was now in hiding at the house of some British sympathiser in the capital. On the strength of this all the houses of suspected persons were searched from top to bottom, and these unfortunate people were, I fear, put to a great deal of inconvenience. A special commission was also appointed to investigate “stringently” (a most hateful adjective in such a connection) the causes “which had rendered it possible for the War Correspondent of the Morning Post to escape.”




  I find it very difficult in the face of the extraordinary efforts which were made to recapture me, to believe that the Transvaal Government seriously contemplated my release before they knew I had escaped them. Yet a telegram was swiftly despatched from Pretoria to all the newspapers, setting forth the terms of a most admirable letter, in which General Jou-bert explained the grounds which prompted him generously to restore my liberty. I am inclined to think that the Boers hate being beaten even in the smallest things, and always fight on the win, tie, or wrangle principle; but in my case I rejoice I am not beholden to them, and have not thus been disqualified from fighting.




  On the sixth day the chance I had patiently waited for came. I found a convenient train duly labelled to Lourenco Marques standing in a siding. I withdrew to a suitable spot for boarding it—for I dared not make the attempt in the station—and, filling a bottle with water to drink on the way, I prepared for the last stage of my journey.




  The truck in which I ensconced myself was laden with great sacks of some soft merchandise, and I found among them holes and crevices by means of which I managed to work my way to the inmost recess. The hard floor was littered with gritty coal dust, and made a most uncomfortable bed. The heat was almost stifling. I was resolved, however, that nothing should lure or compel me from my hiding-place until I reached Portuguese territory. I expected the journey to take thirty-six hours; it dragged out into two and a half days. I hardly dared sleep for fear of snoring.




  I dreaded lest the trucks should be searched at Komati Poort, and my anxiety as the train approached this neighbourhood was very great. To prolong it we were shunted onto a siding for eighteen hours either at Komati Poort or the station beyond it. Once indeed they began to search my truck, and I heard the tarpaulin rustle as they pulled at it, but luckily they did not search deep enough, so that, providentially protected, I reached Delagoa Bay at last, and crawled forth from my place of refuge and of punishment, weary, dirty, hungry, but free once more.




  Thereafter everything smiled. I found my way to the British Consul, Mr. Ross, who at first mistook me for a sailor off one of the ships in the harbour, but soon welcomed me with enthusiasm. I bought clothes, I washed, I sat down to dinner with a real tablecloth and real glasses; and fortune, determined not to overlook the smallest detail, had arranged that the steamer Induna should leave that very night for Durban. As soon as the news of my arrival spread about the town, I received many offers of assistance from the English residents, and lest any of the Boer agents with whom Lourenco Marques is infested should attempt to recapture me in neutral territory, nearly a dozen gentlemen escorted me to the steamer armed with revolvers. It is from the cabin of this little vessel, as she coasts along the sandy shores of Africa, that I write the concluding lines of this letter, and the reader who may persevere through this hurried account will perhaps understand why I write them with a feeling of triumph, and better than triumph, a feeling of pure joy.




  Editor’s note: After his escape, the former cavalry officer and war correspondent Winston Churchill returned to active duty in the British Army, participating in the campaign to capture Pretoria where he received the surrender of the prison guards that once held him captive. Churchill returned to England a national hero, published his memoir London to Ladysmith via Pretoria and thrilled lecture audiences in Britain, Canada, and the United States with his account of the daring escape. In 1901 he was elected to the House of Commons and embarked upon a long and distinguished political career, becoming prime minister of the United Kingdom in 1940.











  CHAPTER TWO




  They Have Their Exits: Escape from Colditz Castle




  Airey Neave





  It was a hot evening early in August 1941 when I went onto the parade ground with a British Army overcoat over my sham uniform. Beneath my overcoat I held my false German cap as I stood among the ranks of British prisoners. Around us at their usual posts beside the locked doors of the different quarters stood sentries in the darkening courtyard. There were a dozen or so in number, and as I stood there with my heart beating I wondered half-humorously what they would think of their new comrade.




  The counting done, the order to dismiss was given in a loud German fashion, and the prisoners in a surging mass moved to different doorways to return to their quarters. Someone quickly removed my khaki overcoat from my shoulders.




  I placed my German cap squarely on my head, stuck out my chest, and marched towards the main door. It was half-open and a German under-officer put his head out. I spoke to him nervously. “I have a message to the Kommandant from Hauptmann Priem.” In the arc lights outside the gate his face seemed pale and anxious. He said nothing but stared at me sharply as I turned on my heel and marched away from the guard-house.




  I felt again the sense of being free. It was like a drug which brought an intense pleasure, an exquisite unburdening of the soul. When I was close to the first archway, there was a loud shout behind me. The tone of the voice was uncertain. “Halt!” There were more shouts from the guard-house as I turned round towards the lights. It was a fatal mistake. I became aware that the gray scenery paint on my uniform was glowing under the arc lamps, reflecting in my tunic a shade of pea-green. The painfully designed cap, with all its markings, was the worst. It shone like a brilliant emerald in the glare.




  “Halt, or I fire!” cried a voice as I reached the archway.




  It was hopeless. I was not prepared to be shot for having failed so dismally. I turned again and threw up my hands. As I did so the sentry came running from the archway and prodded me in the back with his rifle. In a moment all the inmates of the guard-room were upon me, chattering excitedly and pointing rifles and revolvers. The underofficer in charge had a fit of hysterical rage of particularly Teutonic quality. “This is an insult to the German Army! You will be shot.”




  The tall figure of the Kommandant, Oberst Prawitz, appeared among the crowd which came rapidly to attention. The passion and the threats vanished. Prawitz was dignified and crushing and wore the smartest of uniforms with a decoration hanging from his high collar.




  “What impertinence,” he said in lofty tones. “Take him away to the cells.”


    [image: chpt_fig_001]


  For several weeks after my attempt to escape I remained at the window of the castle sadly watching the approach of autumn. I was still in the British quarters for the number of punishment cells in the castle and the town jail was insufficient to contain the throng of prisoners under sentence.




  My sentence meant a whole month away from the twitter of the camp, surrounded by books in a warm cell. When the order came for me to go to the town, I bundled my favourite books with tobacco, cigarettes and chocolate for many weeks in a blanket. I had enough cigarettes for months and lay on my bed smoking and reading save for an hour’s exercise in the courtyard. In my cell I was far from war. The mighty events of 1941 disturbed me not at all. Tobruk and Pearl Harbour never interrupted my secluded peace.




  When I was taken from the jail and marched back to the castle I saw once more the little gate in the wall of the moat bridge. At night it appeared in my dreams as the gateway to the land beyond the Blue Mountains. As autumn gave way to winter of that monotonous year I joined in the plans of the British prisoners to produce a variety show in the camp theatre.




  The camp theatre was a great room on the second floor of the building adjoining the gates of the inner courtyard. In this building senior officers of the Allied Nations were quartered. Here lived a French general, a Polish admiral, and a Polish general with senior British officers. Was there a passageway leading to the attic on the upper floor of the guard-house? Roaming like inquisitive children around some mysterious mansion in the hours of daylight, we came excitedly upon the secret. There was a passageway. The way to it lay under the floor of the theatre stage.




  The prospectors in this new territory were led by Pat Reid and “Hank” Wardle, a Canadian in the Royal Air Force who first discovered the magic entrance. Hank was a very tall man of immense physical strength. With the usual rope of mattress covers tied to one of the supports of the stage, he climbed down into the sealed passage. Facing him was a locked door leading to the gate-bridge. He picked the lock and, walking softly in slippered feet through the musty air, he came to a further door on the far side. It opened without difficulty, revealing steps into an attic above the guard-house.




  On the floor beneath was the German Officers’ Mess and up the stairs into this gloomy place came hoarse laughter and the tinkle of glasses. Pat Reid proposed that teams of two, one British and one Dutch officer, should attempt to escape disguised as German officers. My friends were not enthusiastic. The failure of other attempts had disheartened them. They did not believe that, even in a German uniform, it would be possible to get past the guard-room, and there were disheartening though friendly comments.




  “It will only alert the Goons.” “You are being rather selfish.” “I can’t think why they allow you to go.” I learned at Colditz that the escaper must have absolute confidence in his success. He must never be discouraged by the gloom of his companions or he is lost.




  What more natural than that two officers, after visiting the mess above, should appear from the guard-room door walking towards the Kommandantur? From the moment that the passage was discovered, I concentrated every thought on how to fool the sentry who was posted outside the guard-room. If the man were cold and bored with duty on a winter’s night, would his numbed brain suspect two officers coming from his own guard-house?
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  My first and most valuable acquisition was the long, green uniform overcoat of an officer of the Netherlands Home Army. There were in the camp upwards of sixty officers of the Dutch Forces, who, rather than take an oath of allegiance to Hitler, had resolved to spend the war in captivity. All of them were men of high character who spoke good English and German. Most of the officers were of the Netherlands East Indies Army, whose uniform was a shade of jungle green and unsuitable for my purpose. The prewar Home Army, however, had blue-green uniforms, whose colour could easily pass at night for field grey. The Dutch and the British had early come to an agreement upon escape matters. Since the Dutch officers spoke German they were allowed to take part in British schemes and share the store of aids to escape. They also volunteered to hand over pieces of their uniform for the escape from the guard-house.
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