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10 Prisoner of War 

Exhausted by the tension of flying and fighting, probably dis­orientated by his violent crash landing, Bushell sat in a field just outside Boulogne and inhaled smoke from a cigarette. ‘I suppose I can count myself lucky,’ he wrote later.

Burning fiercely, his Spitfire was split in two pieces, broken just behind the cockpit. The aircraft had been hit by cannon fire from an Me 110, almost certainly flown by Karl Langenberg, a twenty-six-year-old from Augsburg who was attached to the Luftwaffe unit ZG76.

Langenberg claimed to have shot down two of the three Spitfires lost by 92 Squadron on the evening of 23 May. Paul Klipsch’s aircraft dived vertically into farmland at Wierre-Effroy, north-east of Boulogne at 6.05 p.m. Another pilot, John Gillies, was hit at 6.07 p.m. but survived and was taken prisoner. Bushell’s Spitfire was forced down at 6.20 p.m.

In those first few minutes on the ground, Bushell ignored the advice of MI9 that the potential for escape is often greatest immediately after being shot down. There was no cover and, besides, it was a lovely evening and he thought he was behind Allied lines.



My engine was badly shot up and caught fire, he wrote later in a letter to his parents. I turned everything off. The fire went out and I glided down. There was a lot of glycol [anti-freeze used in aero engines] and I couldn’t see very much. I turned the engine on again and it ran for a little while, then the engine seized and a lot of smoke and fumes came into the cockpit.

So I prepared to land, undercarriage up. This I did successfully only to get a knock on the nose, which bled like a pig. The old girl burst into flames and, as you can imagine, I moved pretty quickly. I’d landed just east of Boulogne. I thought, of course, that I was well behind our lines and then, to my rage and astonishment, a German motorcycle came round the corner and I was taken prisoner.



Bushell was trapped by the most advanced elements of General Guderian’s XIX Panzer Corps, part of the Wehrmacht’s Army Group A, which was racing towards the Channel ports. Guderian was an expert in tank warfare who made his name during the French campaign. His forces had taken the towns of Amiens and Abbeville on 20 May and then, after covering 200 miles in ten days, reached the coast at Noyelles, south of Boulogne, which fell forty-eight hours later.

Bushell was assembled with other prisoners, including John Gillies, who could barely contain his joy at seeing him. ‘I had great admiration for Roger as a Squadron Commander and, sorry though I was to see him in the same plight as myself, I must admit it was one of the best moments of my life to see him coming into the same field in France 3 days after I was captured,’ wrote Gillies.

He would accompany Bushell on the march into Germany; their destination was Dulag Luft, the air force interrogation centre just outside the town of Oberursel near Frankfurt, more than 350 miles from the French coast. ‘A long journey,’ wrote Bushell.

Gillies, the son of a prominent surgeon, added: ‘During the year that followed, the march through France and the time at Dulag Luft, he became a personal friend as well. And my admiration for him there increased, as it was under such very difficult conditions.’

It is not known for certain whether they walked all the way, or whether they were among hundreds of other prisoners or thousands, but the washing facilities at Dulag Luft would have been a welcome sight once they arrived.

As they marched, possibly through the Pas de Calais, then south of Lille, Bushell and Gillies would have witnessed signs of the Wehrmacht’s superiority in the field – a land littered with the debris of the defeated Allied armies.



I wrote to you twice when I was on the way to this camp, Bushell told his parents, but I very much doubt whether you got the letters as they were written from places in France and everything was such a shambles that they probably never got through.
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A degree of order replaced the chaos of the northern battlefields as they headed east, and a new landscape emerged, peopled by purposeful men and women, energised by the momentous German victory in the Battle of France. At some stage, the RAF prisoners would have left the main column and, towards the end of their journey, they may well have boarded a tram or train in Frankfurt.

At nearly fifteen stone, Bushell had been one of the biggest fighter pilots in the RAF. He shed many pounds during the march into captivity. He had not washed properly for many days and was probably still wearing the clothes in which he had been shot down.

Built on the site of a government poultry farm, Dulag Luft lay about four miles north-west of Frankfurt on the outskirts of Oberursel, 300 yards to the north of the main road between Frankfurt and Bad Homburg. When it opened in December 1939, the camp comprised just one white stone building, with a large steep roof, and housed a handful of the first RAF officers to be captured. In 1940, three wooden barracks were added and the stone house was used only for interrogating prisoners and holding individuals in solitary confinement. Nearby farm buildings were turned into a command centre. To the north and west were woods; to the east, a market garden; and to the south, a sports field.

The commandant was Major Theo Rumpel, a veteran intelligence officer who had worked with the British, trading in the Far East, during the 1920s. He was a charming, cultured man who would have been very much at home in the dining room at Pembroke College, Cambridge, or with the aristocrats of 601 Squadron. He was an Anglophile who admired the British ruling classes; he appreciated good manners and liked men who were well-educated. With a long angular face, blue-grey eyes, uneven teeth but a friendly smile, Major Rumpel spoke perfect English and used charm and guile as weapons of interrogation. He was good at his job.

After the German armed forces had conquered France and the Low Countries, supplies – often the spoils of war – were plentiful. Prisoners also received regular Red Cross parcels containing food and clothing. The regime appeared to be relatively relaxed: Rumpel was more concerned with intelligence than security, and prisoners were even taken to one of three local beer gardens. Many British and German officers remained relatively courteous to each other, too, but the reality was more complex.

Among the millions of documents in the National Archives at Kew, there is a file on Dulag Luft marked ‘Top Secret’. Covering the period of Bushell’s internment there, it is a history of the camp, written after the war, from its opening in December 1939 until June 1941. The file is important because it documents the birth of resistance among captured Royal Air Force officers, who would become one of the most belligerent groups of anti-Nazis in the Third Reich.

When they arrived at Dulag Luft, prisoners were stripped and given overalls while their uniforms were searched for escape aids such as compasses and maps. Soon afterwards, they were put in solitary confinement.

German interrogators visited the new prisoners within twenty-four hours and presented them with bogus Red Cross forms, requiring them to answer many questions: their name, surname, service number, rank, trade and service; their date and place of birth; their profession; their religion; whether married or single and if they had children; their home address and the address of their next of kin; their rate of pay; when, where and by whom they were shot down; where and by whom they were taken prisoner; their squadron, group, command, station and station number; the letters and numbers of their aircraft, and the type of aircraft; their state of health and whether they were wounded; the names and surnames of members of their crew and whether they were wounded, killed or taken prisoner.

It wasn’t very subtle, but while most airmen refused to give information other than their name, rank and number, as laid down in service regulations, some filled in the forms, answered questions or were duped into doing so, enabling Luftwaffe intelligence officers to build up files on RAF squadrons and crew. From some prisoners, they even extracted more sensitive information.

Prisoners whom the Germans did not consider valuable as potential sources of information were usually moved within a few days to permanent camps elsewhere in Germany or Occupied Europe. But prisoners the Germans suspected of withholding useful information would remain at Dulag Luft for further interrogation, involving perhaps thirty days’ solitary confinement without tobacco or books, or, in extreme cases, some form of physical ill-treatment.

Solitary confinement was an alarming prospect for many men. Aidan Crawley, who flew with 601 Squadron but was shot down over Italy in 1941, gives a graphic analysis in his post-war assessment of RAF escapes.



We are so much creatures of our environment that it requires a great effort of will to retain our personalities when that environment is removed; solitary confinement in a cell ten feet long by four feet wide is about as near to living in a vacuum as a man has been able to contrive, he wrote in Escape from Germany. When the society of his fellow human beings is taken away from a man, when there is no certainty that it will be restored, when there are no books or writing materials to remind him of it or to keep the mind busy, he is left face to face with the bare bones of himself. The prospect is often terrifying.



Bushell was better equipped than most to deal with the threat posed by the German interrogators: as a barrister, he was well versed in the art of cross-examination, as well as dealing quickly with point and counter-point. He also spoke fluent German.

No record appears to have survived of Bushell’s interrogation by Luftwaffe intelligence officers, but he was highly regarded by both his British and German peers: Major Rumpel allowed him to join the twenty or so officers on the Permanent Staff who looked after the interests of Allied prisoners passing through the camp and liaised with the German commandant and his senior officers. Another man who had a high opinion of Bushell was Wing Commander Harry ‘Wings’ Day, the Senior British Officer at the camp. Bushell and Day would spend much of the next four years working together in an attempt to make life as difficult as possible for their captors.

Born in Sarawak, Borneo, in 1898, Harry Melville Arbuthnot Day started military life in the navy. A descendant of George Miller Bligh who served in HMS Victory at Trafalgar, he joined the Royal Marines in 1916 and was in the battleship HMS Britannia when she was torpedoed just two days before the cessation of hostilities in November 1918. He was awarded the Albert Medal, one of the highest awards for bravery, after repeatedly returning below deck to rescue other members of the crew.

Day joined the Fleet Air Arm in 1924, but switched to the Royal Air Force in 1930. He was promoted to wing commander in July 1939 and put in command of No. 57 Squadron, flying Blenheims. He volunteered for the squadron’s first operational mission of the war, a reconnaissance flight over Kaiserslautern, western Germany, on 25 October 1939, when the aircraft was shot down by a German fighter. He suffered burns to his hands and face but baled out and was taken prisoner. The other two members of his crew were killed.

Within a few days of Bushell’s arrival at Dulag Luft, Day, a tall, lean man with narrow eyes, asked the mercurial South African to take over responsibility for all escape activity.



I had already been a prisoner for 9 months when Roger first arrived at Dulag Luft, wrote Day in a letter to Bushell’s parents five years later. I was the Senior British Officer there and I quickly recognised the high qualities of Roger. Usually newcomers only stayed there a short time but I was on good terms with the German Commandant and I managed to obtain his consent to allow Roger to stay; which suited Roger very well. He was very keen to escape and did not wish to be sent into the middle or Eastern Germany if it were possible to avoid it. He quickly show[ed] his outstanding qualities and we began to get things moving for an escape.



Bushell started work by using the first letters in his monthly allowance to establish contact with Britain and Switzerland, rather than South Africa. On 8 June 1940, long before he posted his first letter from the camp to Ben and Dorothe, he wrote to John Brinton, the former adjutant of 92 Squadron, who, according to the log, returned to ‘civilian life’ on 14 May, but remained an important contact. The letter is remarkable in that it was passed by the Dulag Luft censors without being touched.

Giving his address as Dulag Luft Deutschland (Allemagne), Bushell provided Brinton with detailed information about the dogfight in which he was shot down and the performance of the Me 110s. The letter was precise, and it was typed:



As soon as the battle started, about 4 or 5 of them fell on me and oh boy did I start dodging. My first (Me 110) I got with a deflection shot from underneath. He went down in a long glide with his port engine pouring smoke, and I went into a spin as two others were firing at me from my aft quarter. I only did one turn of the spin and pulled out left and up. I then saw an Me [110] below me trying to fire up at me so I went head on at him and he went head on at me. We were both firing and everything was red flashes. I killed the pilot because suddenly he pulled right up at me and missed by inches. I went over the top of him and as I turned saw him rear right up in a stall and go down with his engine smoking. I hadn’t got long to watch, but he was out of control and half on his back. My machine by then was pouring glycol and was on fire.



He went on to give Brinton a list of RAF officers held at Dulag Luft.



I did most of the journey here with F/O Gillies who used to be in 604 and who was shot down much the same time. Amongst others here are W/C Day, P/O Falkus, Lt Thurston, S/L Stephenson, F/O Cazenove, Lt Wood, S/L Lockett. Vincent Byrne is also here and has had some great adventures. The little man is full of beans.



Bushell also had information about the death of Pat Learmond:



I was told by some soldiers from Calais that a machine flown by P/O Learmond crashed on the beach. The pilot was already dead. He had a bullet through his head. You might pass this on to the Air Ministry.



He was subtle enough to put in a few kind words about the Germans, a constant trait in his letters at this time.

The censors were meant to be a rigorous section of the Dulag Luft intelligence organisation. The head of it was Hauptmann Günther von Massow, whose step-brother, Gerd, was a high-ranking Luftwaffe officer in charge of the Fuhrer’s personal flight. Gunther von Massow was in his mid-thirties, but unfit for military service.

Day told his biographer, Eric Sydney Smith, that:



. . . von Massow’s staff were all girls and pretty ones too, whom the prisoners knew by sight as they saw them passing the camp. Each girl, so Wings found out, had the care of certain prisoners’ mail, thereby gaining a personal interest and knowledge of a prisoner’s affairs. They sometimes used this knowledge unofficially to pass through letters quickly when there was some crisis in the recipient’s affairs.



On the same day as he wrote to John Brinton, Bushell sent a postcard to ‘Khaki’ Roberts, telling him:



We are very well treated . . . we can receive as many letters as we like so please write and ask others to as well.

Please tell Hollis to send me the standard law books like Salmond etc and also all the quarterlies so I can keep my hand in. He can find out the regulations from the Red Cross or a Bookseller and they can be paid for out of any fees he receives on my behalf. Any balance of fees is please to be kept until after the war. Perhaps he can open an account for me & pay them into it.



He clearly regarded his incarceration at this time as a very temporary matter.

Prisoners could receive from home almost as many books as they wanted. ‘A cheap set of Shakespeare would be grand. Please write, and remember me to everyone,’ wrote Bushell.

With an eye over his shoulder at neutral Switzerland, Bushell wrote to his skiing friends and, among other things, asked them to contact his parents in South Africa.

Tony Page wrote to Ben and Dorothe from Zurich on 6 September, saying:



I and other friends Roger has in Switzerland have received several letters from him since he was shot down . . . communication with England is still pretty bad and at times impossible, so that Roger does not receive many letters or any parcels from there. He has, however, half a dozen friends in Switzerland who write to him fairly often and send him a few things . . . some clothes and underwear and chocolate. I am also making arrangements to send him some money, for there is a canteen where he can buy various things.



Bushell’s networking produced results. He received ‘Springbok’ cigarettes from South Africa and ‘Players’ cigarettes from Harrods; food parcels from Switzerland and Madeira; and books and puzzles and games. He wrote to Harry North-Lewis, his childhood guardian, to sort out his finances, and he tried constantly to reassure his parents that he was safe and well and that they had nothing to worry about.

On 31 July, in his first letter to the family in Hermanus, Bushell wrote:



The camp is run by the German Air Force and we are very well treated. We live in army huts two to a room or sometimes three – I share mine with John Gillies, another auxiliary. We go for walks twice a week and swim once a week and the commandant here does everything he can to make life reasonable for us. All our food and clothing needs are catered for by the Red Cross so don’t worry on that score. We get paid a certain amount every ten days, which keeps us in cigarettes, and we are allowed to buy a certain amount of drink, which means we have a party every now and then . . .

My darlings, there is so much I have to tell you but most of it will have to wait until after the war. Give Eliza and Tods a big kiss and please don’t worry. I have nothing to complain of here and we live a very peaceful if uneventful existence.

He concluded by saying, After the war I’ll soon get back into my stride and thanks heavens I’m not married.



Perhaps Bushell was trying to reassure himself as well as his parents, but in the eight weeks between his first letter to Ben and Dorothe – just as the Battle of Britain was reaching its climax – and his next on 30 September, the very attractive figure of Peggy Hamilton suddenly appears to have loomed large in all their lives.



I am so glad that Peggy wrote to you, he told his parents. She is, I am quite sure, the only person in the world for me and I know that you will adore her. We had known each other for a long time but it was only in the last months before I was shot down that we really discovered each other and then, alas, my other activities prevented me seeing a great deal of her. I have never stopped cursing myself for not marrying her while I had the chance but that error will be remedied the moment I get back, I can assure you.

I have written to my bank and Uncle Harry and told them I wish my pay [to be] made over to her and I want you to see that that is carried out and indeed, as I know you will, I want you to help her in any way you can. It drives me almost frantic with London being bombed to feel that she is there nursing in the middle of it and the lack of news is simply maddening. I have had two wonderful letters from her but nothing since the 11th July, which arrived in August. However, one must be patient and no doubt in the end more letters will come in.

There is one other thing I want you to do if you can and that is to buy a really lovely diamond off Oppy [Ernest Oppenheimer, Ben Bushell’s employer], which I will arrange to pay for out of my pay and to send it to her and tell her to have it made into a ring. While I am a prisoner is probably the only time that I will have enough money to buy her something really good.



In a sudden change of mood, Bushell becomes rather truculent.



I have written to Uncle Harry about the flat. Mike [Peacock] and I had shut it up to all intents and purposes and there is some rent owing as after the war started our circumstances were very much altered but the landlords can sing for that after the war. I told Uncle Harry to sell the furniture unless Peggy wants to have it and to have my clothes sent to Khaki [Roberts, his head of legal chambers]. Anyway, for all I know it is probably now in ruins so what the hell!



Probably frustrated, Bushell tries to change the tone again.



My page is almost at an end and it’s time to go to bed. Oh, I almost forgot to tell you, I had an elegant birthday party on whisky supplied by the [German] commandant. He came over and joined in and we had a most friendly and delightful evening. In fact, we solved Europe’s problems in the most amicable manner.



A little later, Bushell wrote to Uncle Harry:



I would be very grateful if you would get in touch with Miss Peggy Hamilton, 9, Wellesley House, Sloane Square. Sloane 8649. We were going to get married if I had not ended up here and we are going to as soon as this bloody war is over! I naturally want to see that she is provided for and I have written to Cox and Kings and told them that I wish my pay to be made over to her. In case they have not received any letter, would you please see that they do this.

My account at Barclay’s Bank, 160 Piccadilly is overdrawn but I have a Life Insurance to cover it and I want the premiums continued. You might get them reduced as they cover flying risks and I will not be doing any more flying until the war is over!
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Love and escape were two passions that ran strongly through the entire period of Bushell’s captivity, sometimes driving him forward, sometimes distracting him. For the most part, however, it seems that the most destructive currents were held in check by his sense of duty.

‘Roger was the organising genius of all our escaping exploits,’ wrote Peter Cazenove, another 92 Squadron pilot who was taken prisoner and sent to Dulag Luft, ‘and with his barrister’s training, knowledge of German and the German people, a better man could not have been found.’

In October 1940, however, Wings Day replaced him as head of the escape organisation: the job was given to Lieutenant Commander Jimmy Buckley, a Fleet Air Arm pilot who outranked Bushell and had already tried to escape during the march from Calais. He had been shot down a few days after Bushell while strafing German positions on the French coast.

Tempting as it may be to suggest that Bushell, distracted and frustrated by his increasingly distant relationship with Peggy, was sacked, the evidence suggests that Buckley used his senior rank to muscle in on the job. ‘Although Roger handed over the main organisation and direction to a Lt. Comdr Buckley,’ wrote Day, ‘he still did invaluable work in obtaining supplies etc, due to his great knowledge of German.’

According to the official history of Dulag Luft, Bushell acted as Buckley’s deputy, devoting himself mainly to acquiring escape intelligence and equipment. But he also dealt with military intelligence, ‘all military information was passed to 90120 S/Ldr R. BUSHELL, R.A.F. who collated it and passed it to the Senior British Officer, who decided what messages were to be sent to I.S.9’.



Day, Buckley and Bushell formed themselves into an escape committee and most discussions were held in a barracks room that was known to be free of listening devices. These three men would, according to Aidan Crawley, author of Escape from Germany, be the ‘mainsprings of escape’ for most of the camps where RAF prisoners were held throughout the war.

Bushell and Day also turned their attention to developing MI9’s coding system, which would lead to communication between the camps and London, and start the flow of military intelligence from Germany.

While it is possible that Bushell was already registered with IS9 and may have been trained in the principles of writing code when he arrived at Dulag Luft, he does not appear to have known an operational code. All this changed in the summer of 1940 with the arrival of Pilot Officer W. H. C. ‘Clem’ Hunkin, who had been shot down on the night of 18 July 1940 while flying a Wellington bomber from RAF Marham in Norfolk, against a target in Bremen.

Hunkin was only at Dulag Luft for four days – from 20 July to 23 July – but it was enough time for him to pass on details of an official code called ‘Amy’, one of several given to MI9 by the Foreign Office’s code experts, which enabled messages to be hidden in routine letters to friends and family. The key to ‘Amy’ was a pocket edition of Hugo’s French Dictionary.
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Pilot Officer W.H. ‘Clem’ Hunkin provided the key to an operational code at Dulag Luft in July 1940. He wrote coded letters for British Intelligence throughout the war. This letter addressed to his mother in Wales was sent from Stalag Luft I at Barth on the Baltic coast, on 1 October, 1940.
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Roger Bushell’s role in collating military intelligence while a prisoner-of-war at the Luftwaffe transit camp, Dulag Luft, and his involvement in establishing contact with London through coded letters is documented in the Camp History, written after the war and marked Top Secret. The National Archive: AIR 40/1909, Chapter V, p26–27.
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Certain pre-arranged signals were used in this type of coded letter. The style of the date, perhaps written in Roman numerals, and the signature, perhaps underlined, or with an agreed word such as ‘very’ in the sign-off – ‘Very best wishes’ or ‘Very kind regards’ – alerted the recipient to the presence of a secret message, while the number of letters in the first two words after the initial greeting denoted the length of the message. Everyone registered by IS9 was given a code number that could be used to denote which words in the letter were part of the message and which pages of the dictionary had been used. There were several variants, however, and systems were changed, but the dictionary code remained the bedrock of communication throughout the war.

In the beginning, MI9 struggled to find any messages in letters from PoWs. After all, the prisoners could not exactly write directly to the intelligence agency in Room 424 at the Metropole Hotel, or, indeed, to any other single address that might come to the notice of the German censors.

As Norman Crockatt, head of MI9, explained in a post-war report:



Censorship was asked to send us for examination any letters received from prisoners of war suspected of secondary meaning or of containing a private means of communication. They were asked also to send us other types of letters – those giving information about conditions in camps, about morale, treatment, location etc. so that we could obtain a general picture. We examined these letters carefully and got in touch with the addressees in likely cases. By this method we discovered a few workable private codes, arranged by the prisoners of war before capture. We, therefore, wrote to the prisoners concerned, using the means they had employed and sending the letters from fictitious people and addresses.

Whenever a prisoner of war’s mail was utilised in this way we instructed Censorship to place his name on our Watch List, which was supplied to their sorters, whose duty it was to pick out all letters coming from those on the List and to send them to us for examination. We kept these letters for 24 hours only and then returned them to Censorship for forwarding to the addressees. In the case of our letters to prisoners of war, by arrangement with the G.P.O. [Post Office] we had the correct place and date stamp franked on each envelope. The letters were then sent to Censorship who slit the envelopes in the same way as they slit all letters going to prisoners of war, stuck on the ‘Passed by censor’ labels and mixed them with the thousands of other letters being dispatched. It was essential that these details should be strictly carried out, so that letters, when reaching the German censors, were no different from the thousands of genuine ones.

Crockatt added: In this way we managed to obtain contact with three Oflags [officer camps] in the early months of 1941.



After the war, Day told his biographer, Sydney Smith, that the first messages to MI9 were based on interrogation of new prisoners, explaining briefly the circumstances in which they had been shot down.



Even though the messages took a month to six weeks, this was valuable Intelligence material which helped the RAF at home to take measures based on methods and tactics of German fighters, and the positioning and strength of German anti-aircraft defences.

Sydney Smith added: In those early days, the German censors probably had an idea that certain individual prisoners had some kind of code, but they took very little defensive action beyond occasionally delaying or losing prisoners’ mail or expunging parts of a letter.



The precise chronology of coding at Dulag Luft is not clear, with conflicting records of how it all began, but the different reports illustrate the difficulty in establishing clear facts and shed light on the struggle facing the prisoners.

As the squadron leader of a fighter squadron flying operationally over France, Bushell had been an obvious target for MI9 in early 1940. ‘Code users at this time amounted to about one per cent of the Army and Navy, most fighter pilots and about six per cent of other aircrew,’ wrote Charles Rollings, author of several books on the camps. The official history of Dulag Luft suggests that Day was also registered for codework with IS9, but he was shot down before MI9 was established. He was certainly registered later. Another report suggests that code was first introduced at Dulag Luft by a man called Neil Prendergast, a sergeant pilot from No. 61 Squadron, but he appears to have arrived shortly after Clem Hunkin, and seems to have been influential in establishing code at another camp, Stalag Luft 1, afterwards.

The Dulag Luft file says Bushell and Day used code from July 1940 and were responsible for all coded letters and the dispatch of messages.

According to Rollings, three of the Permanents – Wings Day, John Gillies and the navy pilot, John Casson – were all equipped with MI9 codes, but Day told his biographer that he did not have a clue about codes until the second half of 1940. In his post-war report, Crockatt says MI9 received its first official code letter from an RAF prisoner of war in December 1940, almost a year after MI9 was formed. Perhaps the ‘Permanents’ at Dulag Luft made contact through unofficial codes. Whatever the truth, it was a slow and muddled start.

But the work gathered pace: all new prisoners at Dulag Luft were interrogated by Bushell and Day, and the Escape Committee passed on its new skills to key prisoners who would use them in other camps.

‘The snowball was now assuming large proportions,’ wrote Crockatt in his appraisal of MI9’s work at this time.

While resistance was starting to flourish in the camps for officers, MI9 was not as successful in the camps for other ranks (OR) and had to resort to alternative means in influencing escape activity.



We had failed to discover a single private code amongst the hundreds of letters from [other Ranks] prisoners of war passed to us by Censorship to examine. We suggested, therefore, to the Oflags, that they should approach suitable padres and doctors and teach them an official code with the idea that they should volunteer for service in the Stalags [for other ranks]. This suggestion was carried out and both padres and doctors did excellent work in picking out the most reliable ORs in the Stalags, teaching them an official code, notifying us of their names, etc. and getting Code and Escape Committees organised.

Sydney Smith went on to note: As the prisoner population rose later to several thousands, all entitled to send home three postcards and two letters monthly, the code communication system was organised with several hundred operators in various camps. It proved enormously valuable.



Anyone reading Bushell’s letters, including the German censors, are unlikely to have found any evidence of secret messages. Indeed, they are likely to have come to the opinion that here was a man who, far from stoking resistance to the authorities, was relatively content with his lot in life. On a postcard to his parents, dated 28 October 1940, Bushell wrote:



Am very well and have lots of parcels from both England and Switzerland. Nothing to worry over and we are very comfortable. Lots of books to pass the winter and will try to improve my mind.

He continues: The BEF stock of whisky seems to be inexhaustible and the commandant pushes it out on the smallest excuse . . . arguments of all kinds wax fast and furious and considering all things we are a very happy family.



Behind the scenes, in fact, the ‘family’ was working on the first major escape of the war. It would turn the camps into a battleground into which the Germans would be forced to pour resources, and turn the ever-courteous, but rather ruthless, Theo Rumpel into the first German casualty of an unconventional war.





11 Man of Letters 

By the end of November 1940, it was clear even to those men incarcerated in German prisoner-of-war camps that the conflict would be prolonged. Any prospect of Hitler launching a seaborne invasion was doomed by the Luftwaffe’s failure to establish air superiority over England. The German air force lost 1,733 aircraft, more than half its front-line strength, during the Battle of Britain, which ended Hitler’s run of victories in Europe.

The night bombing campaign that grew out of the battle and became known as the Blitz was ferocious at times, and terrifying for the millions being attacked in the streets of Britain. More than 30,000 people were killed in cities and towns across the country – Birmingham, Southampton, Sheffield, Manchester, Liverpool, Hull and Glasgow – but mainly in London. Millions were made homeless. Buckingham Palace was bombed, the City of London and large tracts of the East End were devastated. The House of Commons was destroyed.

But the Blitz posed no strategic threat. The Luftwaffe was not equipped or trained for strategic night bombing. Its impact on British industry was minimal. Even in Coventry, which became a symbol of suffering after a devastating raid on 14 November, most factories were working again within a week.

After a moment of panic, the British people pulled together again, their morale largely unshaken, in the face of the Nazi threat. But although it had survived, the country was still not in a position to carry the war to the Germans. Its own bomber force was just as impotent as the Luftwaffe in terms of hitting important targets at night, and it quickly became apparent that daylight raids were out of the question without long-range fighter escort. This was not available.

Hitler’s military planners started to look eastwards, to Russia, and a second front that Hitler himself had warned against in his autobiography, Mein Kampf. At the same time, the British were looking westwards for help from the United States.

For the British airmen held in Dulag Luft, there was no prospect of liberation as winter approached in 1940. Unless, of course, it was engineered by the prisoners themselves.

Six months after being shot down, Roger Bushell wrote two letters twenty-four hours apart that provide insights into his changing state of mind and the issues that concerned him. The first was written on 29 November to John Brinton, his former adjutant with 92 Squadron. Whether it includes messages, coded or otherwise, or allusions that only Brinton would understand, is not known for certain but, once again, it passed the German censors untouched. The typed letter is certainly worthy of further consideration:


Dulag Luft, Germany

29.11.40.


My dear old John,

Many thanks for your letter of Sept. 3rd; it arrived on the 4th [of November]. News is the salt of life, and good news, however old it is, is about the best tonic one could have. Complete balls up of all communications has perforce been our lot, and one just waits and indeed lives for news from Home. As you can guess, it makes correspondence a bit tricky as the tittle-tattle of the camp is really hardly worth writing about. So you’ll have to excuse me if this letter is dull, shallow and boring, compared to the quite crazy life you must be leading. The stress and strain of bombing during the winter, or indeed at any time, is difficult to visualise sitting here, and of course each one of us is so very liable to let imagination run riot and fill gaps with the most unpleasant thoughts about what has happened to any or all of our friends and whether they are alive, wounded or dead.

Captivity I can assure you would be less hard to endure if only letter conditions improved. Do not think though that because I write in this way I cherish any doubts about the outcome, however indescribable the carnage before it is achieved. My mentality, as you know, is extremely impatient of any inactivity, and being completely out of things is the hardest part. Ultimately I know it is of no consequence – that is poor consolation to the victim though! In actual fact I cannot complain. The camp is good and very efficiently run – I have all that is necessary to bodily comfort, and only that devil the human mind makes one go crazy at times. Enough of this! I owe you an apology already. However, try please to understand, and when we both celebrate after the war, we’ll make a night of it. Drink simply buckets of whisky and laugh like hell.

I was astonished that the boys were ALL alright – very best wishes to them. Our greatest pastime is talking about them and no detail is too small to miss. They constituted a great chapter in my life, galling though it is to sit here while they go on. It may sound rubbish, nevertheless I am sure the squadron’ll do their stuff and do even more brilliant things in the future, no matter who is in it. Tell them I particularly expect them to get a few nice ones for me.

So far as parcels are concerned, individual firms seem to have been much more successful than the Red Cross. My entire library consists of book parcels sent off by friends from Smith’s, Dent’s, etc. Over and above that, several parcels of popular games like backgammon, chess and those absurd puzzles have arrived from Harrods. Anyone wishing to send anything to help to banish boredom for poor prisoners has only just got to go round, to Harrods preferably, therefore and do their stuff! My parcel position actually is excellent, few friends who I knew skiing in Switzerland have cashed in magnificently. They have been simply charming, and how I’m to pay them back God alone knows. I was simply delighted you were good enough to send duplicates of my letter to other friends. Splendid of you, old boy. Letters are bread and butter these days to all who love us, and what with the mail being what it is, it is possible many of them got lost. The Christmas letters will turn up in March assuming communications remain what they are! However, when you do get this, send copies especially to those who think they would be jollified by a lot of chat and who will realise that my tail is up in spite of everything. We may stagnate and as you can imagine we moan a lot nevertheless I can assure you we laugh a lot too.

That child of the Irish bogs, Vincent Byrne, affords us a lot of amusement. I despair of him at times – I’ve tried in vain to clothe him – I’ve given him vests, socks, shirts, slippers etc. The whole outfit is sold within a few hours, generally, for tobacco and he thinks I’m cuckoo when I curse him roundly. Of course there is no changing the leopard’s spots. But I live in hopes.

Dear Old John [Gillies] is frightfully efficient – he runs hissing, flaps a lot and gets ragged a great deal but I don’t know what we [would] do without him. He, Hugh Rowe – another auxiliary – and I share a room and we get on very well together – my page is coming to an end. I seem to have got a lot on it though and hope it hasn’t bored you too much, eh. My best love to Mike and God bless you. Roger


It seems possible that Brinton was an intelligence contact, or at least a facilitator, who passed his letters to RAF intelligence or to M19, the British intelligence agency dealing with prisoners of war, and that the phrase, ‘when you do get this send copies especially to those who think they would be jollified by a lot of chat and who will realise that my tail is up’, is possibly significant.

For Bushell to tell Brinton about Byrne and Gillies, who had both been with No. 92 Squadron, is natural enough, but there appears to be good reasons why he would have wanted the specific information in this letter to be passed on.

Byrne was, as has been noted, one of the men defended by Bushell in the court-martial after the Battle of Barking Creek, and he would appear in cameo roles throughout the drama of Bushell’s war. At this time, he was involved in an escapade that would ostensibly see him change sides in the hope of being landed on the coast of Ireland as a Nazi agent. At Dulag Luft, the Germans interviewed several Irish prisoners with the aim of recruiting them. Byrne decided to play along as it might provide him with a way out of the camp. He put his plan to Wings Day, the Senior British Officer, who was said to have checked out the plan with London through coded letters, and gained approval eight weeks later.

Day told Bushell, whose references in this letter to ‘the child of the Irish bog’ and ‘no changing the leopard’s spots’ were almost certainly written in an attempt to help wrong-foot the Germans, while still informing London.

The reference to Gillies being ‘frightfully efficient’ is more straightforward. Gillies had become one of the leading figures in the coding operation and, as a result, was ordered by MI9 not to take part in any escape attempts. According to Day, he had ‘a tidy mind and immaculate script’.

The second letter, written in pencil on 30 November, started with the usual complaints about the vagaries of the post, but was full of affection. It covered the gamut of Bushell family life, including the long-running battle with his father over finances, which was full of wit and gibes, and the unquestioning love for his mother. He signed off, ‘God bless you, Roger’, but not before finishing with the most telling paragraph of any letter he wrote from Dulag Luft, or possibly anywhere else during the time of his captivity.


Dulag Luft

Germany

30.11.40.


My Darlings,

Since I last wrote at the end of last month I have received letters from you all as follows: from father letters Nos 7 and 9 received on the 31st October and letters No 6 and 5 received on 2.11.40 and 8.11.40 respectively. From Mummy three letters undated, which arrived on 2.11.40 and from Eliza one letter dated 31.7.40 which arrived on the 8th. As you can see from these dates the mail is still hardly what one would expect in the 20th century! However we live in hope and the latest news is that letters can be sent air mail to Lisbon now from England so one hopes for an improvement.

I have not had a letter from Peggy dated later than September 1st and as you can imagine it is very worrying. In fact to all intents and purposes there has been no mail in since the big batch at the beginning of the month.

I get regular letters from Switzerland though and I can’t begin to tell you how kind all my friends have been. Tony Page told me you had called him about clothes but I can assure you I am absolutely o.k. so far as that is concerned. I have had the clothes parcels from home and both Tony and Mme Paraviciere have sent me clothing as well so I have lots of warm clothes for the winter. But in any case our rooms are beautifully warm as we have a stove in each. No need to worry therefore.

My dearest father, your information and lecture about my bill from your tailor was particularly refreshing reading! Tell the old boy he can jolly well extend me credit until after the war. I imagine that your remark, ‘It was at least a friendly action to give you of all people so much credit’ referred obviously to the fact that I was in a somewhat hazardous job and was no reflection on my financial standing! You will be delighted to hear that in this place I am living well within my income and indeed owing to the fact admittedly that our pay was cut in half for some time and then restored I have saved over 200 marks. We get paid – or rather I do as a squadron leader – 36 marks every ten days and it is paid in the form of camp money of which the enclosed is an example and may amuse you.

I am delighted that little Diana has done her stuff. Give her my love. I have had no letter from Tods. You might tell the wicked old girl to write and give her a big kiss.

It was very kind of you to arrange for the continuance of life policy premiums but I have already arranged that myself and also to pay off some of the overdraft. The main bulk of my pay though I have made over to Peggy to use if she needs it, and my overdraft can wait until the end of the war. The Bank has the security of my life policy and they’ll have to put up with that. I consider that her needs are more important than the bank’s!

My darling Mummy, your letters are the greatest joy and please don’t think they are boring. I was delighted with the story about the dogs and can well imagine father’s rage. Letters are wonderful things when you are a prisoner. It isn’t so much what is
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