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From:  Group Captain R J  Whittingham FRAeS, Royal Air Force (Retired) 

         Brussels 

           10th  December 2011 

Dear Friends, 

CHAIRMAN’S INTRODUCTION 

 
Remember that long, hot Belgian summer and the early Autumn with its 

amazingly warm and dry weather?   As I write, the sun still shines, but the cold 
creeps in and I suspect that we may be in for a hard winter.  If that is the case, then I 
would encourage everyone to make sure that they keep warm at home:  if you worry 
about the costs, let us know because your Association can help. 

In this edition I am pleased to be able to include short reports on a number of 
events where Branch members participated to, in many cases literally, ‘show the 
flag’, but also to enjoy the comradeship which is so much at the heart of our 
Association.   On the other hand, I am conscious that it is only a relatively small 
proportion of our Branch members who feel able to participate in such events.  This 
is, I believe, largely inevitable as we all get a little older.  However, I would like all 
members to make contact with the Committee, by letter, phone or email, maybe just 
to say ‘hello’ or to give personal news, or to provide comment on, or input to, the 
Newsletter.  As time goes by, the old links between our members tend to weaken 
and it is easy to loose touch.  The Committee believes that we should make the effort 
to re-energise these links: after all, if we do not know our members, we cannot help 
them should the need arise.  

In this edition we also continue Edward Hearn’s ‘Chronicle’, and conclude the 
extract from Graham Pitchfork’s book by recounting the story of Larry Carr’s escape 
via the Comet Line.  For further excitement, we also have our member Bobby 
Laumans’s account of his last flight in a Spitfire in 1942.  Administratively, the next 
important event is the AGM on Thursday 15 March 2012.  We need your thoughts on 
Committee nominations, to me by 15 February 2012 please, and we need your 
participation.  Please contact the Committee as per the proforma at page 17. 

A notable Anniversary has just passed as our Branch was officially formed 65 
years ago on 12 November 1946.  A lot of water has flown under the bridge since 
then with periodic peaks and troughs.  Today, I feel that as demonstrated by the 
excellent attendance at the Winter Lunch, the Branch is in good order, is in sound 
financial health, and stands ready to provide the comradeship and welfare support 
that are at the core of our Association.  I invite everyone to help the Committee to 
move forward in the interests of all our Branch members.  With very best wishes to 
you and your families at this Christmas time:  may ‘Peace on Earth and Goodwill to 
all Men’, extend throughout 2012. 

   Yours most sincerely, 
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2012 ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING OF THE BELGIAN BRANCH 
 OF THE ROYAL AIR FORCES ASSOCIATION 

NATO STAFF CENTRE  -  THURSDAY 15TH MARCH AT 12:00 HRS 
 

AGENDA 

          
1. Dedication 

 
Chaplain 
 

2. Minutes of the 2011 AGM held at The NATO Staff Centre, 
22 March 2010 (as published in Newsletter 102, Jun 2010) 
 

Secretary 

3. Chairman’s Address Chairman 
 

4. Election / Re-election of Officers / Committee  
 

Chairman 

5. Treasurer’s Report / Approval of Accounts 2011 
(to be circulated in Newsletter 105 in Feb 12)  
  

Treasurer  

6. Welfare Officer’s Report and Proposals for 2012 HWO 
 

7. Budget for 2012 Treasurer 

8. Any Other Business  

ITEM 4  -  ELECTION OF OFFICERS 

 
1. Extracts from Branch Standing Orders: 
 

a. Only those who have paid their subs. for the current year may vote. 
 
b. Nominations for election to the Committee must be in writing, signed by 
two paid-up members, and must reach the Chairman by the 15th Feb 12. 
 
c. Existing Members of the Branch Committee holding office for one year 
are re-eligible for re-election. 
 
d. No person nominated may be elected if not present at the Annual 
General Meeting unless his/her absence is justified and the Members 
present approve his/her election in absentia. 

 
2. The following are officials of the Branch and do not require re-election: 

 
3. Nominations for elected members of the Committee will be circulated with 
Newsletter 105 in Feb 12.        

Sqn Ldr (Ret’d) E.H.E. Hearn Branch Honorary Co-President 

Air Marshal Sir Christopher Harper Branch Honorary Co-President 

Air Cdre S. Corbett Branch Honorary Vice-President 

Lt Gen (Avi) Baron M. Donnet                             Branch Life Vice-President 

Father W. Peeters Branch Honorary Chaplain 
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The Chronicle of a Passer By 
 

By Edward Harty Elliot Hearn 
 
 
 
 
 

 

PART TWO – 1940 -1946 

    2.   Turmoil Over Europe   

Between the time of my voluntary visit to Maidstone and my arrival on 50 

Squadron at Skellingthorpe, I had not kept a diary nor did I keep any written record 

throughout the following years.  In any case, it was implicitly discouraged.  Of course 

I had kept my flying Log Books, but the information given in them was necessarily 

very limited. 

On reflection, whilst thinking of the many stories that have been written which 

were similar to my own, I deemed it best to restrict this story to incidents peculiar to 

myself. 

In the Squadron Mess, which for us newcomers became a haven of security 

in an otherwise atmosphere of turbulence, the days were marked by periods of 

concentrated silence during operations, and scenes of unbridled and hectic parties 

when we were stood down. 

Our mixed bunch included a minority of regular officers, a small group of 

seasoned operational flyers, then those who had either completed a few sorties or 

who had not yet made their first trip into enemy territory.  There was the poet who 

spent off duty evenings scribbling verse into a notebook whilst sipping beer by the 

fireside; the band leader who introduced us to his habit of wearing disposable collars 

and cuffs; engineering students; bank clerks; artists and tradesmen; a New Zealand 

sheep farmer, tall calm and placid; an Australian broker and a young Jewish officer 

whose breast pocket had a permanent bulge where his prayer book was housed.  

We were to live with this cross section of different personalities for a long or short 

time. 

Lincoln was not far away, but visits there were rare.  The renowned hospitality 

for us airmen in the city never seemed to replace the warmness of our Mess.  This 

may have been because of our particular crowd, because the City was kept alive by 

the presence of the Air Force. 

Editor’s Note: 
This fourth episode of our Branch Honorary Co-President’s ‘Chronicle’ as transcribed by 

Gp Capt (Ret’d) Mike Connor, contains extracts from Part 2 Chapter 2 covering his 
operational experiences from 1943 to mid 1944 including the award of his first DFC. 

Please see Newsletter 101 for the Contents List. 
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At our future briefings we were made aware of the fact that we would be given 

specific targets and each aircraft involved, whether one or a thousand, had to aim 

their instruments at the prescribed target.  Aircraft cameras recorded the impact of 

bombs.  The resultant photographs would be examined at Group Headquarters and 

those showing abnormal distances from the target would be subject to an 

investigation.  That investigation could result in an explanation being called for from 

the responsible crew.  There was absolutely no question of carpet bombing, where 

an error by the leading aircraft could be multiplied by the following planes.  As far as 

our crew was concerned, we strictly followed these instructions and conscientiously 

tried our very best to follow the rules. 

Our first crew operation was a mine laying target off the coast at Bordeaux, 

followed the night after by a horrifying trip to Essen.  The flight to Essen in the 

industrial heart of the Ruhr was the real baptism of fire.  The ring of searchlights 

circling the Ruhr seemed to be impenetrable, but by weaving and turning we got 

through to our specified target, then dived out of reach of the searchlights to gather 

speed for home.  We reached our friendly coast untouched and with light headed 

relief. 

We then went on another mine laying operation, this time in the Atlantic, 

between Biarritz off the French coast and San Sebastian on the Spanish border.  It 

took us five hours to reach the target area which was covered in mist.  Despite 

several runs over the area, during one of which we must have passed into Spain, it 

was impossible to define the area we were looking for.  We knew we had at least 

another four hour flight on the return journey and we had to regretfully abandon the 

mission and make for home.  We brought our full load of mines back and, fully aware 

of the enormous danger, landed safely with the mines hanging under the aircraft.  

We certainly could not jettison the mines in any other area than that prescribed by 

the target.  On signalling our base on the return leg, we knew we could not expect 

joy with that lot on board! 

Between the 2nd and 30th April 1943 we completed eight missions, most of 

them over the industrial Ruhr – Essen, Duisburg, Dortmund and Dusseldorf.  This 

pattern of operations continued during the month of May, one of which was to a 

factory in Pilsen, Czechoslovakia, the country which I suppose was the real 

beginning of this terrible war. 

The average of a combat mission every four days continued during the month 

of June with specified targets in Krefeld, Wuppertal and Gelsenkirchen.  It was 

during that month that sleepless nights began when not detailed to fly.  Nightmares 

followed a strange dream and ended with me bounding from my bed to see myself in 

my little mirror as a white and almost putty like visage.  The same dream took place 

not only on one night, but many nights and was always the same.  I awoke in a 

blinding flash with a punctured left arm.  As I had been leaning on it, the puncture 

swept the arm away, leaving my head to fall on raw metal.  Relief always came at 

daylight and the dream was forgotten until the recurrence. 
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On 28th June we were called to the Briefing Room at three in the afternoon 

after seeing our aircraft and names on the Detail Board for operations that night.  

The briefing now followed a standard order beginning with the Wing Commander, 

followed by the Intelligence Officer who also gave the weather forecast for the whole 

of the journey and, finally, separate briefings to the pilots, navigators, engineers and 

air bombers.  The target that night was in Cologne and we were warned that 

approximately five hundred aircraft would be taking part.  A diversionary exercise 

several miles to the north would attempt to bemuse the enemy. 

At Skellingthorpe, we were taken out to our aircraft in trucks driven by WAAF 

personnel – the same always cheerful young girls who then waited up for our return.  

The ground crew had already carried out a full days work on our machine and they 

too would be waiting for us, and their machine, when we came back. 

When all the customary checks had been made, our four powerful Rolls 

Royce engines were started up and we were soon rolling towards the take off 

runway and heading into the wind as were the rest of our Squadron.  Receiving the 

signal to proceed and a green light from the Watchtower, we started off down the 

runway.  On reaching airspeed, there came the lift off and the familiar pause 

between speed on the ground and weightlessness in the air.  With the onset of 

blackness in the night and the gathering of aircraft all around us, identification lights 

were switched off.  This meant that we felt rather than saw the presence of the 

hundreds of planes heading the same way as us.  Occasionally a dim outline could 

be seen above, below or on either side of our Lancaster. 

The flight to Cologne, with several directional changes on the way to avoid 

anti-aircraft fire, proceeded calmly until we reached the periphery of the City.  There 

we were met with a solid barrage of fire.  Evasive action was limited because of the 

proximity of the hundreds of aircraft around us.  A multitude of searchlights swung in 

the sky searching for a victim. 

It was on the actual bombing run that we received our first hit – not from anti-

aircraft fire, but from an incendiary bomb falling from an overhead aircraft.  It fell 

directly on and through the mid-upper turret hitting the gunner.  An involuntary cry 

came over the intercom.  Seconds later, when we were committed to our run to the 

target, our Lancaster gave a violent shudder.  We knew we had been hit again, this 

time by anti-aircraft fire.  We continued towards the aiming point in our now 

handicapped machine and on the release of the bombs we were hit a third time, 

shrapnel bursting all around us.  I felt my left arm being swept from under me and I 

fell head down on the floor of the cabin.  I had been hit in the arm by shrapnel.  

Meanwhile, the aircraft had taken a violent left hand diving turn.  Apart from the 

instructions on the bombing run and the cry from the mid-upper gunner, the intercom 

had been silent.  With the sharp downturn of the Lancaster the intercom now came 

alive with calls following in repetition.  The mid-upper gunner was wounded in his left 

hand; in the cabin, the navigator had a wound in his back.  Then the pilot, in a 

quavering but calm voice called for my help.  Holding my arm, which was hanging 
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lifelessly by my side, I was able to struggle up behind the pilot.  He still had firm 

hands on the controls, but had been blinded by shrapnel striking his face.  Watching 

the flight indicator and speed and helped by the Flight Engineer, I was able to guide 

him as he twisted and turned the aircraft out of the dive and out of the reach of the 

searchlights.  Fortunately all four engines were performing and we raced and 

staggered through the next two hours at low level until we crossed the coast and the 

Channel and home.  On arriving in the circuit at Skellingthorpe, we requested an 

emergency landing, completed what we thought was our circuit, but eventually down 

at Waddington some miles away from our own field.  Nevertheless, even before our 

engines were switched off, the ambulances and fire engines were speeding towards 

us.  We then knew that out of seven in our crew five were wounded.  We were piled 

into the ambulances and taken to Rauceby hospital, near Sleaford, seventeen miles 

from the city of Lincoln.  We were to learn later that our stalwart Lancaster VNZ had 

75 holes from anti-aircraft fire from the nose to the tail.  Although five of us in the 

crew had stopped some of the shrapnel, none of it had caused fatal injury. 

……………………….My stay in the RAF hospital was to last eight weeks, the 

first five of which were taken up in rehabilitating my left arm where a large piece of 

shrapnel had entered below the elbow damaging a nerve on the way and leaving two 

fingers on my left hand lifeless.  I was bedded between a young French pilot with a 

broken neck and a Squadron Leader with severe cartilage trouble.  The young 

Frenchman, who had fallen into a tree after parachuting from his shot down 

Hurricane, had a clamp fixed by boreholes in his head and this clamp was weighted 

down at the rear in order to maintain stretching pressure.  He received special 

attention from the always cheerful nurses and sisters because he hardly spoke a 

word of English, but his attendants made up for this by smothering his plaster with 

kisses and written endearments. 

My own wound was eventually treated.  For some reason, probably to test the 

nerve, it had been decided that no general anaesthesia would be used in the final 

stages, which included cleaning out the hole in my arm.  The pain was rather 

excruciating.  I was allowed to leave my bed to follow a treatment of physical therapy 

in order to bring life back to the damaged nerve.  Being up and about again meant 

the carrying out of menial chores in the ward plus helping other patients who were 

bedridden.  One of the tasks allocated to me was the afternoon promenade of my 

neighbour, the Squadron Leader, who had to be pushed out in a wheelchair because 

of his inability to walk.  On our first trip out together, he gave me directions as to 

where to go and we ended up on the fringe of the local golf course.  There, to my 

great surprise, he hopped out of his wheelchair and made straight for the golf club 

bar.  He had the decency to buy me a drink and at the same time swore me to 

secrecy.  Unbeknown to the doctors, sisters and nurses at the hospital, he had 

apparently been making these secret journeys for over two weeks and the silence 

enforced on his benefactors was indulged in with some delight. 

My stay at Rauceby ended and I went down to Benenden for a few days 

convalescent leave.    In the quiet of the countryside, I heard a rumour that my fellow 
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crew members had been released from hospital three weeks before me and were 

now back on the Squadron.  Also our haven at Benenden would soon be a thing of 

the past because my Mother had decided to move to a flat in the High Street in 

Dorking to be nearer to my Father’s Land Station.  The news of my crew having 

returned to the Squadron caused me some anxiety and I decided to cut short my 

leave and make my way back to Lincolnshire. 

At Ashford, I boarded the train for London, changed stations, then headed to 

Lincoln.  The train was late getting in to Lincoln which meant that I had to hire a taxi 

to take me to Skellingthorpe.  The airfield was silent at the late midnight hour, so I 

made my way straight to my billet, undressed and went to bed.   

The next morning, the batman awoke me with a gentle knock on the door.  A 

Cockney, proud of his London connections, he knew most of the goings on at the 

Station and must have heard me creep in the night before.  After an early morning 

greeting I could see that he was not in his usually good humour.  Ordinarily he 

chatted away whilst carrying out his duties, but on this particular occasion his silence 

was uncomfortable.  He had to be prompted to break it.  He started off by telling me 

that during my absence a new squadron had arrived to join our own – No 61 

Squadron.  He went on to say that with the two squadrons we now had a Group 

Captain in charge of the Station.  Furthermore, our own 50 Squadron had a new 

Wing Commander1 – a strict disciplinarian who, in his view, had been sent to sort us 

all out.  He then stopped short and eyed me out of the corner of his eye. 

“What about my crew?”  I asked. 

From experience I knew that Cockneys were blunt and direct and never beat 

about the bush.  This one was no exception. 

“You have no crew” he replied, “they were shot down over Frankfurt on their 

first mission after leaving hospital and there is no news of what happened.”  He 

handed me a cup full of hot freshly brewed tea, clearly carefully prepared for the 

delivery of this distressing news. 

Stunned, I sipped my tea, holding the cup with both hands.  My comrades, 

with whom I had flown dangerously since December 1942 and with whom I had 

developed a close relationship through the adventures we had experienced together, 

would no longer be about.  Their loss could not be immediately understood. 

I made my way to Squadron Headquarters and the Adjutant confirmed that my 

friends were no longer there.  Only three months before this tragedy, the youngest 

member of our crew had married a beautiful local girl.  At that time, whilst celebrating 

after the wedding, we other members of the crew had had some misgivings as we all 

knew that personal relationships could have an emotional effect during this 

dangerous period of operations. 

                                            
1
 Wing Commander Anthony Heward, later to be Air Chief Marshal Sir Anthony Heward. 
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For myself, there was always the nagging thought at the back of my mind that 

too serious an involvement with any girl friend whilst the war was on, and particularly 

because of our almost daily expeditions into enemy territory, might involve deep 

sorrow and implications for those that remained and cared, and sadness would 

endure long after the mourning.  I had lost many friends on the Squadron, but none 

so close as these. 

My return to the Squadron coincided with the departure of our Section Leader.  

My appointment to fill this vacancy gave me the opportunity to solve the predicament 

of not having a permanent crew.  In any case, I had made my own resolve that I 

would never again be attached to a new crew in the same way as I had become 

involved with my old comrades.  We had gone through our final training together, 

had flown Whitleys, Manchesters and Lancasters, had completed eighteen 

dangerous missions over Europe with mutual confidence and their loss was, for me, 

a turning point. 

As part of the engagement in my new post, I had to undertake a special 

course at Manby, but it was of short duration – only three weeks.  On 1st December 

1943 I moved into the Section Leader’s office at 50 Squadron.  I found many 

changes with the arrival of the new Squadron, and our new Wing Commander had 

introduced new measures to smarten up the outward appearance of officers and 

men.  In the previous twelve months, 50 Squadron had lost some sixty Lancasters - 

that meant over four hundred airmen and the heaviest losses had occurred in recent 

months.  It was felt that the new Wing Commander had been sent to Skellingthorpe 

to tighten up the morale of the airmen and his way of doing it was by tight discipline.  

He was a hard man, tall and hatchet-faced, short on conversation, but a first class 

pilot. 

Fortunately, we still retained our much loved Mess and our barman.  As in a 

good hotel, the barman knew all our names despite the many changes happening 

every day with losses, new arrivals, departing crews and administrative 

modifications.  Those of us who survived for any length of time had our own tankards 

which were hung on racks behind the bar.  Our barman friend automatically drew 

down our tankards when he saw us entering the Mess and they were nearly always 

filled and ready before we reached the bar.  Our new Wing Commander did not 

frequent the Mess as often as his predecessor, but we found out later that he had 

other reasons for this – he was to marry a WAAF officer from another Station.  It 

happened in great secrecy and the only one ‘au courante’ was the Squadron 

Adjutant.  In fact, we were very happy with the event because we then knew he was 

human like the rest of us.  

On 16th December, two weeks after my return in my new post, I took a place 

in a new crew on their first operational flight.  As Section Leader, I knew the target 

shortly before the crew briefing.  The destination was Berlin.  Once involved in 

preparing for the fray, there was little time to reflect on the purpose of the briefed 

target, but the period before climbing on to the trucks to take us to the aircraft always 



11 
 

carried a feeling of some trepidation.  Once airborne, this queasiness disappeared 

and, apart from a fierce barrage of fire over Berlin, our seven and a half hour flight 

passed off without incident. 

  There followed a further ten night and day operations, flying with a different 

crew each time - many of them on their first operational mission, up to the Normandy 

landings in June.  The ten flights included the Polish port of Stettin and the airfield at 

Marseilles.  On the mission to Marseilles (Marignane) I flew with the new Wing 

Commander.  In the air he was as on the ground – cool with only the strict number of 

words being spoken, but giving an assurance of absolute authority.  Very 

unfortunately, all our instruments failed over France.  This meant that I had to map 

read all the way to the target and all the way back to the United Kingdom.  The night 

was jet black and it was the rivers and lakes which were the most help over the long 

journey.  After flying for nine and a half hours we were forced to land away from base 

on the south coast because of the shortage of fuel. 

I also returned to the Ruhr, flying with the Deputy Commander of ‘A’ Flight2, 

where we obtained spot on photographic evidence of achieving our target in Aachen. 

On 14th May, I went to an Investiture at Buckingham Palace to receive the 

Distinguished Flying Cross from King George VI3.  My parents sat in the front row of 

the attendance and soft music was played in the background.  I was surprised to 

notice the King’s deeply lined face and the gentleness of his voice.  Both bore the 

mark of the illness of which he would later succumb. 

It was about this time that the nightmares started again.  The same experience as 
before, but a different dream, repeated over and over again, the same awakening, 

with sweat streaming down an ashen figure.  It was as if I was being warned of what 
was to come. 

                                                                                                 To be Continued

                                            
2
 Flight Lieutenant Michael Beetham, later to be Marshal of the Royal Air Force, Sir Michael Beetham. 

3
 Editor’s note: see page 12 for a copy of the Citation published in the London Gazette 
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AWARDS 

Published in the Third Supplement to London Gazette dated 23 July 1943 
 
Distinguished Flying Cross. 
 

Flying Officer Edward Harty Elliot HEARN (131973), Royal Air Force Volunteer 
Reserve, No. 50 Squadron. 

 
Conspicuous Gallantry Medal (Flying). 
 

1272592 Sergeant Cecil James Morley WILKIE, No. 50 Squadron. 
 
Distinguished Flying Medal. 
 

938804 Sergeant Frank POINTON, No. 50 Squadron. 
993249 Sergeant Stanley WILKINSON, No. 50 Squadron. 

 

CITATION 

One night in June 1943, Flying Officer Hearn and Sergeants Pointon and 
Wilkinson were air bomber, mid-upper gunner and flight engineer respectively of an 
aircraft, piloted by Sergeant Wilkie, detailed to attack Cologne.   

Whilst over the target area, the bomber was hit by anti-aircraft fire.  The 
windscreen round the pilot’s cabin shattered and Sergeant Wilkie was blinded by 
flying splinters.  Despite this he remained at the controls.  Flying Officer Hearn and 
Sergeant Wilkinson were injured by fragments of shrapnel.  Nevertheless, the former 
uncomplainingly remained at his post ready to release his bombs whilst Sergeant 
Wilkinson went to the assistance of his pilot and the bombing run was completed.   

Still unable to see, Sergeant Wilkie remained at the controls, piloting his 
aircraft by touch, being aided in various ways by the flight engineer and by Flying 
Officer Hearn who directed him in avoiding the searchlights and continuous anti-
aircraft fire to which the bomber was subjected.  Some time later, whilst still over 
enemy territory, Sergeant Wilkie recovered his vision in one eye and soon 
succeeded in flying clear of the defences, afterwards flying the aircraft back to this 
country.  

In the course of the action Sergeant Pointon had one finger severed when his 
turret was damaged by a shattering blow.  Although in considerable pain he 
remained at his post, constantly alert to the danger of fighter interference.   

In most harassing circumstances these members of the aircraft crew 
displayed courage, fortitude and determination of the highest order. 
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REPORTS ON PAST EVENTS 

 
Autumn 2011 European Area RAFA Conference  

The Chairman plus 2 Committee members attended the Conference in Paphos, 
Cyprus 7-9 Oct 11.  The conference was supported by Area Council members and 
representatives of 14 of the 22 European Area Branches: the Association Secretary 
General Mrs Jane Easton, and the Commander British Forces, Cyprus, Air Vice-
Marshal Graham Stacey also participated.  The Association remains in a strong 
position, but Central Council are concerned about declining membership numbers 
and the likely impact of continuing recession on charity income.  Discussion took 
place on whether existing Life Members should be asked to make additional 
membership contributions: the Secretary General took the Branch Committee view 
that the subject should be aired with members, but that there should be no 
mandatory additional charges placed on existing Life Members. 
 

Belgian Air Force Remembrance Service 

        

 
 

 

Memorial Dedication at Waasmunster  

On 15 Oct 11 a service was held at Waasmunster to dedicate a memorial to mark 
the 70th anniversary of the crash of a Handley Page Hampden of 44 "Rhodesian" 
Squadron RAF.  His Excellency Jonathan Brenton the British Ambassador to 
Belgium (our Branch Honorary Patron), attended in person.  The event was 
organised by the Wings of Memory group:  see www.wingsofmemory.be for further 
details. 

Comète Line Reunion  

The Comet Kinship Belgian Association reunion was held in Brussels 22/23 Oct 11, 
marking the 70th Anniversary of the first functioning of the Comet Line.  The private 
showing of the documentary film on the Comet Line ‘The Last Passage’ was very 
popular and proved to be a most impressive production (see http://elultimopaso.net 
for a trailer): an English language version is available.  The Branch Standard was 
paraded at the Mass at the Basilique de Koekelberg and Branch wreaths were laid at 
the Comète Memorial and in the RAF Chapel in the Church.  The excellent lunch at 
the Maison des Ailes was well attended by Branch members, including our Co-

On the occasion of the 65th 
Anniversary of the foundation of the 
Belgian Air Force, a large crowd, 
including a number of Branch 
members, attended a Remembrance 
Service at the Belgian Air Force 
Memorial at the Cinquantenaire, 
Brussels on 15 Oct 11.  The Royal 
Air Force was represented by Wg 
Cdr Gill Ward. The Branch Standard 
was paraded, and an Association 

wreath was laid by the Chairman. 

http://www.wingsofmemory.be/
http://elultimopaso.net/
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President Sqn Ldr Edward Hearn and his wife, and a number of Comet Line and 
RAF escapee veterans.  

     

       

 

 

Photographs courtesy of Comet Kinship 

Veterans Reception  

The strong Branch representation at the Veteran’s Reception hosted by the British 
Ambassador to Belgium, Jonathan Brenton, on 9 Nov 11 was led by our Co-
President Air Marshal Sir Christopher Harper and his wife Jan.  The reception 
provided a wonderful opportunity to meet colleagues from a wide variety of British 
and Belgian associations, including the Royal British Legion, Last Post 
Association, Commonwealth War Graves Commission, Royal Naval Association, 
Comet Line, Fédération Royale Nationale des Anciens Combattants, and Wings of 
Memory. The Ambassador praised the valuable work of the veterans associations 
in Belgium and offered his continuing support to their endeavours (see photo page 
28). 

Remembrance Sunday:  

A number of Branch members were able to participate in the very well attended 
Remembrance Day Church service on Sunday 13 Nov 11 at the English Church of 
Holy Trinity in Brussels.  The Branch Standard was paraded (see photo page 28) 
and an Association wreath was laid by the Chairman.  

Branch Winter Lunch  

A total of 25 members and friends participated in a most convivial Branch Winter 
Lunch at the NATO Staff Centre on 6 Dec 11.  In his welcome address (see page 
18), the Chairman noted that it was particularly pleasing that both our Branch 
Honorary Co-Presidents (Air Marshal Sir Christopher Harper and Sqn Ldr Edward 
Hearn) could be present, as well as our Life Vice-President (Lt Gen Baron Mike 
Donnet) and our new Honorary Vice-President Air Cdre Sean Corbett, now on the 
staff of the UK Delegation to NATO.  Sqn Ldr Hearn expressed his thanks to the 
organising committee and warmly expressed his confidence in the activities and 
future of the branch (see photo page 28). 

Mrs Paule Hearn at the 
Comet Lunch 

RAF veterans (l to r) Bob Frost, Gordon Mellor 
and Bob Barckley, all shot down over Belgium 

and escaped via the Comet Line in 1942/3  
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Air Force Memorial Ceremonies at the Brussels Cemetery  

As arranged by the ‘Comité de la Pelouse d’Honneur des Aviateurs’ in collaboration 
with the Belgian Air Force and the ‘Vieilles Tiges de l’Aviation Belge’, a ceremony 
was held at the Brussels cemetery on 1 Nov 11 to pay homage to Belgian airman 
who died in WW2.  Branch Life Vice-President Lt Gen Baron Mike Donnet and the 
Chairman laid wreaths on the Field of Honour and at the Commonwealth War 
Memorial.  Branch attendees and WW2 veterans included Flt Lt ‘Bobby‘ Laumans 
(see article page 22).   

                              

      

 

             
 

Photographs courtesy of André Bar "Belgians in RAF and SAAF 1940-1945' 

The Belgian Air Force Memorial Lt Gen Baron Mike Donnet 

Bobby Laumans 

Commonwealth War Memorial 
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THOUGHTS AT CHRISTMAS 

 
In the words of the well-known Christmas Carol, “Christ is born in Bethlehem. 
Bethlehem? “What’s in a word?” William Shakespeare used to say. Especially where 
here it is related to “peace on earth”. Many similar places are under control of Peace 
Keeping Forces.  
“Peace” as meant in the Bible is not a mere absence of hostility. It rather points out 
to a harmonious relationship between God and man, where “the fruit of the Spirit is 
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-
control” as Paul defined it (Gal. 5, 22). It is not a mere good feeling for a nice 
moment beside the Christmas Tree. It originates from the Love of God to man, 
coming to live amongst us. Far from being a simple gesture of goodwill, as is often 
presented in commercial advertising, this peace is rooted in that gratitude of man for 
the unexpected arrival of the Messiah.  
The sight of that humble dwelling for God’s Son, makes us aware that the great 
things in life are simple and without showing off. It helps to appreciate the grandeur 
and gift of everyday life. 
Let’s bear in mind our brave servicemen and servicewomen on duty all over the 
world at Christmas Night, far away from home and perhaps staying in hostile 
surroundings. Our wishes of “Merry Christmas” are especially sent to all those who, 
on this very night, are vigilant - similar to the shepherds in Jesus’ time - and 
responsible for the lives of many people in that part of the world! 
 
May the Blessing of the Lord be at the heart of a peaceful Christmas Night. 
 
        

Father Walter Peeters,  
RAFA Belgian Branch 
Honorary Chaplain 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IN MEMORIAM 
 

Mr Etienne Gutt, Jandrenouille, Belgium:  Branch life member since 1974. An 

RAF volunteer in World War 2. 

Mrs D Harrison, 1180:  Branch life member since 1974.  

Mrs H Lind, St Amandsberg, Belgium: Branch member since 1975. 

Mrs Patricia Malengreau, Blandford, UK:  Branch life member since 1952.  Wife 

of Roger Malengreau past Branch Life Vice-President who died in 1996. 

Group Captain I Thomson, Sudbury: Branch life member since 1985. 
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BRANCH ADMINISTRATION 

 
The Committee believes that the Newsletter is a key instrument to support the aims 
of the RAF Association and the needs of RAFA Belgian Branch members.  You can 
help enhance the value of the Newsletter by offering contributions of general interest 
concerning memories of the past as well as practical information to foster friendship 
and welfare of members today.  Please forward your contributions to the Editor. 

To help us cut our printing and postal costs, the Newsletter is also available in 
electronic form for issue by email.  If you are able to receive it in this way, and have 
not yet advised us, please let the Membership Secretary know.  

RAFA is a charity operating for the benefit of its members.  It would be helpful if 
members could maintain their subscriptions (Annual - 22 €, 4-year 60 €) by 
transferring funds to the RAFA Belgian Branch account BE12-0000-0482-0492 (FOR 
MEMBERSHIP FEES).  Please note that ‘Life’ Membership is no longer available, 
but, at present, existing ‘Life’ members are exempt annual membership fees. 

Donations are, of course, welcome at all times.  Please pass to the above account 
noting ‘DONATION’.  

 

ADMINISTRATION FOR THE AGM 
 

  Date/Time:  Thursday 15th March 2012:   

AGM at 12:00 hrs in the Chalet 
Lunch at circa 13:15 hrs in Restaurant Private Room 

 
Venue:        NATO Staff Centre  

                    Ave Bourget 
                    1110 Evere   
                                     
Please advise your intention to attend the AGM and/or the Lunch by completing 
the proforma below. 
 
Costs:        The lunch will be subsidised in accordance with AGM 2011 
guidelines – current estimated cost of €20 will be confirmed in Newsletter 105 
 
If you have any special dietary needs, please let us know. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I/WE WOULD LIKE TO ATTEND THE AGM* AND LUNCH* ON 15 MAR 12 

 
NAME AND INITIALS………………………………………………..DATE OF BIRTH…………. 
 
*IF POSSIBLE, COULD THE COMMITTEE PLEASE ARRANGE TRANSPORT? 
        * delete/complete as appropriate 
*I PLAN TO TRAVEL WITH …………………………….. 
 
*I WILL TAKE MY OWN CAR, REGISTRATION NUMBER  …………………… 
 
Send to Flt Lt Hannah French, UK Delegation to NATO, NATO HQ Evere, 1110, Brussels, 

(or phone 02.707.7562 or email Hannah.French@fco.gov.uk  

mailto:Hannah.French@fco.gov.uk
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RAFA BELGIAN BRANCH WINTER LUNCH  6 DEC 11 
WELCOME SPEECH BY CHAIRMAN 

 
I would like to welcome you all here today for our Winter Lunch which is an important 

event to support one of our key charter aims, the furtherance of comradeship.  A special 
welcome to our President Edward Hearn and to Paule:  thank you for rising to the challenge 
of joining us today.  We would not be complete with out you and we value so much your 
being with us. Also, special welcome too to our Life Vice President General Mike Donnet and 
Jacqueline:  a real pleasure to see you, sir, in the warmth and comfort of a lunch table since 
we often meet on the rather cold and damp Pelouse d’honour or at funerals!   

Newcomers:  welcome an old friend but a new RAFA Associate Member Brigitte 
d’Oultremont President of the Comet Kinship Society.  In the committee we believe that 
there is much to be gained for the Branch to work closely with our sister organisations in 
Belgium: we are not the same and have different aims and membership, but administratively 
we need to work together for our mutual benefit. Also particular welcome to Air Cdre Sean 
Corbett the new Chief of Staff at the UK Delegation who has most kindly agreed to be our 
Branch Honorary Vice-President, and to Magda Van Gompel who has been giving invaluable 
assistance to Ghislaine in a complex welfare case in Ostend;  Magda very many thanks 
indeed.  Lastly for newcomers, let me welcome Richard Hearn, Edward and Paule’s son who 
lives in England but who does so much to help his parents enjoy life and who is really the 
driving force to enable them to join with us today.   

And now to the stalwarts!  Welcome! It is you that make it all worthwhile.  Special 
mention for Nicole Dumont, we all miss our dear friend Charles, and I am so pleased to see 
that you feel able to join us today.  Then, also Mary Laden, remembering Eddie who sadly, 
passed away 3 years ago this week, and Nadine Dumon, Comet Line veteran, Andrée de 
Norman a king-pin of the committee for so many years, our veteran Bobby Laumans whose 
birthday it was 2 days ago (only 91), Léon Rubin, and Rayky, who although having stood 
down from the Committee is still a very active supporter and contact, and Jean-Pierre 
Blanckaert our hard-working Standard Bearer who does much to maintain the visibility of the 
Association and the Branch both in Belgium and in UK.  And that leaves just the committee 
members here today:  Ghislaine Walkden, Brigitte Horton, Deborah, and our redoubtable 
Secretary Hannah French, plus David Ryder and finally Father Walter Peeters; all of whom 
give so much of their time and without whom the Branch simply could not function.  Many 
thanks to you all. 

Two points to leave with you: firstly, I am very struck that despite having a real 
membership of over a 150 and despite the fact that I have now been actively associated with 
the Branch for some 5 years, I have still only had personal contact with some 20% of our 
members.   This is worrying in that it shows that we are only partially meeting our 
comradeship aims, but, perhaps more importantly, we may be missing a number of 
important welfare issues:  if we do not know our members, we cannot help them.  I think this 
is probably an inevitable result of the increasing average age of our members, and the 
challenge that active participation in events means to them individually.  However, we are 
primarily a membership organisation, and I would like to avoid as much as possible, only 
meeting at funerals.   

So, I will make a plea in the next Newsletter, and I would ask you now:  please try 
and spread the word to Branch colleagues that the Committee would like to hear from 
members, by letter, phone or email, just to say ‘hello’ maybe, or to provide comment on, or 
even better, input to, the Newsletter.  Ideally, we would also see more of our members at our 
principal events and hence to my second point to highlight the key events for your diaries in 
2012:  the AGM on Thursday 15 March 12 and the Barry Horton memorial Golf Match at 
Duisburg Military Golf Club Friday 29 June 12.  So, I think the lunch today shows that the 
Branch is in good order, and so I would ask you to join me in a toast to the Royal Air Forces 
Association. 
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THE ESCAPE OF FLIGHT SERGEANT LARRY CARR 

 
During the three years of its existence, over 800 airmen returned to the United 

Kingdom through the efforts of the Comet Line.  One of the early airmen to return 
was Flight Sergeant Larry Carr. 

Twenty-two-year-old pilot Larry Carr took off in his four-engine Halifax bomber 
to attack Cologne on 27 April 1942.  It was his 14th operation since joining 102 
Squadron, and the second since the squadron had converted from the Whitley 
bomber to the Halifax.  He was flying over Belgium just after midnight when the rear 
gunner sighted a German night-fighter, which immediately opened fire, setting the 
bomber on fire. Two of the crew were killed during the attack, and it became 
apparent very quickly that the aircraft was doomed, so Carr gave the order to bale 
out.  With the aircraft falling rapidly, he had difficulty getting to the escape hatch, and 
had only just managed to open his parachute when he hit the ground, with the 
aircraft crashing very close by.  Clearly, he had escaped at a perilously low altitude. 

Carr had landed in the Belgian province of Namur near the town of Hamois.  
He immediately buried his parachute and life-jacket and started to head south.  A 
man who was accompanied by a gendarme soon confronted him, and they asked if 
he was English and “did he want to return to England?”  On his replying, “Yes”, they 
said that they could arrange it for him, and immediately took him to a civilian’s home, 
where he was hidden in the basement.  His helpers were Maurice Wilmet and 
Gendarme Massinon, the latter leaving to make arrangements to move him from the 
immediate area of the crash.  On his return, the two men took Carr to a farm some 
five miles away, where he exchanged his uniform for civilian clothes, and was able to 
rest.  Two days later he left with Wilmet to catch the local train to Ciney, where he 
was to transfer to the express for Brussels.  The gendarme joined them en route, 
and a 20-year-old woman, Fernande Pirlot (“Pochette”), met them at Ciney before 
taking them on to Brussels. 

Once in Brussels, Carr stayed at a number of safe houses, meeting his 
navigator and second pilot during his stay with the Lizin family.  Pochette acted as 
the courier and arranged for him to have photographs taken for an identity card.  It 
was not considered safe for all three to remain together, so another young courier, 
Peggy van Lier, collected Carr and took him to the house of Carl Servais and his wife 
in a residential suburb.  He stayed for a number of days, during which time he heard 
that the organization had been infiltrated, and many arrests had been made, 
including his two crew members. 

After a week, Peggy van Lier returned to escort Carr into the centre of 
Brussels, where she introduced him to Dédée, who was to take him to Spain.  He 
was given false papers and a railway ticket before they boarded the express for 
Paris.  At the French frontier all the passengers had to disembark to pass through 

Editor’s Note.  Below is a further extract from “Shot Down and on the Run:  the RAF 
and Commonwealth aircrews who got home from behind enemy lines 1940-1945”, 
reprinted by kind permission of the author Air Commodore Graham Pitchfork.  For 
more information on the Comet Line and its current Association Comète Kinship 

Belgium, go to www.cometeline.org or email comete.kinship@skynet.be    

http://www.cometeline.org/
mailto:comete.kinship@skynet.be
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police and customs checks before the journey continued to the Gare du Nord in 
Paris, where Frédéric de Jongh met them.  He escorted Carr across Paris to the 
Gare d’Austerlitz, where he received new forged papers allowing him to travel within 
the German-occupied area of France.  Dédée and Carr boarded the night train for 
the Spanish border, arriving at Bordeaux at 6 a.m. before continuing their journey 
south. They were due to leave the train at Bayonne, but just before disembarking 
they saw Tante Go on the station, and she was able to warn them that increased 
security checks were in place on the station, and they must remain on the train and 
disembark at St Jean de Luz. 

A Basque met them when they left the train at St Jean de Luz, but told Carr to 
leave by a goods entrance since strict control was in force at the ticket barrier.  After 
meeting up outside the station, they left for an apartment where Carr was given new 
clothes for the journey over the mountains, and told to get some sleep.  Late in the 
afternoon, Dédée and Carr left for the farm at Urrugne, where Francia Usandizaga 
had prepared a meal for them.  They were told that the regular guide, Florentino, 
was unable to take them over the mountains that night, and a younger guide would 
escort them. 

At midnight on 22 May, the guide arrived and the three of them set off along 
mountain tracks into the Pyrenees dressed as Basques.  The guide set a fast pace 
as they climbed the hills behind the farm to a ridge, which they followed before 
descending into the valley of the River Bidassoa, which formed the frontier.  With 
great caution, and in total silence, they had to ford the fast-flowing river, cross the 
road and railway running alongside the river on the Spanish side, and avoid patrols. 
Frontier patrols shot on sight, and Spanish patrols finding anyone crossing from 
France would hand them straight back to the German authorities.  Having crossed 
the frontier safely, it was necessary to keep out of sight until Carr could be handed 
over to the British Vice-Consul in San Sebastian.  After crossing the border, they 
climbed up from the valley to the mountains, where they kept to the high paths until it 
was daylight, when they rested at a farm.  It would have been too dangerous to have 
been seen walking in the mountains in the early morning. 

Later in the day the friendly Basque farmer wakened them.  He provided them 
with a meal before they set off again once it was dark.  They walked through the 
mountains all night, resting as dawn broke. The guide showed them the way down to 
a village at the end of the tramline to San Sebastian, and then left them. Dédée and 
Carr walked into the village, joined the queue of workers and boarded a tram, which 
they left near the centre of the town, where Dédée telephoned a contact, who arrived 
to take them by car to the British Vice-Consul. 

Carr said goodbye to the amazing Dédée de Jongh, the slight young woman 
who appeared to know no fear.  Once more she must return over the mountains. All 
those who met her found it difficult to believe that such an innocent-looking girl could 
make such arduous physical journeys, in addition to the great presence of mind and 
courage that she displayed at every stage of the journey from Paris to Spain.  One of 
those she helped wrote: “She was the force, the power and the inspiration that 
brought us from Belgium to Spain”. 

Larry Carr was soon taken to the British Consul in Bilbao, and then to the 
Embassy in Madrid.  He arrived in Gibraltar on 1 June to learn that Bomber 
Command had just launched the first “Thousand Bomber Raid”.  Donald Darling, 
who was particularly interested in the difficulties occurring in Brussels, debriefed him 
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in detail.  Carr sailed from Gibraltar on 18 June on the aircraft-carrier HMS Argus, 
arriving at Gourock five days later.  He was escorted to London, where he was taken 
to meet Jimmy Langley, Head of IS 9 (D), who was anxious to get the latest 
information of the threatened Comet Line, and to get a detailed report of his 
experiences. 

After some leave, Larry Carr returned to flying duties, but his detailed 
knowledge of the helpers, and the escape lines prevented him from returning to 
operational flying, and he flew with the Airborne Experimental Unit, and later with a 
communications squadron, ending the war in Norway.  Following his evasion, he was 
awarded a Mention in Despatches. 

 

 

Shortly after Carr’s return, many Brussels members of the Comet Line were 
arrested, and some, including Gendarme Massinon, did not survive the war.  
Maurice Wilmet evaded the Gestapo by hiding in the cellar of his own house for over 
two years before the Liberation.  His wife kept him hidden and supplied with food, 
and successfully led the Gestapo and all his friends to think that he had fled to avoid 
capture.  He never fully recovered his health and died in 1960.  Carl Servais avoided 
capture until just before the liberation of Brussels, when the Gestapo arrested him 
and many others.  They were put on a train, but railway workers took advantage of 
the confusion, and managed to divert it around the capital until the British captured it.  
Peggy van Lier escaped to England, where she was awarded the MBE – later to 
become Mrs Jimmy Langley. 

There were many helpers in the Comet Line, and they paid a high price for 
their courage.  Twenty-three were shot, including Dédée’s father, and 130 did not 
return from German concentration camps.  Pochette survived her ordeal in 
Ravenbruck, as did Baron Jean-François Nothomb, who returned to become a priest 
– the British awarded him the DSO.  The courage of the women of the line was 
recognised by the award of the George Medal, the highest decoration that can be 
awarded to a foreign civilian for bravery, to Tante Go and Michou.  The George 
Medal, together with the King’s Medal for Courage, was awarded to Florentino.  
Airey Neave said, “Without him, Dédée and the Comet escape line which followed 
her could never have rescued so many airmen.”  He died in 1980. 

 

Submitted by David Trembaczowski-Ryder 
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MY LAST COMBAT BY CAPTAIN R J L `BOBBY` LAUMANS. 
 

Belgian Bobby Laumans was a Tiger in 1941/1942, having arrived in England after 
the Germans invaded the Low Countries. Then when 74 were preparing to leave for 
the Middle East Bobby was posted to the newly formed 350 Squadron, one of the 

Belgian squadrons formed of Belgian personnel. Here in his own words (as recorded 
for the 74 (F) Sqn Tiger Association) is the story of his final flight with 350. 

I have 48 operations against the enemy flying with the RAFVR, first with 74 
(Tiger) Squadron then 350 Belgian Squadron. The reason why I am posted is that 74 
Squadron are going to the Middle East and the Belgian government in London wants 
to keep Belgian pilots already in the UK at hand in view of a possible liberation of 
Belgium. There are two of us in 74 – Steve Winterbeek and myself. With 350 
Squadron we first go to Warmwell and from there to Debden in Essex. Arriving there 
we find two other squadrons which have done well during the Battle of Britain – 
Squadron 111 (Treble One) and Squadron 71, the famous Eagle squadron 
composed of American pilots flying with the RAF…. 

From Debden we fly nearly every day against the enemy, making sweeps in 
France and Belgium. We are equipped with the Spitfire Vb (two 20mm cannons and 
four Browning machine guns). Then we lose our first pilots, especially on 23rd May 
1942, in a furious fight in the region of St Omer where Winterbeek is killed and L 
Peeters bails out. I have a dog fight with a Focke Wulf 190 and I believe I shoot him 
down. But on viewing the cine film after landing I only get a `FW190 damaged`. On 
the film one sees many big pieces of aircraft falling off but no witness sees the 
aircraft crash. The long pursuit of that 190 brings me over Boulogne and I don’t have 
enough fuel left to return to Debden. I land at Tangmere and when I phone 350 the 
CO tells me that I am already posted missing on the Dispersal Board. I do some 
more offensive flights in the following days and then comes June 1st 1942. 

In his book Spitfire Mk V in Action, Peter Caygill says that the RAF wanted to 
test the real value of the FW190.  On June 1st they sent up several fighter wings, 
which included squadrons 65, 71, 111 and 350.  Unfortunately the Luftwaffe had the 
same intention and sent up units from I and III/JG26, a redoubtable force composed 
of very experienced pilots. To quote Peter Caygill:  ‘The actions that had been fought 
in the skies over France had shown the FW190 to be a formidable adversary but the 
level of dominance that it was capable of achieving was underlined during the 
operations that were carried out on the first two days of June 1942.’ 

That day 350 formed into three flights led by the CO, Sqn Ldr D Guillaume. 
My flight was led by Flt Lt Du Monceau de Bergendal who had Sgt Hansez as No 2, 
myself as Blue 3 and Sgt Livyns as my No 2.  I was a Flying Officer by then. Henry 
Pickard was also with us. He was later to be shot by the Gestapo in 1944 among the 
50 RAF officers shot after the `Great Escape` from Stalag-Luft III.  Squadron 65 was 
flying at 20,000 feet, 111 was at 22,000 feet, 71 at 23,000 feet and 350 Squadron 
was top cover at 25,000 feet for eight Hurri bombers attacking a target near Bruges. 

Editor’s Note:  some will have seen the recent ITV Channel 4 Television programme 
covering the archaeological research of the tunnels at Stalag Luft III which featured, 
inter alia, in ‘The Great Escape’  (www.channel4.com/programmes/digging-the-
great-escape/4od).  One of our active Branch members, Bobby Laumans, was in 
Stalag Luft III at the time, but, luckily as it turned out, drew a high number in the 
escape plan.  Below is his story of how he came to be in the POW camp.  It was 

previously published in Newsletter N°88 in March 2007  
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The op was numbered as Circus 178. Close protection of the Hurricanes was by 
Spitfire Vbs from Hornchurch and Biggin Hill.  The Germans, commanded by Major 
Gerhard Schopfel, waited until the RAF formation was turning back home and 
approaching Blankenberg in Belgium.  The attack, when it came, was deadly. 
Several German sections attacked each Spitfire squadron. Being top cover we were 
the first to be engaged. Rapidly Blue section got separated from the squadron. 
George Livyens was shot down near Blankenberg, J Hansez a little later. Seeing an 
FW190 disengaging after an attack against a Spitfire I followed him but he turned 
inland.  Being higher I closed in.  As Mike Donnet tells in his book on page 39: ‘P/O 
Spraghe, an American from 71 Eagle Squadron, confirmed a victory for De 
Monceau. Laumans, Livyens and Hansez were missing. Laumans was last seen 
pursuing a FW190 over Ostend.’ 

That is correct. We were flying eastwards.  For information here is an extract 
of Du Monceau`s combat report.  ‘During Circus 178 the squadron was at 25,000 
feet and about twenty FW190s attacked from above. Blue Section was heavily 
engaged and became separated from the rest of the squadron. Blue One came back 
alone. Blue 3 (Laumans) and Blue 4 (Livyens) were missing….’   350 engaged in the 
vicinity of Ostend on 1.6.42 (1252 hours to 1430 hours). Blue Section leader, Flt Lt 
Monceau, states that: ‘returning from the sweep he saw a Spitfire attacked by a 
FW190. The Spit pilot bailed out and Blue 3 F/O Laumans gave chase to the 
attacking FW, flying back in the direction of France, and that was the last seen of 
him. F/O Laumans is presumed lost due to enemy action.’ 

A letter later addressed by `Duke` de Monceau to Colonel Wauter, Head of 
Staff at 107 Eaton Square, London, described the toughness of the combat:  ‘During 
a sweep over Bruges we lost three pilots, not knowing too much what happened to 
them, only that they are missing.  It was the toughest combat I ever fought, the 
Germans reacting violently.’ 

To come back to what happened to me I dived onto that FW190. I fired a burst 
from astern at the moment when four other 190s joined us. I immediately pulled out 
by making a 5g turn. That’s all you could do without a g-suit at the limit of the grey 
veil. That was the only manoeuvre where the Spitfire V still had the advantage over 
the FW.  Suddenly there were only four FW190s in the sky around me. Did I hit the 
first one which I fired at? I can’t say but he had gone. But another FW190 passed in 
front of me and the opportunity was too good.  I get myself in position for a shot but I 
didn’t know if I had any ammunition left. Before I had time to fire my aircraft 
shuddered under the impact of bullets and cannon shells from the other two 
Germans following me. It was the tactic of sending a decoy in front. In seconds 
bullets tore into both my wings and I could hear them hitting the armour plating in my 
back. A few seconds later a cannon shell entered the fuselage from the left, went 
through the dashboard destroying the instruments and exploded in the petrol tank 
located between the cockpit and the engine. As there wasn’t much fuel left the air-
fuel ratio was very explosive. In no time at all my aircraft was burning. There was 
little time left to bail out. A few moments earlier I had a glimpse at the altimeter and 
saw 900 feet set at Debden’s QFE. I jettisoned the hood, undid my harness and 
pulled off my helmet. It was too much bother to disconnect the oxygen and RT. I 
turned the Spitfire upside down and dropped out. But the aircraft was badly trimmed 
to fly on its back. I got half out of the cockpit when my parachute got stuck at the 
back and I couldn’t reach the stick any more. So I gave the stick a hefty kick creating 
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a negative g and was projected out of the plane. I pulled the opening handle and 
fortunately the chute opened normally. No, I was not going to die that day! 

Going down towards the relatively calm sea I saw the Focke Wulf, presumably 
the one that shot me down, making a stall turn and diving towards me. Seeing that 
great radial engine getting bigger and bigger I thought – here we go, he’s going to 
open fire. But suddenly the pilot pushed the rudder because I saw the plane slide 
sideways, just missing me, and the pilot turning his head towards me, saluting in the 
military way. I suppose it was his way of acknowledging the loyalty of the combat 
and that I had been an adversary hard to shoot down. Now I know with certainty that 
the pilot was one of the two seen on the photograph. Indeed, thanks to Jean-Louis 
Roba, a lawyer living in Charleroi, I received the picture of Hauptman P Priller and Lt 
J Aistleitner. Mr Roba, who has access to German archives, sent me extracts of 
those two pilots’ combat reports. One claims two Spitfires of 350 Squadron shot 
down and the other, one.  Now, 350 in that operation lost three pilots. Times and 
place correspond on that date. So my opponent was either Priller or Aistleitner. The 
Austrian died in air combat in 1944 Whilst Priller died of natural causes many years 
later. 

Instants later he was gone and I had now to ditch the best I could. In the 
squadron we had talked of pilots drowning when the parachute fell over them. I didn’t 
want that to happen to me. There wasn’t much time left as I bailed out at 900 feet. 
So approaching the water I held onto the strings with one hand while unbuckling the 
harness with the other. When the harness fell off I held on with both hands and when 
I estimated being twenty or thirty feet from the water I let go. As expected the 
parachute, not having to support any weight, drifted away in the wind and I was free-
falling for a few seconds. I went down quite deeply in the water before I could 
activate my life jacket. My Mae West brought me to the surface. I was glad to have a 
good life jacket because with flying boots full of sea water and clothes fully wet it was 
difficult to swim. But the adventure was not finished, and it was necessary to unfold 
the dinghy.  Nothing was automatic. Previously we never had training in parachute 
jumping but at least we’d had a demonstration in how to unfold a dinghy. All the 
same, with water up to the neck and waves breaking over my head it wasn’t easy. 
But I managed it fine and fortunately we had a bottle to blow the dinghy up. And I 
was very pleased indeed to see it lift slowly out of the water and fill with gas. 
Climbing aboard was hard work as it was jumping about from one wave to the next. 
Finally though I was aboard my `cruiser` in one piece. 

At first I wasn’t too worried. I could see the cliffs of Dover, very white in the 
sunshine. And I was thinking of Vera Lynn – ‘There’ll be blue birds over the white 
cliffs of Dover’ – we all knew that lovely song of hope. And I thought it’s just a matter 
of time before the air-sea rescue comes and picks me up. I had neither food nor 
drink on board. Soon time seemed long with nothing happening. In the evening I 
heard the sound of Merlins and I thought some Spitfires were approaching but the 
noise remained in the distance. It must have been a rescue launch as they were also 
equipped with Merlin engines. But the boat didn’t come close enough to be seen and 
so came my first night at sea. What a cruise!  On the morning of the second day the 
white cliffs had gone and I could have been in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. I 
could turn my head 360 degrees and all I saw was water. I wasn’t too thirsty. The 
second day was endless. I was trailing my block of fluorecine at the end of a string, 
leaving a greenish trail behind me. And it was evident I was drifting east. Then came 
the second night and with it a depression, strong winds and waves getting higher 
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and higher. During the night the dinghy was turned over three times. The first time it 
wasn’t too difficult to turn it the right way up and climb back on board. The second 
time it was harder and the third time, with waves two to three metres high, I 
managed to turn it the right way up but didn’t have the strength anymore to climb on 
board. I remained in the water clutching the side of the dinghy for hours until the sea 
had calmed down. Having regained some strength I managed to get back inside the 
dinghy. By now I was hungry and thirsty but that couldn’t be helped.  During the third 
day I saw several seals swim by and slowly, looking east, I began to see the coast. It 
was Belgium and France. I could see Dunkirk’s cranes and to the left a pier. It must 
have been Nieuport.  During the day I drifted closer to the coast and I could see the 
Coxyde (Koksijde) and De Panne villas. In those days there were no tall buildings 
like there are now. Then towards evening a small boat from the Kriegsmarine came 
out to me. At this stage I couldn’t care less about the nationality of the rescue boat.  
All I wanted was drink. The sailors pulled me up on board and once on deck I just 
collapsed. One of the sailors gave me some water to drink and the small ship took 
me into Nieuport`s harbour. I was taken to the house used by the German naval 
officer commanding the town. He spoke to me in English not German which 
surprised me. On his sleeve was the rank of Lt/Cdr.  During the war we didn’t wear a 
flying suit and we flew dressed in the RAF`s battle dress. He told me that the 
Luftwaffe in Coxyde had been notified and it was not his place to interrogate me and 
would I like a meal? Yes please was my answer. So he had some food brought in. 
As I was eating he kept asking me if I knew London and Southampton and Liverpool. 
So each time I gave him my name rank and number as by the Geneva Convention. 
But he kept asking me if I knew such and such a hotel or pub. After a while I said – 
permit me to ask you a question. He was taken aback by this but allowed me to 
speak. I asked him why he was asking all the questions about hotels and pubs and 
was flabbergasted by his answer. `Because I spent five years in the British Merchant 
Navy as a deck officer and those were the places we used to visit when we were 
ashore. Furthermore it pleases me so much to speak English again.` 

Then the Luftwaffe people arrived to take me to Coxyde airfield. It was 
breathtaking on the main road passing the Villa Copelia that my parents used to rent 
in the 30s where I spent my August holidays. The villa is still there now!  At the 
airfield the duty officer who took charge of me noticed that I wasn’t well at all and 
called for the squadron doctor. He found that my body temperature was 39 degrees 
Celsius and sent me to the sick bay where I remained three days and quickly saw 
me fit again. I was then taken by car to the railway station at Furnes and there we 
took a train to Brussels. Two soldiers with guns and a Feldwebel armed with a pistol 
warned me (in German) that they would use their weapons at any suspicious move. 
In Brussels I was taken in a military vehicle from the south station to the north station 
(as it then was) to take a train for Frankfurt.  

It was tough driving thorough my old city with no possibility of escaping. In 
Frankfurt my destination was Dulag-Luft, a selection and interrogation camp. Each 
prisoner was in solitary confinement in a cell of about six feet by ten feet. There was 
a cot, a small table, two chairs and in a corner what looked like an old radiator. I was 
put in such a cell for several hours without food until I had the visit of an officer of the 
Abwehr. He was speaking in excellent English.  First he wanted me to fill in papers 
which after name and rank also asked to which squadron I belonged and what 
aircraft I was flying. He said it was for the Red Cross to enable them to quickly warn 
my family of my whereabouts. Of course I only wrote down my rank and number. 
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Straight away he told me I was Belgian and flew with 350 Squadron which I denied. 
But it is hard not to show anything on one’s face. After an hour or so during which he 
kept asking me the same questions he left me – still without food or drink. After a 
while I noticed that the `old` radiator was getting very hot. Soon the temperature in 
that small cell was so high I started taking off some clothes. When I was down to my 
vest the radiator changed to a refrigerator and the temperature rapidly decreased. In 
fact it was a powerful air conditioner. So I started to dress up again and this went on 
hours on end until the return of the same Hauptman when the temperature was 
comfortable.  Still the same questions.  He asked me if the Major Guillaume was 
well. Not squadron leader but major which was Guillaume`s rank in the Belgian Air 
Force where we use the same ranks as in the army. In the squadron we used to call 
him major rather than squadron leader. How did that German know that? And to ask 
news of `Duke` du Monceau and Captain Boussa the other flight commander. I 
always replied that I didn’t know any of these people and that he was making a 
mistake as in the RAF there were no majors. After he left there were new 
temperature changes during the whole night and I didn’t sleep much. The morning of 
the second day I was in a poor state physically and from me still came the same 
answer: Flying Officer Laumans 67088……and still the same incredulous smile on 
his face. I must say that he never shouted or hit me during that time. I was thinking of 
my pals who had been shot down before me and who were dead. Mainly I thought of 
Louis Peeters who was a good friend and had been shot down on 23rd May and 
whom I believed killed. 

On the evening of the second day of my interrogation the Hauptman told me 
that he was certain I was Belgian and a pilot of 350 Squadron although I refused to 
admit it. `We know that at 350 you fly on old equipment, that you have no military 
secret to tell, so we are going to send you to Silesia to Stalag-luft III, the RAF camp 
where you’ll meet your friend Peeters. ` In the poor physical state I was in it just flew 
out of my mouth, unable to restrain myself - `what is he alive? `. He just looked at me 
with his crooked smile like a poker player. `Mr Laumans. You’ve just finally told me 
the truth. Off you go!  And so back onto a train with 30 or 40 other prisoners waiting 
to be shipped. We left for Stalag-luft III in Sagan. Among those POWs was another 
Belgian, a pre 1940 pilot. His name was Muller. In Sagan began another adventure 
because for us RAF officers the war wasn’t over.  We had to fight a different way. 
There a great number of us worked together on a big scheme that culminated in the 
Great Escape. I was part of it. But to know all the facts about that you had better 
read Paul Brickhill`s book. As you may know or not know Paul was on 74 Squadron 
at the same time as I flew with that great unit!  

Long live the Tigers…..
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FUTURE EVENTS CALENDAR 
 

Thursday 8 Dec 11  -  Special Operations Executive (SOE) Commemoration at 
Neufchâteau.  On 8 Dec 41, an RAF Lysander piloted by Flt Lt ‘Sticky’ Murphy flew 
in secret to Perchepay in Belgium to pick up a Belgian SOE agent Jean Cassart.  
The rendezvous was betrayed, but the planned German ambush failed and the 
agent and colleagues escaped and, despite being wounded in the neck, the pilot was 
able to fly back to England.  In recognition of the 70th anniversary of this event, the 
Commune of Neufchâteau have arranged a conference on 8 Dec 11 which will be 
attended by the Branch Standard Bearer.  A report will be provided in the next 
Newsletter.  

Thursday 15 Mar 12  -  11:00 hrs, Branch Annual General Meeting to be held at 
NATO Staff Centre, followed by lunch.  Please see Agenda and details for the 
Election of Officers at page 4 of this Newsletter.  NB additional Committee 
members are required:  please make proposals to the Chairman by 15 Feb 12. 
All Branch members should make their best endeavours to attend to ensure 
that the Committee are given guidance to reflect the body of Branch Members.   

Sunday 25 Mar 12 – St Clement Danes Church in the Strand, London.  Annual 
Service to commemorate the formation of the Royal Air Force.  The Branch plan to 
be represented.  Any members who also would like to attend should either apply via 
the RAFA website www.rafa.org.uk or advise the Secretary by 13 Jan 12. 

18-20 May 12 – National and European Area RAFA Conferences at Blackpool.  The 
Chairman will attend:  others members who would like to join this policy-making 
event which also does much to foster the Association’s comradeship aims, should 
contact the Chairman prior to 13 Jan 12.  It should be noted that although central 
funds only reimburse some of the costs of sending one delegate to Conference, it is 
Branch committee policy that available funds will be shared equally amongst all 
Branch attendees. 

Friday 29 Jun 12 – with the very kind permission of the Duisburg Military Golf 
Club (DMGC) and the Defence Sports Centre, the Barry Horton memorial 
Charity Golf Tournament and BBQ will revert to its regular date of the last 
Friday in June.  Arrangements are envisaged to be similar to previous years.  
Mark your diaries for this major fund raising event!  Details in Newsletter 105:  
see also DMGC website www.golf.be/duisburg  

Sunday [15]* Jul 12 – Belgian Forces parade and march past at the Cenotaph in 
London.   

19 Aug 12 – Tigelot Memorial at Jalhay.  Annual anniversary church service, 
commemoration and lunch.   

[14]* Oct 12 - Belgian Air Force Remembrance Service at the Air Force memorial at 
the Cinquantenaire, Brussels. 

19-21 Oct 12 – European Area RAFA Conferences at Amsterdam, Netherlands.  It is 
likely that the conference will also include a Welfare Seminar.   

Saturday and Sunday 20/21 Oct 12 - Comète Line Annual Reunion in Brussels. 

 

*   date to be confirmed 

http://www.rafa.co.uk/
http://www.golf.be/duisburg
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EVENT PHOTOGRAPHS 
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Veterans Reception hosted by 
the British Ambassador to 

Belgium 9 Nov 11 

Speech by His Excellency 
Jonathan Brenton 

 

Branch Winter Lunch 6 Dec 11 
 

Honorary Co-President Sqn Ldr Edward 
Hearn DFC* 

 
Honorary Life Vice-President Lt Gen 
(Avi) Baron Mike Donnet CVO DFC 

Standards on Parade at the English Church, Holy Trinity, Brussels on Remembrance 
Sunday 13 Nov 2011.  RAFA Belgian Branch Standard Bearer Jean-Pierre 

Blanckaert, with Royal Naval Association and Royal British Legion colleagues. 


