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Chapter One

The First Try

On a summer morning in 1942, Bill Ash joined the other prisoners trudging across the sandy ground toward a small concrete building. The men were being held at a German prisoner-of-war (POW) camp called Stalag Luft III. Now they were supposed to take their weekly hot shower. But Ash and his friend Paddy Barthropp had other plans.

Ash had arrived at Stalag Luft III just a few weeks before, in early June. The camp, located outside Sagan, Germany, was built in April of that year, and the Germans considered it escape-proof. We’ll see about that, Ash had thought when he first heard that claim. To Ash and most of the other prisoners, trying to escape was part of their duty as military officers. There was no other choice. Ash was not planning to spend the rest of the war rotting in this place. He had decided his weekly shower was going to give him a chance to win his freedom.

“Are you ready?” Ash whispered to Barthropp, who walked next to him. The blond-haired pilot nodded. He and Ash had arrived at Stalag Luft III together, and now they would leave together—if their escape went according to plan.

The two friends had traveled different paths to end up together as prisoners of war. Barthropp, the son of a wealthy British family, had joined Great Britain’s Royal Air Force (the RAF) before the war began. Ash, a poor, twenty-four-year-old Texan, had volunteered to fight, first for Canada then for the British, once the war broke out. Despite their different backgrounds, Ash knew that he and Barthropp had a lot in common. They both loved the thrill of flying fighter planes at more than 350 miles per hour. They both hated the Nazis, who had taken control of Germany, and the war they had started to try to take over most of Europe. And perhaps most importantly, the two were ready to risk their lives rather than let the Nazis keep them imprisoned.

Ash kept his head down as he followed the other prisoners into the concrete building. They showered together, standing in a large open space under the faucets that lined the wall. The Germans gave the men a short burst of water, time to soap up, and then a second blast of water to rinse.

Ash and Barthropp joined the others in taking off their clothes. But instead of taking a shower, while the guards waited outside, the two men made their way to a trapdoor in the floor. The door led to a small space that contained the valves for turning off the main water supply to the showers. Ash had noticed the door several weeks earlier, and it gave him an idea.

“We can hide in that space beneath the trapdoor,” he had told Barthropp. “The other men can distract the goons so they can’t get a good head count after the shower. That way, they won’t miss us while we hide. Then at night, we can sneak out of the shower building, cut the barbed wire, and run to freedom.”

Fearing escape attempts, the German guards, called “goons” by the prisoners, always counted the number of prisoners both before and after each shower to make sure no one was missing.

“I like it,” Barthropp had said with a nod. “But will the escape committee?”

Because the prisoners of Stalag Luft III had plenty of free time and opportunities to meet, they had the chance to create a committee to review any escape plan. These officers had to give their okay for the plan to go forward. If the committee approved, they helped the men with food, maps, and other supplies. When Ash and Barthropp told the committee about their plan, the officers agreed to support it. Now, Ash and Barthropp had to put their plan into action.

They knew escaping would not be easy. The Germans built Stalag Luft III in an isolated spot, as far as possible from neighboring Poland, so no one there could help an escaping prisoner. Two separate barbed-wire fences surrounded the camp. Guards armed with machine guns stood in towers along the fences. Other towers held spotlights that could light almost every corner of the camp as if it were daytime. Just beyond the outer fence, specially trained guards patrolled, looking for signs of an escape attempt. The prisoners nicknamed them “ferrets.” Their job was to ferret out, or look for, possible escapees. But Ash couldn’t worry about those obstacles now. He had to focus on the first part of his escape plan.

As the shower room filled with steam, he and Barthropp lifted the trapdoor and climbed down into their hiding place. Above them, they heard the voices of the prisoners. Then, one voice rose up above the others. One of the prisoners was shouting at the guards.

“What are they doing up there?” Ash whispered. Barthropp, his face tightening with nerves, could only shrug. The plan was for the other men to cause a disturbance after the shower. That way the goons would miscount the men as they returned to their barracks. The hope was that they wouldn’t notice that Ash and Barthropp were missing. But it sounded like someone was stirring up trouble too soon.
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“Your Hitler is a rat-faced jerk!” the prisoner shouted. “If I get out of here, I hope I can kill him with my bare hands.”

Ash heard a guard yelling back in German, telling the prisoner to shut up. But he went on, calling Adolf Hitler, Germany’s leader, other names. More voices joined in the shouting, and then Ash heard shuffling feet.

“The goons are taking them out now,” Ash said. “Before they can rinse.”

“I hope the men can still keep them from getting a good count,” Barthropp whispered.

Several minutes passed. To Ash, it seemed like hours. He tried to take deep breaths and remain calm in his cramped hiding spot. Then, the two men heard the howl of sirens.

“That’s trouble,” Ash hissed. “They know we’re missing.”

Assuming they were going to be caught, the two men quickly ripped up the hand-drawn map the escape committee had given them.

“The food too,” Ash said softly. He began shoving the food they had brought for their escape into his mouth. Barthropp did too, so the Germans wouldn’t get it. The prisoners called it “the Mixture”—a blend of chocolate and foods the men had collected, such as oats and fruit that had been boiled and dried. The Mixture was easy to carry and provided the nutrition they needed during an escape.

As Ash and Barthropp frantically ate, they heard footsteps right above them. The guards, Ash thought. Please don’t find the trapdoor! Then Ash heard the growling of the camp’s ferocious German shepherds. A few seconds later, Ash saw the door above him fling open. He looked up to see several rifles pointing down and the snarling dogs straining at their leashes.

Without saying a word, Ash and Barthropp put up their hands. With their faces covered in chocolate from the Mixture, they climbed out of their hiding place. Ash gave one last bit of the Mixture to one of the dogs. He thought, Maybe he’ll think I’m a good guy and leave me alone the next time I try to escape. Because I know one thing: I will try again.
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Chapter Two

Fighting the Nazis

Bill Ash was nine years old in 1927, when the great pilot Charles Lindbergh came to Bill’s hometown of Dallas, Texas.

“Can you see him?” Bill asked his mother. “Is he coming?”

“Not yet, dear. But he will.”

“Lucky Lindy,” as Lindbergh was called, had just become the first person to fly alone across the Atlantic Ocean. Now, all over the United States, cities were throwing parades to honor this new American hero.

A chilly rain fell on that September afternoon as Bill and his mother joined thousands of others lining the street for the parade. Bill heard a roar sweeping through the crowd. The noise rolled closer to him as Lindbergh approached in an open car. He waved to the thousands of people along the street. Bill joined the crowd in waving back.

“Mr. Lindbergh!” Bill called. “Lucky Lindy! Hello!”

Bill watched as the car slowly inched past. And he thought, It must be great to be able to fly.

But after the parade, and during the next few years, young Bill Ash didn’t have too much time to think about flying. His family moved from one neighborhood to another in Dallas. His father sold hats for a living and sometimes struggled to pay the rent, so the family moved to find less expensive housing. Bill worked part-time in high school to help pay the bills, and he kept on working through college. During that time, the world was going through the Great Depression. When Bill left college, the world was facing another crisis: war in Europe.



THE GREAT DEPRESSION

Bill Ash was just one of the millions of Americans affected by the Great Depression. This economic crisis began in October 1929. During the 1920s, many people had bought stock in US companies. The stock made them part owners of the companies. When the companies didn’t perform as expected, the value of many stocks began to fall. A great many people tried to sell their stocks all at once, causing a stock market crash. Banks did not have enough money in reserve to pay everyone who wanted to sell their stocks. People lost money, and some who had borrowed money to buy stocks could not pay back what they owed. Many companies also suffered, as people had less to spend on items for their homes or to buy cars. Companies fired workers, who often couldn’t find new jobs. By 1933, about 25 percent of Americans were out of work. They struggled to feed their families or find housing they could afford. The Great Depression spread around the world and lasted through the 1930s.



Bill read in the papers about Adolf Hitler and his Nazi Party, who had started the war in Europe by invading Poland in September of 1939. France and Great Britain soon came to Poland’s aid. But the Nazis of Germany had built a powerful military force and easily took control of Poland.

Bill saw the danger Germany posed to other democratic nations. He read about how Hitler was locking up Jewish people, who had committed no crimes, in concentration camps. Now Hitler wanted to conquer large parts of Europe. The Allied countries agreed that the war in Europe was fueled by Hitler’s desire for power and his hatred of Jews and others he considered less human than Germans.



CONCENTRATION CAMPS

Long before the Nazis built Stalag Luft III and other POW camps, they had set up another type of camp all across Germany. These were called concentration camps, where Adolf Hitler sent anyone who he thought threatened his rule, such as political opponents, and anyone he deemed “inferior.”

The worst of these camps were the Nazi’s six death camps, where they murdered millions of innocent people for no reason other than that Hitler and the Nazis considered them “racially undesirable.” In an attack known as genocide, the Nazis killed six million Jews, at least 1.9 million Poles, and hundreds of thousands of Romany people (who were also known as Gypsies), gay people, people with disabilities, religious officials, and members of political parties that opposed the Nazis.

Before being killed, prisoners in concentration camps first had to work for the Nazis. Some cut trees or dug for minerals in mines, while others constructed roads and buildings, often working fourteen hours a day, seven days a week. Guards watched closely as the prisoners worked, and many soldiers took pleasure in beating the prisoners. Unlike POW camps, concentration camps were not governed by international rules protecting prisoners.

The
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