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Chapter One 

Remembrance of Things Past 

 

Un funud fach cyn elo’r haul i’r orwel, 

 Un funud fwyn cyn delo’r hwyr i’w hynt 

I gofio am y pethau anghofiedig 

 Ar goll yn awr yn llwch yr amser cynt. 

 

  -- Waldo Williams, “Cofio” 
 

One fleeting moment as the sun is setting, 

One gentle moment as the night falls fast, 

To bring to mind the things that are forgotten, 

Now scattered in the dust of ages past. 

 

 

Ruminating on how much 'incidental' music affects, and 

colours our life today, set me thinking how often music sets 

the mood. On the radio, in films and on television, the 

purchase of tea or coffee is often governed by a few bars of 

some easily remembered jingle. Gentle love scenes 

accompanied by muted violins and violent battle action is 

made even more exciting by blood stirring crescendos. 

What is music? Would it be too Philistine to say that it is only 

different sounds put together in different ways? A particular 
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sound to one person may be pure music, whilst to another 

the same sound could be horrible discord. 

Reflecting along these lines, I found that I could recall a 

number of sounds which brought back instant happy 

memories, all of them evoking a similar depth or degree of 

happiness; but I have no doubt whatsoever of the sound that 

reminds me of my greatest moment of despair. 

It occurred in the dead of night in 1944, and was the sound of 

about 400 aircraft fading into the distance, leaving me alone 

in a foreign field, with my Lancaster bomber burning fiercely 

close by and with most, and possibly all my crew dead. With 

each decreasing decibel of that sound my heart and spirit 

sank lower and lower into the lowest depth of despair. 
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Chapter 2 

Take-Off 

Efengyl tangnefedd, O rhed dros y byd, 

A deled y bobloedd i'th lewyrch i gyd. 

 

-- from the traditional Welsh hymn, words by Eifion Wyn   

  (1867-1926) 

 

 

Gospel of peace, O fly across the world, 

And let all the people come to thy radiance. 

 

My story commences on the airfield at Wickenby, 

Lincolnshire, on the 22nd of May 1944, when as crew of 

Lancaster No. N E 118 UM/U2 of 626 Squadron, we were 

detailed to bomb the target at Dortmund, in the Ruhr Valley, 

at 1:00 am the following morning, from a height of 22,000 

feet. 
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The crew comprised of:  

Pilot (myself)   E. Grisdale (Welsh); 

Navigator W/O   J. B. Morritt (Canadian); 

Bomb Aimer F/S   R. H. Punter (Canadian); 

Wireless Op.   Sgt. I. A. Pretswell (Scottish); 

Engineer   Sgt. R. A. J. Sindall (English); 

Mid Up Gunner   Sgt R. J. Turtle (Irish); 

Rear Gunner   Sgt. R. W. Richardson (English). 
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It was a well mixed crew, with Celts being in a majority of one 

over the English and Canadians. This statement however 

tends to give the wrong impression, since we, as most 

bomber crews, were an extremely happy (although 

apprehensive at times) crew and a particularly friendly lot, 

who enjoyed each other's company. We tended to go out 

together as a crew in our free time, or gathered as a small 

group in the Mess. 

Our aircraft UM/U2 was laden with a 4,000lb H.E. (High 

Explosive) bomb, known as a 'cookie', and also 7,920 lbs. of 

incendiaries, a typical mix for a raid on a German industrial 

city. We were reasonably relaxed and confident about the 

target, as by this time we had already carried out a number 

of raids on targets in the 'happy valley', as the Ruhr Valley 

was known to aircrew. 

As the time for take-off approached, the tenseness could be 

seen on all our faces, and was reflected in the stupid and 

inane remarks made. We did not relax until we had been 

taken out to our aircraft at the dispersal point, where we 

were able to forget our tension, and loosen up whilst 

carrying out the now familiar and essential aircraft checks 

and drills. 

Shortly we were able to move off, and await our turn for 

take-off at the end of the runway. The green light giving us 

clearance was flashed in our direction, and started us rolling 

forward, conscious of the good luck waves from the 

assembled ground staff. 
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Our speed gradually built up, until eventually we were lifted 

smoothly by the four mighty Merlin engines into the evening 

sky. As we climbed to our allocated operating height, the 

time of take off gave us just sufficient daylight to see and 

appreciate the hundreds of other Lancasters and Halifaxes, 

starting off on the same journey. 

The disappearing view of the majestic old Cathedral of 

Lincoln gave us courage and faith that we would return. 
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Chapter 3 

Dies Irae  (Day of Wrath) 

Dies irae, dies illa 

Solvet saeclum in favilla. 

 

-- From Mozart’s Requiem 

 

Day of wrath, day of anger 

Will dissolve the world in ashes. 

 

We achieved our allotted height, and in one great awe-

inspiring Flying Armada, we set course for the enemy coast. 

We extinguished our navigation lights, with the darkness of 

night embracing us all. 

During our operational tour so far, we had not experienced 

any trouble with the engines of any Lancaster we had 

previously flown - but tonight was going to be different! As 

we were crossing the Dutch islands of Texel and Terschelling, 

the port outer engine started to give trouble, and began 

running very roughly. The Flight Engineer spent some time 

trying to locate and remedy the fault, but without success. I 

was on the point of shutting down the engine, when the 

trouble seemed to clear up, and it was running comparatively 

smoothly again.  
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Unfortunately I discovered that the power it was producing 

was well below normal. Since none of us considered that it 

was sufficiently bad to force us to turn back, having already 

crossed the enemy coast, I decided to carry on with the 

operation. 

The remainder of the flight to the target was uneventful, and 

we arrived over our aiming point just a little later than our 

1:00am E.T.A. (Estimated Time of Arrival). Conditions for 

bombing that night were ideal, with good visibility, but these 

conditions were equally as good for the enemy night fighters, 

and a number of single and twin-engined fighters were 

observed.  Luckily we were not troubled by them. 

A great number of searchlights were in action, forcing us to 

take avoiding action on our run up to the target. Anti-aircraft 

fire was also intense, and it was a fragment from one of 

these shells that led to our eventual downfall --literally.  

A piece of shrapnel hit the starboard inner engine, with a 

loud bang, but I could not pay much attention to it at the 

time, because we were by now actually on our bombing run. 

We could see clearly the brilliant green target indicators, 

marking the precise aiming point in Dortmund. The whole of 

my attention was concentrated in holding U2 on a straight 

and level course and I was very relieved to hear the report 

‘bombs away’. After waiting sufficient time for our 

photographic flash to operate, I turned quickly to starboard 

to commence our journey home. 
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I now had time to take stock of the hit engine and found to 

my horror that the oil pressure was down to zero and the 

engine temperature high off the dial. There was no 

alternative but to shut off the petrol, turn off the ignition and 

feather the propeller. The Navigator gave me the course to 

fly the next leg, which was to take me over the centre of 

Holland and cross the coast just south of the Hook of 

Holland. 

As the trouble with the port outer engine had not cleared up, 

I was virtually flying on two and a half engines, and slowly 

losing height. I explained the position to the rest of the crew, 

and warned them to be particularly vigilant in their search for 

night fighters. The hydraulic pump operating the front turret 

was fitted to the starboard inner engine, this meant the 

turret could only be cranked by hand, an almost impossible 

situation if attacked from the front. The bomb load had been 

dropped at approximately 1:00am from a height of about 

22,000 feet, and I was now flying over Holland at about 

19,000 feet, having deliberately lost 3,000 feet in a very 

shallow dive, in order to maintain our airspeed and to keep 

up with the main body of our force. 

The time was about 2:00am when, suddenly, the aircraft was 

raked by bullets on the port side, rupturing the port petrol 

tank and setting us on fire. I immediately threw the aircraft 

into a corkscrew manoeuvre, a completely reflex action. 

There was no further attack, nor any crew reports of sighting 

the fighter. I operated the fire extinguisher on the port inner 

engine, but this had no effect whatsoever. 
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The whole wing was burning fiercely, the aircraft was 

becoming impossible to handle and was not responding to 

my action. A quick survey showed that the Navigator and the 

Wireless Operator had both been killed by the first burst of 

gunfire. I realised that the position was hopeless and gave 

the order to abandon aircraft. The only response I received 

was in the form of a query from the Rear Gunner, who said 

calmly ‘Do you mean now?' and I replied that I meant 

immediately. I learnt later that the probable cause of his 

hesitation lay in the fact that in common with many other 

rear gunners, he was in the habit of leaving his parachute 

outside his turret, in order to give himself more room to 

work and move his guns. 

I cannot say how the others exited, but there was no time to 

lose. I grabbed my parachute from its position at the back of 

my seat and clipped it to the harness I was already wearing. I 

finally made my way down to the main escape hatch in the 

Bomb Aimer’s compartment. I had almost reached the hatch, 

when there was an explosion. I was blown backwards, and 

found myself with my head wedged tightly between two 

yellow pipes. I will never forget that colour, on the starboard 

side of the aircraft. It was impossible to free myself and I was 

convinced that my final moment had arrived, and that I 

would shortly know what it was like to die. There was no 

feeling of panic, only one of inevitability and acceptance. 

I do not suppose that it was more than a few seconds, when 

there followed another more violent explosion, and the next 

recollection I have is that I was free from the aircraft. I do not 
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know how long I had been free-falling but I was falling 

backwards, looking up at my feet and laughing at the 

realisation that they were my feet. That was quickly followed 

by the more serious realisation that I had to do something 

about it. I pulled the ripcord on my parachute which opened 

immediately, and within five seconds I touched earth. 

During the whole of this time, my fiercely burning aircraft 

appeared to be immediately above, and seemed to be falling 

on top of me. It was far too close for comfort, and crashed to 

the ground in a searing ball of fire, only about a hundred 

yards from the spot where I landed. 

 There was no sign of any other member of the crew. 
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Chapter 4 

On My Own 

Hefyd yr ARGLWYDD DDUW a ddywedodd, Nid da bod y dyn ei hunan. 

 

 -- Genesis 2:18 

 

And the LORD God said, It is not good that the man should be alone. 

 

 

I quickly took stock of my situation. I was injured about the 

head, with my ears having sustained quite severe cuts and I 

had a very painful right hand, but did not realise I had broken 

until later. I also heard the sound I described earlier – the 

sound of about 1600 aircraft engines, decreasing to a faint 

murmur as they flew on on home, leaving me with my 

burning aircraft, not knowing the fate of my crew and 

certainly in the depths of despair. 

The urge for survival is strong in all of us, and this came to my 

aid, in forcing me to take what action I could to avoid 

capture. It was obvious my aircraft would act as a beacon and 

bring the enemy to the site. It was decidedly unhealthy for 

me to remain where I was, especially as there was now 

danger from the aircraft's ammunition, which was exploding 

in the fire, with some of the bullets whizzing very close by. I 
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hid my parachute as best as I could, and admit that this was 

not very well done, as I only had the use of one hand. 

I then moved across the field where I had landed and left the 

vicinity of the aircraft as fast as I could. I came across a rutted 

country lane, and decided to follow this in a southerly 

direction. The night was very still and quiet now, when the 

sound of voices carried to me from afar. I very nearly called 

out thinking that they could be my crew members, but 

decided I would be cautious and hide until I could be certain 

of their identity. 

I jumped into the ditch at the side of the lane, and it was 

lucky for me that I did, because out of the night there 

appeared two men on bicycles, and from the rifles stung 

across their backs and the distinctive shape of their steel 

helmets, they were undoubtedly German soldiers -- 

obviously on their way to investigate my burning aircraft. 

After they had passed without seeing me, I quickly scrambled 

out of the ditch and continued on my journey. I had walked 

only a comparatively short distance, when I came upon my 

next problem, in the form of a bridge over a canal or river. 

The stretch of water was not particularly wide and I could 

easily have swum across in normal times, but by this time I 

was feeling tired and cold, and probably the effects and the 

trauma of being shot down were catching up with me so I did 

not in the least fancy swimming across. 
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We had been warned by intelligence back at base that if we 

ever found ourselves in the position that I was now in, never 

to walk across any bridge in occupied Europe, as more than 

likely they would all be guarded. In the low state I was in, I 

made up my mind to ignore this advice. 

I crept up to the bridge as quietly as I could, and tried to peer 

into the darkness on the far side. I could neither see nor hear 

anything. 
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Chapter 5 

Stranger in a Strange Land 

Oherwydd dieithr (eb efe) a fûm i mewn gwlad ddieithr. 

 -- Exodus 2:22 

For he said, I have been a stranger in a strange land. 

 

After pausing for a few minutes and being conscious of the 

two German soldiers on my side of the bridge, who might 

return at any time, I started to walk slowly and silently across 

the bridge. When I was about halfway across, my heart stood 

still as I caught the sound of murmured voices. It was too late 

to turn back. 

The time had come to be bold and try to bluff my way across: 

there was no alternative. I now marched briskly forward and 

saw three persons gathered at the far end of the bridge. I 

continued onwards, and as I passed them muttered what I 

considered to be something guttural. They did not reply and I 

thought 'I've made it'. 

I had not gone very many yards, when there was the sound 

of running feet, and suddenly there was a hand on my 

shoulder and a voice saying 'Englander?  R.A.F.?’  
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There seemed to be no point now in denying it, so I replied 

very nervously in the affirmative. The three men were highly 

delighted, and explained as best they could that they were 

Dutch nationals and were prepared to help and prevent my 

capture by the enemy.  

For my part, I was so relieved and delighted to discover that 

they were friendly and wanted to help. I pulled out a packet 

of Players cigarettes, which curiously contained exactly four 

cigarettes, and offered them round. We each had one and lit 

up, and then came my first lesson in security. As the packet 

was empty, I crumpled it and threw it away. Immediately, 

one of the men picked it up and put it in his pocket, 

explaining that he would burn it. 

They enquired about my injuries, and on discovering that I 

had what appeared to be a broken hand, said they would 

take me to a friendly doctor for treatment. The village which I 

later discovered to be Someron, was about a mile from the 

bridge, but they had three bicycles, and with me balanced on 

the crossbar of one of them, we made goodtime to the 

village. 

That was the most eerie journey I have ever made, perched 

gratefully, but uncomfortably, on the bike, pedalled by a 

stranger, through unfamiliar territory and extremely 

apprehensive of being challenged by a German soldier or 

policeman at every bend in the road. I arrived without 

further incident outside the Doctor’s surgery, and after gravel 

was thrown up at an upstairs window, we gained admittance. 
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There followed a hurried and whispered consultation. The 

Doctor seemed to me to be even more nervous than I was, 

and really who could blame him. To make matters worse, he 

could not speak English. But to my eternal gratitude he 

dressed my cuts and bruises, also eased the pain in my hand 

by putting it in a splint.  

All this was done at great speed, as I am certain that he 

wanted me out of his house as quickly as possible. All the 

foregoing took place within an hour of my being shot down! 

Then I got outside, and it was explained to me that one of 

them intended to take me to a farmhouse on the outskirts of 

the village, but by now the Germans in the area would have 

been alerted, so that if we were challenged, he would make 

off at great speed in one direction and I was to run at top 

speed away from him. This journey again luckily passed 

without incident, but with my heart pounding fit to burst. 

We eventually came to the farmhouse, where I was taken 

inside into the kitchen, and greeted with open arms by the 

farmer and his wife. This type of greeting was to be my main 

recollection of the brave Dutch people in general. They were 

delighted to help in any way against the Germans, and had 

no thoughts of the consequences. They all knew what those 

consequences would be, but it made no difference to their 

attitude.  

By this time I was feeling decidedly groggy and very tired. I 

was given something hot to drink, and led up to a hayloft, 
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which as I recall was directly above the kitchen; access was 

by means of a rough ladder through a trapdoor in the ceiling. 

I was told to keep extremely quiet, and I was glad to burrow 

into the hay, and immediately fell into an exhausted sleep. 
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Chapter 6 

A Friend Indeed 

Cyfaill da cystal â cheffyl 

-- Welsh proverb 

Having a good friend is equivalent to owning a horse.  

 

I was awakened the next morning by the Dutchman who had 

escorted me to the farm -- I never did learn his name. He 

brought me news of the remainder of the crew. Morritt 

(Navigator), Pretswell (W/Operator) and Richardson 

(R/Gunner) had all been killed; but the three others had all 

parachuted safely, although Turtle (M/U Gunner) and Sindall 

(F/Engineer) had been taken prisoner. Punter (B/Aimer) was 

still free and in friendly hands. The Dutchman promised that 

he would bring Punter to join me later that day. I was still 

feeling very groggy and my hand and ear were quite painful, 

but the news I was to have company cheered me up 

considerably. 

It was put to me that if I was to remain free and avoid 

capture I had to get rid of my uniform and don civilian 

clothes. This was a definite committal to escape as far as I 
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was concerned as I knew full well the consequences should I 

be caught in civilian clothes. Nevertheless it was not a 

difficult decision to make, and I eagerly and willingly 

accepted the suit they had obtained for me. My uniform was 

taken away for burning, but the farmer's wife pleaded that 

she be allowed to keep my pilot's brevet, and also, far more 

important and valuable to her, my thick white woollen 

aircrew pullover, which she said she would unravel and keep 

it for a safe period, and then make it into another article of 

clothing and dye it. I was extremely glad that there was 

something of mine which was of value to her. 

As was promised, 'Pop' Punter was brought to join me later 

in the afternoon, and great was our joy in seeing each other 

again. He quickly filled me in on what had happened to Turtle 

and Sindall. The three of them had parachuted and landed 

safely near each other. They were found by four Dutch boys, 

who supplied them with milk and advised them to hide in a 

nearby wood until morning. Turtle had been wounded, and it 

was decided that since obviously he could not carry on, it was 

wiser to leave him outside a nearby house where he was 

taken prisoner the following morning.  

Pop and Sindall remained uncomfortably in the wood 

overnight, until they were contacted by the Dutch. 

Unfortunately they had to be separated, because Sindall who 

was also injured and in very low spirits was taken to another 

farmhouse nearby, and Pop brought through to me. We 

heard later that Sindall had also been captured. 
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On the journey to the farmhouse where I was, Pop and his 

guide passed over a crossroad where a young helper had 

been strung up on a tree, riddled with bullets, and left as a 

warning to other Dutch helpers. It did not help Pop's morale 

to see this terrible sight, but it made us realise how incredibly 

brave the Dutch people were, and the risks they were taking 

in helping us. 

As a further example of the cruelty of the occupying forces, 

we were told about a young Dutchman who was caught 

listening to the B.B.C. broadcasts, which was of course strictly 

forbidden. He was taken to the Gestapo, who presented him 

with a document which freely gave him permission to listen 

to any radio broadcast and then they punctured his 

eardrums. 

By this time the Germans were aware that two of us were 

free and under cover somewhere, consequently there was 

considerable activity in the neighbourhood for the next few 

days. They called at the farm on the second day, whilst we 

were still hiding in the hayloft, but surprisingly they only 

carried out a most casual and apathetic search and conveyed 

the impression that they thought we were no longer in the 

area. By the end of the week all searches were abandoned, 

and it was now deemed safe for us to spend longer periods 

out of the hayloft.  

We were installed in the parlour or 'best room' of the 

farmhouse, and every kindness and consideration was shown 

towards us. Supplies of food, though plain, were more than 
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sufficient to meet our needs. We did not exactly live like 

Lords, but we were thankful to be alive and free. 

During this period we were introduced to a dish which must 

have been the mainstay of the Dutch during this period. It 

was called 'Pap', and that is exactly what it was - soft food - a 

gruel type of porridge. This is not mentioned with any 

intention of complaining or carping at our situation, the 

farmer and his wife shared all they had with us, and I am sure 

that if the truth were known, gave us more than they had 

themselves. Everything was served with the utmost 

cleanliness -- which was different to the 'Pap' which we ate at 

a later stage in our travels, and probably prejudiced our 

recollections of this dish. 

After things had quietened down, Pop was most impatient to 

be on the move even if it meant striking out on our own. I felt 

it wiser to wait until I could use my hand more effectively, 

because if we had to climb or swim a river I would be 

handicapped and become a liability to Pop. We therefore 

decided that we would rest fully for the next few days before 

coming to a final decision. 

As it happened, the decision was taken out of our hands, as 

we were told soon after that we were being moved, and that 

we would be going to a 'sanatorium' for a while. We were to 

make ourselves ready to-move the following morning. We 

expressed our deep and sincere thanks to the farmer and his 

good wife M Minten Brandvenstradt, Someren-heid for their 

courage and extreme kindness in hiding and sustaining us. 
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Chapter 7 

If You Go Down To The Woods... 

. . . y coedwigoedd tywyll, a’r bwystfilod rheibus sy’n 

cyniwair drwyddynt wedi mynd yn angof 

 -- R. T. Jenkins, Yr Apêl at Hanes 

. . .those dark forests, and the fierce creatures that stirred 

through them, have largely been forgotten. 

 

Our transport eventually showed up, and unexpectedly 

turned out to be a priest on a bicycle. He told us he had 

another friend with a bicycle waiting for us a short distance 

away, and whilst he led the way we were to follow at a 

distance until he was certain that it was safe to take us 

further.  

We had only walked a short distance when he called us on 

and introduced us to his friend. We were now instructed in 

the art of perching one foot on a small protrusion from the 

rear axle of the bike, the other knee resting on the rear 

mudguard, and. holding very tightly to the shoulders of rhe 

man in the saddle. 

Having settled our balance properly we made very good 

speed, keeping to side roads and country lanes, until we 
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eventually came to a substantial pine forest. We turned into 

this and sped along the firebreak track, which divided the 

forest into blocks. To anyone watching we must have 

presented a peculiar and fantastic sight, with the priest 

leading the way - black hat perched on his head, black 

cassock blowing in the wind, with a very bewildered person 

hanging on to his back, and apparently being chased by 

another two mounted in a similar manner. 

With some relief to us ail we stopped at what must have 

been a prearranged spot, because we were joined very 

quickly by another man who immediately took charge of us. 

We swiftly said our goodbyes to the priest and his friend, and 

were led on foot into the thick of the forest. We travelled in a 

single file until we came to a small clearing, and to our 

absolute amazement we saw that a number of straw huts 

had been built into the trees -- this was the so-called 

'sanatorium'.  

We were quickly surrounded by about a dozen young men, 

who naturally wanted to know our story and ail about us. 

They for their part explained that they were Dutchmen who 

had been drafted to work in Germany, but chose to go 

underground and live in the forest. They called themselves 

'Underdoikers' and there must have been at least 15 of them.  

They were very well organised. The straw huts were small 

but reasonably comfortable and what was most important, 

they kept out the rain. They had also built a central mess 

room, where we gathered for the evening meal.  
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They had also dug a very large latrine pit -- one could almost 

say that we had all the comforts of home -- if you could say 

that perching on a horizontal pole over an unspeakable hole 

was comfortable. Incidentally, one had to throw a spade-full 

of sand into the pit on completion of one’s duty. 

The camp ‘commandant’ had been away from the camp 

when we were brought in, but turned up late in the 

afternoon. We certainly got the impression that he was not 

at all pleased to see us and was very suspicious. 

There were very heated exchanges in Dutch between him 

and his followers, which for us reached an all time low when 

he pulled out a pistol and held it pointed between my eyes. I 

tried to show that I was not frightened, but I doubt whether 

anybody in my predicament could not fail to be a little 

nervous: I was shaking with fright. Anyway, my attitude and 

answers to his questions seemed to take the heat out of the 

situation, and all became calm and quiet in a short while. 

From then on we were shown the greatest kindness by all the 

inmates, but I was always wary of that commandant. 

We were allocated a straw hut, and quickly fell into the 

routine of the camp. The main chore of the day was the 

preparation of the evening meal, which invariably consisted 

of potatoes, potatoes and even more potatoes. It is 

unbelievable that Pop and I can still say that we love 

potatoes. 



27  

 

Sometimes the meal was varied with the addition of 

mangetout peas, or carrots, or even swedes, and on special 

occasions we had 'stroop' (syrup), but not at any time did we 

have meat. We were also from time to time treated to a little 

piece of cheese. 

Our evenings were spent in conversation, finding out about 

each other, and we found that our fluency in the Dutch 

language was improving the whole time. A radio was 

available, but as we had to conserve the battery, it was only 

switched on for news items, mainly the B.B.C. 

After listening one night to the news, they posed the 

question, rather impatiently, as to when the Second Front 

was to take place, and I answered in an offhand and 

unconsidered manner:  'It will happen tomorrow.’ 

 The date was the 5th June, 1944. Imagine our great surprise 

and unbounded joy – me, more than most -- to hear on the 

morning news broadcast the voice of General Eisenhower 

declaring that the Second Front had started, with the landing 

of Allied troops in Normandy. 

We stayed at this location for about four to five weeks, and 

thoroughly enjoyed the companionship of these friendly and 

brave Dutchmen. At times, we could almost forget that we 

were in enemy-held territory.  

The truth, however, was brought home to us, by the practice 

the Germans had from time to time of setting up machine 

guns on adjacent corners of the blocks of forest and firing at 
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random. Our block escaped this attention whilst we were in 

residence, but we heard firing going on into nearby blocks. 

It was by now the first week in July, and we were getting 

more and more anxious to be on our way again. Eventually 

word came that we could be moved on, and that we were to 

be at a point on the edge of the forest at first light the 

following morning.  
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Chapter 8 

All Change! 

O fortuna 

Velut luna 

Statu variabilis  

  

-- from Carmina Burana 

 

O fortune 

You are like the Moon 

Always changing 

 

We were guided to the designated spot just as it was getting 

dark, and left on our own to spend the night as best we 

could. Unfortunately for us a very severe thunderstorm came 

up and lasted throughout the night, with torrential rain and 

frighteningly close lightning. 

Despite what has always been said against sheltering under 

trees during an electrical storm, we really had no alternative 

but to press against the trunk of an oak tree, which afforded 

us just a little shelter from the rain, but still left us soaked to 

the skin. 

When dawn broke it also heralded the easing and passing of 

the storm. In a short time the day became fine and sunny so 

that our clothes soon dried upon us, and we wire further 
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cheered by the arrival of our next guide, who quickly 

informed us that we were to spend that night at another 

farmhouse. 

This was situated near the village of America, and once again 

we were kindly received, this time by the Poels family, who 

took great pains to make us feel welcome. 

The eldest son, called Bert, took us swimming in a nearby 

canal, which was most refreshing and welcome. When we 

returned to the farm, we found that two German soldiers 

were also seeking refuge. The family however were very 

suspicious of them and sent off for help. It later transpired 

that one of the Germans had been planted to discover Dutch 

helpers in order to betray them -- this was proved without 

doubt -- and he was summarily dealt with. 

It was after we were there that we took a walk late one 

evening, and found ourselves on the edge of an airfield. 

Quite near to us, was parked a Heinkel III. Pop was all for 

making a rush for it, and expected me to get it started and fly 

back to England. He was most disappointed when I said that I 

could not do it. 

The following day we were on our journey once more. We 

were taken to Venray and installed in a small hut next to the 

railway station, where we were told that we were to make a 

rail journey to the town of Sittard. This was a trip of about an 

hour, which would present certain dangers and entailed 

changing trains at Venlo. Our guide told us that he would 
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purchase the rail tickets for us and pass them surreptitiously 

into our hands as we approached the station.  

It was impressed on us that we had to appear perfectly 

normal and act boldly, as there would be German railway 

police near the entrance to the station. Our guide would 

oversee our movements, but would not try to help us if 

anything went seriously wrong. Should anyone speak to us 

we should either ignore them, or mumble some reply. 

Feigning sleep might also a way of expending some time. We 

felt apprehensive and slept very fitfully in our little tin hut 

that night. 

The morning of our next adventure dawned, and we followed 

our guide towards the railway station entrance and watched 

him approach the ticket office. Suddenly a girl bumped into 

Pop, and at the same time slipped our tickets into his hand. 

We walked firmly into the entrance and passed the Service 

Police without a word being said. There were a few more 

German soldiers on the platform, but they were busy loading 

what we could only assume to be 'Underdoikers' on to a train 

waiting there.  

We moved to stand near a Dutch lady who unfortunately 

addressed a remark to Pop who quickly answered ‘Ja, ja .’ 

This only disturbed and irritated the lady, and he quickly 

changed to 'Ne, ne', and diplomatically moved on.  

Another train arrived in the station, and we saw our guide 

boarding it, so we followed suit. We had entered a long open 
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compartment with a centre aisle, the guide was sitting in one 

booth, and we moved into one fairly near. The carriage had 

slatted wooden seats, which were far from comfortable. 

There were about four other people in the same booth, and 

Pop and I sat apart. There followed a long nerve-racking 

journey, but we arrived at Venlo without any incident. We 

had been assured that there would not be any difficulty in 

changing trains, but to our absolute horror as the train 

stopped we saw a long double rank of German soldiers, 

whom we obviously had to pass. 

I was feeling far from happy, but Pop became extremely 

agitated. He whispered to me 'I just ain't going to make it'; to 

which I replied 'Ignore them, pretend they are not there'. 

This seemed to give him courage, because he smiled and 

stepped out of the train, and we both pretended to chat 

unconcernedly as we walked along the platform in front of 

the soldiers, and followed our guide to the other waiting 

train and climbed aboard without any further mishap. The 

next section of our journey was uneventful, but we were 

thoroughly apprehensive throughout, and afraid that 

someone would try to speak to us again. 

We finally arrived in Sittard and exited from the station, 

keeping our guide in view, but not getting too near to him. 

This was another stroke of luck for us, because as soon as we 

entered the street leading from the station we saw him being 

stopped by two German soldiers who demanded to see his 

papers. 



33  

 

 Once again we had to walk past with all outward appearance 

of calmness, but with hearts fluttering madly. We later 

slowed down to allow him to overtake us, and fell into the 

previous routine, until he stopped to talk briefly to a lady and 

indicated that we were now to follow her. 

She set off at a good pace and in a very short while turned 

into and entered a three storey house opposite a hospital. 

We quickly followed her inside and there followed the most 

comfortable time of our period in enemy held territory. We 

were able to stay there for about three weeks, until about 

the end of July. 
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Chapter 9 

At Home with the Hagenaars 

Mae gen i dipyn o dŷ bach twt, o dŷ bach twt, o dŷ bach twt,  

Ac yma byddaf yn llon fy myd, yn llon fy myd, yn llon fy myd 

 

 -- Welsh children’s song 

 

I have a tidy little house, a tidy little house, a tidy little house 

And here I will be happy and content, happy and content, happy 

and content 

 

The house was the home of Kees and Lies Hagenaars, the 

latter being the lady we had followed from the station. They 

led us to the third floor room, which had been prepared for 

us. They explained that Kees' father and mother had rooms 

on the second floor, but we were unlikely to meet them. 

There was also a housemaid who had been informed of our 

situation, and could be thoroughly trusted to keep our 

secret. Finally, there was a dog, who we would meet later, 

and it turned out to be an extremely friendly though typically 

slobbery Boxer. 

We were instructed to be very careful about appearing in 

windows, especially downstairs, as even the neighbours 

would not be told about us. Should the house be raided 



35  

 



36  

 

suddenly by the Germans, we were to make our way up to 

the attic and get out through the window onto the roof, at 

which point we would be entirely on our own, and would 

have to make good our escape any way we could. 

The Hagenaars lived in considerable style, the house was 

quite luxurious. Kees was a businessman who ran the leading 

stationery and book store in Sittard, and was obviously used 

to the good life, which made the dangerous game they 

played in helping us very difficult to understand and could 

only be explained by their deep hatred of the Germans and 

their atrocities. 

Both Kees and Lies could speak very good English, and gave 

us considerable help in understanding and speaking the 

Dutch language. We also enjoyed very good food during our 

stay, sometimes there would be a bottle of wine to 

accompany the evening meal' but really the thing we 

appreciated the most, was the luxury of getting into a 

comfortable bed at the end of the day, and also being 

allowed to wallow in a hot bath. 

The days passed lazily and comfortably, we both enjoyed and 

made the most of this period to rejuvenate, and regain our 

strength. One of our regular diversions, was to watch the 

comings and goings at the military hospital two hundred 

yards across the way from us. The first thing we saw each 

morning when we arose, was the red Nazi flag with the hated 

black swastika on it. lt gave us a lot of simple satisfaction to 

make rude signs at it, although at the same time I must 
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admit, that it was awe inspiring to be so close to that blood 

red monstrosity. 

When we were not watching the heil-ing and the jackbooting 

and the obvious arrogance of the black uniformed Gestapo 

men, we quietly played cards, or browsed through the small 

library in the house. We were even able to spend a little time 

gently sunbathing in a sheltered corner at the rear of the 

house, safe from prying eyes. 

Before leaving our base at Wickenby we had been supplied 

with our escape photographs. These were contained in our 

escape kits together with a supply of French, Belgian and 

Dutch money and also a small compass. 

However, when our new friends came to supply us with 

identity and work permits they were as horrified as we were, 

to discover that the photographs were the wrong size. 

Immediately a photographer was brought to us and took 

pictures. He eventually supplied them to the forger who 

passed on the magic cards to us. 

These were very well received and certainly gave us more 

confidence to move about the country. I was not to know 

until after the war, that Pop had signed his incorrectly, and 

this would have given him away immediately to anyone 

carrying out a check -- luckily this did not happen. I am still in 

proud possession of those cards. 

The other great kindness that the Hagenaars showed 

towards us was in supplying us with cigarettes. Kees would 
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travel great distances to obtain these, despite the fact that 

he did not smoke himself. I can still recall the name of those 

cigarettes:  CONSI. 

They were made from tobacco grown in Holland and tasted 

quite foul, but they were very acceptable nevertheless. It 

apparently gave the Dutch people great joy to consider that 

the letters CONSI stood for ‘Churchill Over National Socialist 

Invaders' -- it was little things like this that kept their spirits 

high. 

The mention of spirits reminds me that towards the end of 

our stay at Sittard, when we got to know our hosts really well 

they produced a bottle of the Dutch gin called Bols. To those 

not acquainted with it, it is a heavy oily and potent liquid. 

The three males unfortunately consumed rather too much of 

it -- and all paid the consequences. I like to think that our 

weakened condition had something to do with it. 

After about three weeks of this very acceptable and 

comfortable billet we were very rudely and suddenly 

awakened one night to be told that the Germans were 

raiding the house next door on some pretext, and we 

therefore had to move immediately. I had sudden visions of 

scrambling over rooftops, but thankfully they led us quietly 

into the back garden and hid us in a tiny tin shed at the far 

end. In here, we listened most apprehensively to the 

shouting and banging coming from next door. Happily this 

soon stopped and we were informed the following morning 

that it was nothing more serious than two drunken soldiers 
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trying to get a bed for the night. By what providence had 

they not chosen the Hagenaars’ house? 

However, this incident had shaken us all, and within a couple 

of days we were on our way. 
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Chapter 10 

Honour Among Thieves? 

Y lleuad yn ole, 

A’r lladron yn dŵad 

 

-- Ancient Welsh saying from the Vale of Nantlle, 

recorded by W. R. Ambrose in 1872. 

 

By the light of the moon, 

See the thieves approach 

 

We were to travel by rail again, this time to Roermond. By 

now we considered ourselves old hands at this rail travel and 

did not worry -- in any case we now had the correct papers or 

‘papieren' --  and a slightly better command of the language. 

Having said our thanks and goodbyes the previous evening, 

we set off with Lies as our guide until we came within sight of 

the station, where she bade us good luck and farewell. 

Our guide from now on was a man in a light blue suit who 

quickly disappeared into the station, and we just as quickly 

went after him. This time our journey completely uneventful; 

apart from the feeling of apprehension whenever the train 

stopped and we caught sight of the uniformed railway police: 

they all appeared terribly tough and unsmiling. 
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We emerged from the station at Roermond to be greeted by 

an old man who led us on foot slowly through the town and 

brought us to a house somewhere on the outskirts. We were 

told that we were to cross the river Maas that night, and the 

hope was expressed that we could both swim. I have no idea 

what we would have done had we been non-swimmers. 

We emerged from the house in the early hours of the 

morning, and after walking across fields for about two hours, 

we came to the bank of the river. We were instructed to take 

off our clothes, and wrap them and our shoes inside our 

jackets, and tie them on our backs. 

We swam as quietly and as swiftly as possible to the other 

side. The water was dark, very cold, but not fast flowing, so 

the journey to the other side was made with comparative 

ease. The worse to suffer however was our clothing and it 

was real torture to put on our wet clothing after a cold swim. 

After a short rest we were hurried on to the village of Rogel, 

just as dawn was breaking. Our guide took us to what 

appeared to be a large country mansion; he skirted around 

the house and brought us to the side of a lake contained 

within the grounds. He then left us saying that someone else 

would visit us later that day By this time we were so tired, 

that we collapsed under some nearby trees and swiftly fell 

into a deep sleep. 

We were awakened by the sound of voices, and found that 

the lady of the house was delivering food to us. It was bread 
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and cheese, which was to last us throughout the day. We 

spent our time at the lake, attempting to catch the fish it 

contained, but without any success. Later, we discovered 

that we were to be moved again in the morning and that we 

would be spending the next few days in a corrugated tin hut 

in a nearby wood. 

The woods we moved into the following morning were quite 

near the house with the lake and we were introduced to our 

tin shack. The only thing that could be said in its favour was 

that it kept some of the rain off us. Our stay there was long 

and dreary, and we also had to fend for ourselves for food 

and drink.  

There followed a series of miserable moves, where we slept 

rough in an orchard containing quite foul apples and pears. 

we also crept into a chicken house near Hunsell. 

By this time we had got quite close to the Dutch/Belgian 

border. It must have been a gathering point for those wishing 

to surreptitiously cross the border, because by this time we 
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had joined up with six other allied airmen evading capture.  

We did not have long to wait here, and were told that for the 

crossing, we would be in the hands of professional 

smugglers, who regularly made the journey across the border 

with Dutch cheese, cigarettes, and returned carrying French 

wines and brandy. In due course we were introduced to our 

smuggler, and it is true to say that neither Pop nor I were 

enamoured with his attitude or personality. He gave us the 

impression of being shifty and dishonest. Did we expect an 

honest smuggler? However, he was there to help us across 

the border, so for better or worse, we had to trust him. 

Arrangements were made for us all to meet him at the edge 

of the woods that night. This we did, and commenced our 

journey. It was not too long before the smuggler called a halt. 

He told us that the crossing could be dangerous, as the 

border was patrolled by the Germans. The place and time of 

crossing had to be carefully worked out, and silence at all 

times was absolutely essential. He also told us that in the 

interest of security, we were to hand all our possessions to 

him -- escape money, watches and any jewellery. Whilst most 

of the small band complied with his request, Pop and I only 

gave him some of our money and hid our watches, etc. 

By this time it would be about 2.30 a.m., and raining quite 

heavily. We set off in a single file, following in the footsteps 

of our friend the smuggler. We crossed a number of fields 

and came to a large wooden building. This we were told 

housed a number of German female telephone operators, 
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who had volunteered to be made pregnant by German 

soldiers, in order to produce pure Aryan babies for the Third 

Reich. After struggling through a small wood we eventually 

crossed a deep ditch where three or four Belgian men were 

waiting for us -- we had safely crossed the border! 

A whispered and hurried conversation took place with the 

smuggler, after which the Belgians led us to what can only be 

described as a hole in the ground, and we were invited to 

descend into it. It was not very deep, and we were quite 

cramped for space. Fortunately we were told that we would 

only have to stay there for the remainder of that night, and 

until late evening of the following day, when it was expected 

that someone would come to guide us further. As a sort of 

reward for staying in these awful conditions a huge piece of 

cheese was given to each one of us. Finally the hole was 

covered with some form of planking. 

Our distrust of the smuggler became justified, because that 

was the last we ever saw of him, and those who had given 

their watches, etc., lost them completely. 
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Chapter 11 

Strange Alliances 

Ymhob gwlad y megir glew 

-- Welsh proverb 

Every nation brings forth courage 

 

However, true to the Belgians’ word, we were released from 

our hole in the ground at the appointed time and were 

guided to a small brick barn in a field surrounded by woods, 

quite close to Kinroi. It was a very comfortable billet, and 

since the barn was full of sweet smelling hay, we could 

snuggle into it. 

Pop and I decided that despite all other considerations, we 

would make this our home for the next few days. Our 

companions of the previous night decided that they would 

press on, and try to find a less obvious place to stay. 

We slept on, and slept very soundly for the next two or three 

days, with one or two people from Kinroi bringing us what 

food they had available. On the third day they warned us that 

the story had got out amongst the villagers that we were 

hiding in the barn and advised us to move out, because they 

were afraid that with all the talk going on, the Germans 
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would eventually get to know. We were too comfortable 

however, and told them that we would reluctantly move on 

the following day. 

The news must have subconsciously disturbed us, as we were 

both up just as dawn was breaking, and both of us went into 

the woods to attend to our toilets. We were suddenly 

terrified to hear shouts and gunfire, coming from the 

direction of the barn, which we had so recently vacated. We 

crept to the edge of the wood and saw the barn had been 

surrounded by about eight German soldiers.  

They had no doubt been alerted by the talk in the village, and 

were obviously under the impression that we were still 

inside. Having fired their guns to intimidate and frighten us -- 

which they had done -- their leader called out for us to 

emerge. When he did not receive any acknowledgement he 

ordered his troops to throw hand grenades through the 

window of the barn. 

Naturally these set the hay on fire, whilst we for our part, 

withdrew cautiously and with all speed into the depths of the 

wood. We quickly made our escape from the barn and went 

deeper into Belgium, keeping to the woods the whole time. 

We had of course broken contact with our friends from 

Kinroi, but whilst walking through the woods one evening, 

we were met by two men. 

They were both short, swarthy, tough, dirty and utterly 

villainous looking, and we approached them with a great deal 
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of trepidation, because it was too late to turn back and make 

a run for it. It now seems almost unbelievable that we could 

communicate with them, because it transpired that they 

were two Russian prisoners of war who had escaped from a 

forced labour camp somewhere in the Ruhr, and were trying 

to make their way to the Allies. 

Our first impression of them appeared to be completely 

wrong, because they turned out to be most friendly, 

although one of them had somehow acquired a sawn-off 

shotgun, which he was very proud to show us.  

The fact that they were ruthless was borne out later that 

night. We had settled down to sleep in the heather by the 

side of a river or canal, when in the early hours when we 

were awakened by one of the Russians asking if one of us 

had a knife he could borrow. Pop was then the possessor of a 

small penknife, which he handed over to him. He quietly 

disappeared into the night, and we once again settled down 

to sleep. 

When morning came and we were fully awake, the two 

Russians were sitting a short distance away, boiling water for 

breakfast. We approached them and Pop's penknife was 

returned to him with many thanks. They explained that 

whilst looking for game last night, they came across a 

German soldier -- a deserter perhaps – and, not wanting to 

make a noise with the shotgun, they had borrowed the knife 

to kill him. They showed us the soldier's equipment, rifle, 

bayonet, grenades, water bottle, belts, etc.  
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When we asked what they had done with the soldier, they 

coolly replied that they had slipped him into the water. I'm 

afraid that this episode was a little too rich for our stomachs, 

and we parted company with them as soon as we could 

diplomatically do so. Over the years I have often wondered 

what fate had in store for them. (Incidentally, Pop still has 

that penknife in his possession.) 

We were still in the vicinity of Kinroi and travelling slowly 

from wood to wood, when lady luck smiled once again on us, 

and we made contact with the wonderful Van Hoef family. 

They consisted of three brothers: one named Fritz, one, to 

my shame, I cannot recall, and the other whom we referred 

to as the White Father, because he was dressed in a white 

monk's habit, and was, in fact, a member of an Order which 

worked in Africa. 

They took us into yet another wood, where we joined other 

evading R.A.F. men; namely, Roger Gardener, Jack Trend, 

Dennis Walker and Ed Simmons. It was wonderful to be able 

to converse with other English people again. The three 

brothers organised food and cigarettes for all of us. After a 

few days, Pop and I struck lucky again, when we were invited 

by one of the brothers to join him on a visit to a nearby 

farmhouse. We had not entered a house since leaving 

Sittard, and were really looking forward to the visit. 

We started off midmorning, on this very short journey, and 

were soon being given a conducted tour around the farm. As 

lunchtime approached, the farmer asked us to stay and join 
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them in their meal. We sat at the table, where a spoon had 

been laid at each place, and were joined by the farmer's wife 

and about four of his workers. The meal was brought in a 

huge bowl, and turned out to be our old friend 'Pap’, but this 

time it appeared to be different as it was dotted with little 

black spots, which we assumed to be currants. We were told 

to dig into the main communal bowl with our spoon) and 

begin feeding. We suddenly noticed that all the others at the 

table were waving a hand over the bowl before dipping their 

spoons in. We realised that they were waving the flies away 

from the bowl, and suddenly came the further realisation 

that the ‘currants’ we had observed were in fact dead flies. 

It is sufficient to say that we did not enjoy the remainder of 

the meal, although out of common politeness, we had to 

make a show of eating and enjoying it. We were very glad to 

return to our little space in the woods. So much for our farm 

visit. 

Our next move was in a southerly direction, when we were 

taken to another large wood near Ellan. Here we were told 

that we could join a group of partisans, if we wanted to; 

consisting of about one hundred to one hundred and fifty 

men. We had a quick conference within our little group, but 

it was only Pop and I, together with Roger Gardener who 

were prepared to cast our lot with them, and said that we 

would co-operate with this large group. I think that one of 

the criteria which persuaded us to join them was the thought 

that there would be safety in numbers. Future events, 

however, proved that this is not always the case. 
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Having been accepted into the group we discovered that 

they were quite well armed, with rifles, Stenguns and also a 

few hand grenades. They had recently received an air drop of 

arms delivered by the R.A.F. 

The front of the general fighting was by this time, getting 

comparatively close, twenty to twenty-five miles, with the 

German forces gradually withdrawing towards our position. 

Nearby was a rail bridge, crossing the canal near Rothem, 

and the partisans were very anxious that it should not be 

destroyed in the German retreat. They therefore decided 

that they would set a guard on it. Pop and I volunteered to 

join in with them, and we were duly armed with Stenguns 

and two magazines of ammunition. 

The guard post was set up in a railway cutting on the far side 

of the bridge, in the general direction from which the 

Germans were expected. We spent a quiet couple of days, 

just talking and playing cards. However the time came, when 

a small detail of German soldiers approached our bridge and 

we were forced to fire on them, to halt their advance. They 

returned our fire, and very soon things developed into quire 

a raging gun battle. One of the partisans in a position next to 

Pop and I, stood up to fire on the enemy; he was immediately 

raked by a burst of neat bullet-holes right across his chest. If 

nothing else, it showed us that we were not playing games. 

Shortly afterwards, and to our great relief, the Germans 

withdrew and we were able to remove the dead man into a 

box car in a nearby siding. Shortly after this we were relieved 
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from our posts by other partisans. By this time it had started 

to rain heaviiy and whilst I and the others set off to join the 

main group, Pop decided that he would prefer to keep dry, 

and sleep in the box car with the dead man; but promised 

that he would rejoin us very early the following morning. 

True to his word, shortly after dawn, Pop set off along the 

trail through the wood, when he was suddenly ordered to 

stop, and felt a gun pushed into his back. He immediately 

shouted, 'Engles'. But this was to no avail, because he was 

led off by his captors and incarcerated in a small hut. There 

was a bed in one corner, but when he laid down on it, 

discovered that it was full of bedbugs, and since there was no 

other furniture, he had to lie on the floor. 

He remained imprisoned there until quite late that day, when 

his identity was established, and he was released. In the 

meantime I had been very concerned about his non-

appearance, and especially the lack of information about 

him. I was more than a little relieved to see him escorted 

back to camp, looking very sorry for himself. He swore that 

he would not again be separated from us. 

The question of food was ever uppermost in all our minds, 

since we had to live by constantly foraging what we could off 

the land - potatoes, carrots, cabbages, etc., and quite often 

we were glad to eat them raw. We also enjoyed various fruits 

from time to time. Sometimes our diet was supplemented by 

some kind person bringing us a supply of 'Pap', which we 

continued to enjoy. It was little wonder that one of the 

partisans should casually remark that it would be wonderful 
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to taste meat again. This was followed by another person 

saying that there happened to be a farmer nearby, who had 

been particularly friendly with the Germans, their word for 

him was a 'schwartz' - and why did we not go and steal one 

of his cows? 

It must be remembered, that by this time the Allies were 

advancing at a great pace, and everyone was feeling very 

confident. The idea was greeted with great enthusiasm, and 

two men were detailed to collect a cow. I can still see in my 

mind's eye that poor cow being led on a halter into our 

camp. Without ceremony it was quickly shot, bled, and the 

meat hacked away -- and joy of joys! -- we had a banquet of 

meat that evening. 

'We were of course still sleeping out in the open, wherever 

we could find a fairly comfortable niche, and usually slept 

quite soundly. This particular morning however, we were 

suddenly and rudely awakened by the sound of panic, and 

wildly running feet. We saw to our horror that the whole 

camp was running in apparent mad panic, past our sleeping 

place. We naturally assumed that something catastrophic 

had happened, and without even attempting to find the 

reason, we also joined the panic run. Panic breeds panic, and 

we ran and ran, until we were completely out of breath, and 

finally collapsed, utterly exhausted. 

The rest of the group had also stopped, and were making 

enquiries as to the reason for the panic. To our relief, 

surprise, and disgust, we discovered that someone had seen 



54  

 

German soldiers entering the wood; it later transpired that 

there were only two of them, and these had unbelievably put 

the whole camp to flight. I do not know what happened to 

those two soldiers, but I can accept that they wandered in 

and out of that wood without being really aware of the 

disruption they had caused. 

It was at this stage that Pop, Roger and I decided that it was 

now time to leave this happy band of partisans, and strike 

out on our own. The front line was now quite close, and we 

were confident that we would stand a better chance of 

getting through on our own.  
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Chapter 12 

Home Run 

Anaml elw heb antur 

-- Welsh proverb 

Rarely is there reward without risk 

 

We found however that this was easier said than done, 

because after proceeding to the far end of the wood, we 

came onto a main road, and to consternation, found a 

substantial convoy of German trucks and armoured vehicles 

travelling along it. 

The situation became even more fraught with danger, when 

suddenly a lone Typhoon aircraft started to strafe the convoy 

with cannon fire. We realised that in order to make progress 

in the right direction, we had to cross this particular road; so 

there was no question of going back, and in any case with the 

confused situation now prevailing it might even be more 

dangerous. 

I think this episode must have been the most frightening of 

our whole journey. The Typhoon must have been completely 

out of ammunition, because he flew off after one more run, 
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leaving us quaking at the bottom of the wet ditch we had 

scrambled into.  

The German convoy eventually passed on, and we were able 

to dash across the road. 

The countryside was now far more open, and consequently 

our progress became a lot slower, since we had to keep to 

the shelter of hedges and ditches. We could now see clearly 

where the fighting was taking place, and our hearts sank with 

the realisation that we could not possibly approach directly 

due to the intense fighting taking place. We therefore set off 

on a more south-westerly course, in an attempt to loop 

around the flank. 

Later that day, we came to an open field, which was dotted 

with about eight to ten quite small haystacks, and we 

decided to spend the night burrowed into one of these. The 

following morning when we woke up and peered out of our 

haystack we saw a platoon of soldiers marching along the 

lane skirting the field, probably retreating from the fighting. 

One of the soldiers was detached from the platoon and 

ordered into the field where, to our extreme horror, he 

started tossing hand-grenades into each haystack and 

destroying them. Lucky for us, he started on the ones 

furthest away, so that by the time he reached the one we 

were in, he had run out of grenades. 

However Pop still swears to this day, that the soldier knew 

we were in that particular haystack, because he insiits that 
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he gave a very significant sort of cough as he went by. I do 

not suppose that we will ever know for certain. 

It taught us that no more would we be tempted to hide or 

sleep in haystacks, however comfortable they might appear. 

We found a small wood to spend the next night in, so we 

were back to our usual environment.  

On awakening the following morning we saw the tracks of 

tyres in the sandy soil on a cart track very near the spot 

where we had been sleeping. On reconnoitring the 

immediate vicinity we could see two American jeeps, parked 

in a little copse in a hollow, about three hundred yards from 

us. Even at this stage, we were very cautious and being 

aware that the Yanks were notoriously trigger happy it would 

be far from wise to rush them. Pop, being the one with the 

correct accent, was elected to make contact. 

They turned out to be a section of American Rangers on 

reconnaissance patrol, who had only stopped for a short 

coffee break. Pop was offered a cup, at which he remarked 

that he knew of two other guys who would also love a cup of 

coffee; and he was immediately instructed to call us out to 

join them. 

This he did in excellent style, which set us running, slightly 

downhill towards them and across an open field. Suddenly a 

German soldier stood up in the far corner of the field and 

called on us to 'Halt!'- - there was no possibility of us halting 

at that stage; he fired a couple of shots from his rifle, but 
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they came nowhere near us. This naturally made the 

Americans a little nervous, and without much ceremony we 

were bundled into the jeeps and we roared away. 

They took us to their advance post where we were treated to 

a fine meal, with white bread -- pure ambrosia! But as we 

were British, we were shortly passed to a British Command 

Post. No doubt the people there had plenty of things to think 

about, but we were kept waiting for a very lengthy period. 

This was very galling, as we were anxious to tell them about 

the rail-bridge at Rothem, which the partisans were making 

every effort to keep open for them. I only hope that 

eventually they were able to profit from it. 

The one incident that stands out vividly in our minds is the 

British colonel coming to see us, and wanting to know 

whether we had brought our blankets with us! We knew 

then that we had arrived back home. 

Events then moved very quickly, we were taken to an airfield 

and transferred to R.A.F. control. Here we were treated to a 

few luxuries: soap, towels, etc., and allocated a bed for the 

night; but the biggest luxury was a hot bath, which we made 

full and grateful use of.  

Later we were fed, and given a small amount of invasion 

money which allowed us to leave the camp, and partake of a 

little celebratory beer in a nearby Belgian pub. As we were 

English speaking, and in civilian clothes, we attracted more 

than a little attention from both the civilian and servicemen 
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present, although we had much to tell, we realised, and in 

fact had been warned, to keep our own counsel relating to 

our recent experiences. We returned to camp and retired 

early, relaxing in the first proper bed we had slept in for 

some considerable time. 

Early the following morning, together with some others, we 

boarded a Dakota aircraft, which flew us directly to Hendon. 

From there we were immediately taken by car to MI9, where 

we related our experiences – as briefly as possible, as we 

were both anxious to get away. We were given a medical 

check-up and allowed to send telegrams to our families, 

which would be their first intimation that we were safe. We 

were also given new uniforms, before we were dismissed. 

After walking for what appeared to be miles along the streets 

of London, we parted company, Pop to report to Canada 

House, and me to Euston Station. 

Because of the waywardness of wartime railway operations, I 

did not arrive at my home station until six o'clock the 

following morning. On my way home I called at the bus depot 

where I previously worked, and was greeted by a shriek from 

a bus conductress standing in the office, who thought she 

was seeing a ghost. One of the Inspectors on duty went on 

ahead to break the news of my arrival to my family; this was 

just as well, as the telegram I had sent from London had not 

arrived. 
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Over the years Pop and I kept a desultory correspondence, 

mainly at Christmas time, and mainly due to my wife's effort. 

However, we eventually lost touch, not surprisingly, as he 

moved house a phenomenal number of times during this 

period.  

It was pure chance, through a friend of a friend who 

happened to know Pop's wife, and lived quite near, that we 

re-established contact. This happened a few months prior to 

the forty year end of war celebrations, and he and his wife 

came over for the Escaping Society Fortieth Anniversary 

Dinner at Hendon on the 1st of June, 1985. 

We met under the clock at Euston Station, almost exactly 

forty one years to the day we were shot down; and it was 

indeed a most thrilling moment. 

Intensive memory probing was exercised during the next few 

days, and with Pop's diary, tape recorder and many a 'Do you 

remember?' we eventually had sufficient material for me to 

produce this written account. 
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Afterword 

After his service with the R.A.F., Eric Grisdale returned to live 

and work in his beloved home town of Caernarfon, North 

Wales. He married his wartime sweetheart Enid soon after 

the War, and settled and raised a family. 

He died in 1991. 


