A reunion of Stalag
Luft Il PoWs links two
great escapes of the
war. By Sally Jones

ctober 1943: the strains
of a violin drift out into
the compound where
Allied prisoners-of-

\ war are performing
theirfinal vaulls after Tﬁ m?;hour
gymnastics session. Then four
‘men lift the vaulting horse and.

. under its weig‘lt.
; it back into the
‘barber shop.

The scene is concentration
camp Stalag Luft I11. A British
RAF officer near the perimeler
fence casually puts on his cap.
The violinist inside nods briefly
1o the vaulters and, within
seconds, they have lifted several
floorboards and tipped up the
horse. Afilthy man
wriggles from beneath it and
down through the gap in the
floor, while vaulters hand
sacks of sand to him from inside
the horse. The violinist launches
into a medley of sea shanties,
while the vaullers roar out the
‘words.

What the German guards
patrolling outside on that
- October day did not know was
 that the endless vaulting was
merely a cover for the ingenious
‘construction of a tunnel, du,
[from beneath the horse and out
under the fence. The choir
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orders, there were no reprisals or

executions.

On Tuesday, the former RAF
officer who played the vialin and
acted as “Dispersal Stooge” will
return to Stalag Luft ITI fora
reunion with a handful of ex-RAF |
POWSs, on the 65th anniversary of 1
the Great Escape. Tom Wilson,
now 88 and one of the last
surviving 'frlcllo;;ien Horse

veterans, will be travelling with
his German wife Gabi =

memorial beside the entrance (o
‘Harry’", one of the three Great
Escape tunnels,” he explains (the J
others were called “Tom' and
‘Dick’), “and visit i.he site of our ‘

thick woodland and almost |
unrecognisable. There's nothing |

“We'll atlend the unveiling ofa | |
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narge of the Wooden Horse br

to show where the huts or the
Wooden Horse tunnel were; the
bed boards, used to shore up the
sides and roof, will have rotted
away by now.

“I still remember the ingenuity
everyone showed though; planning
every aspect of the escape with
great care, even making ink for the
torged documents by condensing
smoke from burning cooking fat
onto glass.”

A former Sunday School teacher
from Sutton Coldfield, Wilson
joined the RAF in 1941 after
rejecting the pacifism embraced by
many of his contemporaries,
because he already knew of the
persecution of the German Jews.
During his childhood, he had

| played with the sons of several
| refugees who were being looked

after by Jewish friends, the Kahns.

graduate, became a navigator and
“boffin™ in Beautighters and
Wellington bombers, operating a
radar lab on various missions,
including one designed to discover
how the enemy was jamming
British electronic navigation, & role
so secret his own crew did not
know what he was doing

On May 26 1943, his Wellington
was shot down over The Hague

and he was left unconscious and
hanging over a canal belore being
captured and taken to Stalag Luft
I in Silesia, now part of Poland
“The Entertainments Officer
greeted us,” he remembers “and
said 'Gentlemen, my job is (o keep
1,500 officers here sane until the

end of the war. If any of you can do

anything at all in the
entertainments held, it's your duty
to help.” I signed up as a violinist
in the prisoners’ orchestra and
hought a battered violin, which |
then restored, crushing almonds
for oil to clean it.”

Wilson volunteered as a
il'rll‘ll‘lnil escapes and became o
vaulter while Eric Williams and
Mike Codner began tunnelling
operations humg‘n-hr.n‘,‘h the

horse, excavating tons of sand over
several months, stuffed into sacks

sewn from cut-off trouser legs,

before being lugged back into the

barber's shop to unload it
To give them more time, the

exhausted gymnasts often trained

for four hours a day and Wilson

Horseplay: Tom Wilson and wife Gabl, left, with the viclin he played during
an escape from Stalag Luft 11l in 1943, a scene captured In the Him “The
Wooden Horse’, above. Below: Wilson In 1945 and his prison papers
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anly began playing his violin to
COVET sound uf the wand
disposal after n crashing lall 1ore
his Achilles tendon. The pain was
forgotten, however, when on
October 29 1944, Williams, Codner
ind Ollie Philpott mameged to
break (ree

gh it way lerrific that
n escuped sue rnlu"’,‘
whmits Wilson, "the maln potmd
was 1o keep the Germans on the
lookout; the [act that the ferrets
[guards trained o detect lunnels)
were having 1o polioe us and
soramble around undes huts rathes
than fighting on the Eastern front
meant we were doing our job.”
Despite the nesr-starvation
conditions, Wilson, who wi
liberated m 1945 and lator ook s
Cambridge degree in Russian and
German, has never fell bitler
teavards his captors, In 1950, he
married a young German, Gebriel
Claessens, whom he had met two
years earfier at the fist
international student serninar in
Berlin. As headmaster of Coleshill
Grammae School nesr
Birrningham, he abways considered
shared languages as a way (o loster
understanding between the races
und led groups of rul‘uu\gﬁ
students o Germany and Russia.
Memories of the escape remain
vivid, however,
it was & huge morale boost for

us,” he recalls. T sl feel proud of

whiat everyone achieved and the

incredible tearmwork needed in the

Waooden Horse escape,”



