John Thorne, British Prisoner of War: Escape, Camp Life and Liberation

John Thorne joined the Territorial Army in 1939. By 27 May 1940, John was a prisoner of war and
headed for a series of camps in Poland and Germany. John would escape, only to be recaptured.
Eventually, John was sent to Stalag 383 where he would remain until April 1945. A member of the
Scout Movement in civilian life, John was a founding member of the camp’s Richard Coeur-de-Lion,
Rover Scout Crew. When the camp was evacuated by the Germans in April 1945, John and some of
his comrades escaped once again. However, John’s bid for freedom and journey home did not pass
without incident. This is his story.

John in uniform, probably taken in 1939 or 1940 before his deployment with the 5t Buffs to France.
April 1939

John joined the Territorial Army (TA), the 4th/5th Battalion, Royal East Kent Regiment (the Buffs).
The 5th Battalion was reformed in 1939 as a 2nd Line duplicate of the 4th Battalion when the
Territorial Army was doubled in size. Initially, the 5th Buffs was assigned to the 37th Infantry
Brigade, part of the 12th (Eastern) Infantry Division, which was a 2nd Line duplicate of the 44th
(Home Counties) Division. However, on 26 October 1939, it was transferred to the Division's 36th
Infantry Brigade in exchange for the 2/6th East Surreys.

The 5th Buffs, along with the 6th and 7th Royal West Kents, remained in the 36th Brigade for the
rest of the war. The battalion served with the BEF (British Expeditionary Force) in France in 1940 and
fought in the Battle of France and was evacuated at Dunkirk. The 12th Division suffered heavy
casualties. Unfortunately, many of the men had only very basic training before embarkation. The
Division also received minimal artillery support.!

July 1939
John was promoted to full Corporal at Wannock Camp near Eastbourne.
August 1939

John’s unit was mobilised, and he was officially ‘called up’ for active service.
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September 1939
The Second World War starts. John is assigned to guard Dover Priory Station and railway tunnels.
October 1939

John is promoted to acting Lance-Sergeant, Dover Priory Station, second in command (2IC) of the
guard.

November 1939

John is sent on a course to the brigade tactical school (junior commanders). He reverts to the rank of
Corporal. He passed the course and was recommended for a commission and then re-joined his
battalion at Canterbury.

January 1940

John is sent on gas and passive air defence (camouflage and concealment) courses. Again, he is
recommended for a commission.

14 April 1940
The brigade is sent to France as part of British Expeditionary Force (BEF).
May 1940

John’s unit was based at Fleury-sur-Andelle near Rouen, Normandy. He gave lectures to troops on
gas and passive air defence. He was informed by his battalion commander that he would be sent
home to start officer training. He was supposed to report to Aldershot on 6 June 1940.

10 May 1940

Germany invades Holland. John’s battalion is moved to Doullens, a major road intersection between
Abbeville and Arras and Amiens and Saint-Pol-sur-Ternoise, making it strategically important. The
battalion was based at a Catholic Seminary (boy’s school) and tasked with placing roadblocks across
bridges.

20 May 1940

The 5™ Buffs covered a frontage of approximately 6.5 miles with three companies forward, from
Pommera on the right to La Herliere. The 6 Royal West Kent, on their right, covered the approaches
to Doullens. Probably the first sign of impending trouble was a wave of retreating French soldiers
who passed through the line held by the Buffs. Next, the 6™ Royal West Kent positioned were shelled
and machine-gunned. By 12.30hrs German tank and infantry attacks were coming in along the British
extended defensive line.

At about 13.00hrs the 5" Buffs were ordered to withdraw. However, it appears that this order never
reached the forward companies. According to John’s written testimony, his battalion was attacked
and quickly overrun by what he believed to be units of the 6" Panzer Division. According to Gregory
Blaxland, the 6 Panzer Division hit the 6™ Royal West Kent at Doullens while the 8" Panzer Division
struck the 5™ Buffs and 70™" Brigade. The speed and tempo of the German advance simply could not
be matched by the French and British response.
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The 5% Buffs 6.5-mile defensive line, Doullens, on N25 main road, Northern France, map not to scale.

Those men who avoided immediate capture by the Germans hid in a cabbage field near a train
station, and then started marching south towards Amiens. The remnants of the 5" Buffs and 6%
Royal West Kent fell back on the Somme in small groups.?

During the brief fighting at La Herliere, Arras Railhead, John mentioned the brave and defiant actions
of Private John Arthur Lungley (Service Number: 6584460), B Company, 5th Battalion, The Buffs.
Lungley refused to surrender and kept firing his Bren light machine gun until the Germans brought
up a tank to deal with him. Lungley is buried in La Herliere Communal Cemetery, France.?

Initially, Lungley was buried in the hole from which he fought. The French villagers, in defiance of the
Germans, would lay fresh flowers on his grave every night. When the villagers decided to rebury
Lungley in the local cemetery, the event caused such unrest, the Germans stopped the ceremony.
Instead, he was quietly reburied at night but the villagers never forgot his stubborn defiance or his
sacrifice.*

John’s personal notes, Monday 20 May 1940

We moved out of the seminary in Doullens just after dawn and were taken by company
trucks to Le Brey Saute. The company commander, Captain Hart and his second in command
(21C) Captain Rawlins gathered the NCOs (Non-Commissioned Officers) and took us forward
to inspect the ground ahead for good concealment and arcs of fire. Dispositions having been
decided, the company moved forward by platoons and sections and settled into their
positions by 09.30hrs.

Officially we had been told that a few AFVs (armoured fighting vehicles) had broken through
on our front. In fact, it was the spearhead of 6th Panzer Division. The enemy column
advanced up the road toward B Company at around lunchtime, when many of the men were
in the rear area visiting the ration truck.

The platoon .55 calibre Boyes anti-tank rifle was manned by No. 1 Section, who opened fire.
This gunfire stopped the enemy lead vehicles. After just three rounds had been fired the
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order was given by B Company commander for all those manning Brens (Bren light machine
gun) and ATRs (anti-tank rifles) to retire to the nearby train station, where trucks were
waiting to evacuate us.

On arrival at the train station, the Germans brought a heavy machine gun into play,
sweeping the station forecourt, where our trucks were situated. Captains Hart and Rawlins
were trying to organise a defense of the station. Under heavy fire, | received permission to
get boxes of ammunition off the trucks. Shortly after returning to the company, Captain Hart
gave the order, ‘Every man for himself.” At this point it became obvious many of us would
become prisoners of war (PoWs). | decided to try and get away and contact one of the other
companies. | managed to get through a barbed-wire fence and across a railway embankment
without being spotted by the Germans.

Crawling into a cabbage field, John came across Captains Hart and Rawlins and several NCOs from
the company who had also evaded capture. They watched while the Germans used the company’s
own trucks as prisoner transport. The group of escapees moved west until they came across a road
filled with a constant flow of German vehicles. Hidden at the roadside, the group waited about an
hour for a break in the traffic and eventually decided to change direction and move south and try to
reach the Maginot Line.

Tuesday 21 May 1940

John's group of fourteen men moved south across-country. They were provisioned by the generosity
of local French inhabitants. Captain Hart was able to draw up a route of march for the group by
copying a map provided by a French villager. The group observed endless columns of German
vehicles on all the major roads. Captain Hart’s route would take them south and then southwest to
Les Andelys.

Wednesday 22 May 1940

On leaving the village where they had received help, the group moved cross-country once again,
avoiding main roads. They crossed a field crisscrossed with tank tracks and discovered the bodies of
several dead French soldiers laying in a ditch.

Saturday 25 May 1940

The men became separated into two groups while crossing a road during a brief gap in the German
traffic. The two groups were never reunited.

Sunday 26 May 1940

John’s group moved toward the river Somme. German artillery had the far bank of the river under
fire with shells passing over the heads of the men.

Monday 27 May 1940

John’s group decided to try and cross the river to reach the Allied side. However, the group were
surprised by a German sentry and taken prisoner. The group was transported to the German
company headquarters, where they gave their names, ranks and serial numbers. Captain Hart was
separated from the other ranks. The group was moved by truck to Albert. Next, they were taken to a
French aircraft factory and put under guard outside one of the hangers. John recalled how the group
of British prisoners became an object of curiosity to passing German troops.
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In general, the Germans were either friendly or indifferent to the British servicemen. One German
soldier (sometimes referred to as a Landser) stopped to chat with the group in English, and even
shared his rations with them. At around 14.00hrs the group was transported toward Bapaume. At
about 17.30hrs the group was moved by lorry to Cambrai, where they spent the night at a barracks,
sleeping outside on the parade square.

vsuss
THE RED CROSS & ST. JOHN WAR ORGANISATION _

B S0

e MAP OF THE PRINCIPAL CAMPS 1
+ FOR BRITISH & DOMINION PRISONERS OF WAR IN EUROPE
<

1.8 w
- ~S
e /'.7 nas" R R N

o, 1904

.~

Map of the Principle British and Dominion prisoner of war camps in Europe, 1944,
British Red Cross, Museum & Archives.
Tuesday 28 May 1940

John’s group were taken to Charleville on the river Meuse. Later, they were driven to Bitburg, north
of Trier, where they were forced to camp in the open for five days.

Monday 3 June 1940

The prisoners were taken to a railway siding and loaded onto cattle trucks. John was appointed the
NCO in charge of his truck, which was overcrowded with around 70 men. John believed the cattle
trucks should have accommodated no more than 40 men. From Bitburg the train took them
northeast to Koblenz, north to Bonn, Cologne, Dusseldorf, Duisburg, Essen, east to Kassel, northeast
to Magdeburg, Berlin, east to Poznan, and finally northeast to Thorn (Torun), Poland. John simply
described the journey as long and uncomfortable.

The prisoners were held at Stalag XX-A (Fort 12, Camp 13) until sent to work in Danzig on 25 June
1940.°
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Notification that John was interned as a prisoner of war, June 1940.

25 June — 25 August 1940 — Danzig (Gdansk)

John was rather vague in his description of the camp at Danzig. Using information on the Forces War
Records website, John was probably moved to Stalag XX-B Marienburg, Danzig (now Malbork
Poland). Originally built during the First World War, the camp was in a poor condition by the time
British, Poles and Serbs were held there in 1940. He does say the camp was built on a hillside
overlooking the harbour.®

During the second week at the camp, John became friends with Ted Lancaster, Bert Johnson
(Sherwood Foresters) captured in Norway, Lance-Corporal Bill Bailey (King's Own Yorkshire Light
Infantry) also taken in Norway and Sergeant Bill (Darkie) Jones (Royal Signals) captured in France.
Together, John and his new group of friends planned to escape from the camp.

The escape was scheduled for 25 August 1940. The men were provisioned by the camp’s escape
committee. Having cut a hole in the perimeter fence, the group slipped out of the camp. The poor
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upkeep of the camp might have made the group’s escape easier. They climbed up a slope covered
with undergrowth and emerged in what appeared to be a public park with many people enjoying a
Sunday stroll. The men remained hidden in the undergrowth until dark. Ted had managed to keep a
compass hidden on his person. They spent the next few days moving at night and laying up during
the day.

29 August 1940

The escapees passed out of the Free State of Danzig. Next day they turned east towards the Russian
frontier.

5 September 1940

The group reached the banks of the River Vistula just before midnight but it was too wide to swim
across. They found a small rowing boat with just a single oar, and managed to cross the fast-flowing
river, which John estimated was about a mile distance.

7 September 1940

Moving along the back of a row of houses, a German policemen apprehended the group at gunpoint.
The group had allowed themselves to be seen by several civilians during the previous days.
Additionally, just before their capture, two of the group had stopped to ask a resident of the village
for cigarettes. The men might not have realised it at the time but around 95 percent of the
population of the Free State of Danzig were German, not Polish, and so likely to inform the
authorities about them.

On re-capture, the group was transported by truck to a German military prison before being sent
back to Danzig by rail. The journey took around three and a half hours by train. It had taken the men
14-days to cover the same distance on foot. To add insult to injury while at Stalag XXA, Camp 13,
John and many other prisoners contracted lice.

September 1940 — April 1941 - Stalag XX-A (Thorn/Torun)

On their return to Stalag XXA, the escapees were first kept together in a cell, separated from the
other prisoners, for about three weeks. As a punishment for their escape each man would be kept in
isolation for 68-days. However, before the punishment was carried out, John was taken ill with
suspected Diphtheria (a serious bacterial infection which can cause breathing problems, heart failure
and death). He was sent to Fort 14, the camp hospital, and confined there for four weeks. On
discharge from hospital, John was sent to Camp 13 where he was placed in a large barracks with
hundreds of men, all sleeping in cramped three-tiered bunks.

Suddenly, without warning, John and about 100 other prisoners, all escapees, were transferred by
rail and then road to Stalag XI-B Fallingbostel (work camp).

April — July 1941 - Stalag XI-B Fallingbostel (work camp)

Stalag XI-B was one of the Wehrmacht's largest prisoners of war (PoW) camps, holding up to 95,000
prisoners from various countries. In fact, the camp was a complex of small camps spread over many
square miles. Stalag XI-C was part of this complex but is better known today as the infamous Bergen-
Belsen. The new arrivals at the camp showered, had their heads shaved and uniforms disinfected.
John wrote that the camp was clean and well kept. The British prisoners were quartered with a
group of French junior officers. The two groups immediately started to plan an escape. However,
John’s group were separated from the Frenchmen a few days later and assigned to work parties.
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John’s work party was given the task of laying pipes for an agricultural irrigation system. Over a
period of a few weeks several men took opportunities to escape. However, most of these escape
attempts were spur of the moment decisions and poorly planned.

May - June 1941 - Stalag XI-B - Liineburg Heath, north of the camp

As John’s work group received no food from their German captors, they decided to go on strike. The
guards threatened to shoot the prisoners if they did not go back to work. After a tense standoff
between the two groups, the prisoners finally returned to work. As a punishment for refusing to
work, John’s group were confined to their quarters without food for five days. It later emerged that
the reason the Germans had not fed John’s work party the day of the strike was because it was the
Whitson holiday. The guards had planned to return the work party to the camp early and allow the
men a half-day holiday. Instead, on release from their confinement, John’s group were immediately
transferred out of the camp and sent back to Poland.

Stalag XXI-A, Schildberg, Posen

On arrival at the new camp, John found many of the prisoners were recovering from wounds and
some were awaiting repatriation to their home countries. After a few weeks, John and his comrades
were assigned to a work party but discovered that it was war work, which was a violation of the
Geneva Convention. Naturally, the British refused to work. Once again, the group was threatened
with loaded rifles by the German guards but this time they did not back down. Instead, the group
was returned to the camp.

July 1942 — April 1945 - Stalag XXI-A — Oflag llI-C later renamed Stalag 383, Hohenfels, Upper
Bavaria.

The camp comprised 400 detached accommodation huts, each typically housing 14 men. More were
built towards the end of the war as prisoners were moved in from other camps as the Russian front
advanced from the east. According to John's testimony, when the British group arrived at the camp
there was around 3,000 prisoners including RAF aircrews. When the camp was evacuated in April
1945 the number of inmates had grown to around 18,000 Allied personnel including Americans,
Canadians, ANZACs, South Africans, Palestinians, and men from many other commonwealth nations.
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Midge Gillies described Stalag 383 as a drab, miserable shanty town designed specifically to hold
Allied NCOs who refused to work. The prisoners retained a great deal of autonomy in the
organisation and running of the camp. A German censor at the camp wrote that the British prisoners
did not give a damn who owned the camp, they just ran it how they liked — and patronised
everybody. One of the PoWs said that the guards assumed the status of attendants at a holiday
camp. In truth, the prison was no holiday camp for the inmates.

Mental Stress

The mental stress of incarceration showed itself in different ways in British prisoners of war. The
camp inmates of Stalag 383 occasionally went ‘Stalag happy’ and performed the most bizarre and
elaborate charades to occupy and entertain one another. Strange behaviours demonstrated by
groups and individual inmates included holding a full-scale fox hunt through the camp and the
setting up of an imaginary railway service to England. Inmates dressed as the Emperor Napoleon,
Admiral Lord Nelson, and a tribe of North American Indians. One prisoner regularly walked an
imaginary dog, another herded imaginary sheep while a third rode his imaginary motorcycle around
the camp.

The Commandant of Stalag 383 became so concerned with the mental health of the prisoners that
he suggested to the Senior British Officer of the camp that some men could take walks under parole
outside the camp to alleviate the symptoms of stress.”

Food Scarcity

In 1944, there were about 90,000 British prisoners of war held in Germany or camps in occupied
territories. In contravention of the Geneva Convention, which required the Germans to feed
prisoners a basic, balanced diet, the men never received proper rations from their captors. The
British Red Cross, St. John War Organisation, YMCA, and International Red Cross worked tirelessly to
ensure prisoners were able to receive food parcels from home. Instead of luxuries, food parcels
became necessities, supplementing the prisoners’ poor, unbalanced diet. However, the Germans
were meticulous in the delivery of Red Cross and similar parcels, making them a top priority for the
transport system.

Over the course of the Second World War, the British Red Cross sent around twenty million food
parcels from the UK to British Prisoners of War scattered around camps in Nazi-occupied Europe and
in the Far East. Around 163,000 parcels were packed each week except at the start and toward the
end of the war.®

As well as food, the British Red Cross and St. John War Organisation sent clothing, books, musical
instruments, games, and many other sundry items to British captives. It’s clear that a certain amount
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of pilfering was done by the Germans, nevertheless, most items did eventually reach their intended
destination. Naturally, lack of food, over-crowded accommodation, inclement weather conditions,
and disease all took their toll on the prisoners’ health and mental well-being.®

Prisoner of war food parcel, 1939-1945, British Red Cross, Museum & Archives.
The Rover Scouts

On 15 September 1942 the first British NCOs arrived at Oflag IlI-C. The British were placed in the
camp because they were unwilling to work for the Germans. On arrival at the camp prisoners tended
to form into groups based on nationality, branch of service or some common interest. One of the
first groups to form in the camp was of people connected with the Scout Movement in civilian life.

John’s Rover Scout Membership Card, Stalag 383, John in the Scout Den, Middle Row, Second Left.
1942.

In October 1942, a group of British and commonwealth prisoners decided to form an official Rover
Scout Crew, which they named Richard Coeur-de-Lion (Richard the Lion Heart). The Scout Leader
was Australian warrant officer Ivan C. Stevens, better known as Steve. John was appointed
Quartermaster. The crew was divided into three patrols: the Bulldogs, Nomads and Owls. An old
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harness room in one of the disused stable blocks became the scout Den and was later used as the
camp school room and library. As suitably quiet accommodation for study was extremely limited in
the camp, the Den was opened as a ‘quiet room’ for those seeking solitude. A member of the scout
crew would always be in attendance when the Den was open.

The scout crew took on many of the mundane chores necessary to keep the camp functioning such
as collecting firewood. The scouts organised numerous activities to keep its members and other
prisoners busy from debating societies and amateur dramatics to sports and various self-
improvement classes. First Aid classes were taught by the scouts until a St. John Ambulance Brigade
was formed in the camp. The Brigade performed medical duties at all camp football matches and
theatre performances. Members of the scout crew took an active role in the many theatrical
productions held at the camp’s National Theatre. The scout crew organised social events such as the
annual Christmas party. Holidays like Christmas and New Year could be particularly difficult
psychologically for prisoners. Depression could settle on a man; its symptoms so well recognised the

prisoners called it ‘barbed-wire disease’.°

John (marked with an X) in the Scout Den with John during the Scouts last Christmas Party in Stalag 383.
some of the crew, Christmas 1944.

Camp Universities

Francis Newman was the first British serviceman to pass a professional examination in a prison camp
during the Second World War. For many men, captivity represented an opportunity to gain an
education and qualifications that would have otherwise been denied to them in ordinary life.!!
Stalag 383, John said the camp contained so many talented people with nothing but time on their
hands that a Warrant Officer (WO) from the Royal Army Educational Corps started a Stalag
University. The University taught a wide range of subjects and attracted thousands of students.

The Educational Book Section of the British Red Cross PoW Department was responsible for
collecting and dispatching books for study to men in the camps. By May 1942 the Educational Book
Section had received 15,355 requests for books and study aids and had arranged for over 69,000
educational books and 3,542 study aids to be sent to the camps, regardless of a wartime shortage of
paper. The British Red Cross approved 6,091 different exam papers from 136 different examining
bodies from Cambridge University to the Beekeepers Association. The Red Cross also sent rulers,
mathematical instruments, drawing boards and chalk. Medical students were sent skeletons and
other anatomical specimens to help them pass practical biology exams. The Germans would provide
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tables and chairs for examination rooms. The Educational Section sent 17,000 exam papers to
students who sat around 11,000 exams with an average pass rate of 78.5 percent.?

A collection of photos of a Stalag 383 ‘National Theatre’ production of Rope, winter 1944.
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September 1942 — April 1945

As the inmates refused to work for the Germans, they had plenty of time to kill. Subsequently,
numerous sports were played in the camp. The inmates even managed to transform a large concrete
water tank known as the Fire Pool (which provided a central source of water in the event a fire broke
out within the camp) into a serviceable swimming pool. John remarked how during hot days the
swimming pool was often crowded with inmates until lights-out. Many aquatic sports competitions
were held in the pool and each of the fourteen companies fielded a water polo team. John also
helped the camp escape committee but gives no details of his activities in his testimony.

Using clandestine radios, the inmates were able to monitor news broadcasts and follow the Allies
advance into Germany during the last months of the war. In early April 1945, the prisoners were
informed the camp was to be evacuated.

John, standing, right, probably taken in Stalag 383 as all subjects are NCOs.

12 April 1945 - Stalag 383

John wrote that on 12 April 1945 the Red Cross white ladies (army lorries painted white and driven
by British military personnel (PoWs) accompanied by German guards and a Red Cross
representative) arrived at the camp. Red Cross parcels were handed out, one between four men.
Next, the prisoners were moved out of the camp and onto a road. John said that whether the men
were march-fit, sick, or disabled, it was all the same to the German doctors. Everyone who could be
found was forcibly evacuated from the camp. Apparently, many inmates concealed themselves in
various hiding places within the camp to avoid the exodus. There was no motor transport for the
inmates and by nightfall men were dropping out along the line of march. At first, John explained, the
guards would try to rouse the small groups and get them marching again. But later, no one from the
camp administration came along when John and a small group of his comrades dropped out for a
rest. They took this opportunity to slip away from the forced march.
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13 April 1945

Early the next morning John and his friends cleaned themselves up and then moved off in regulation
fashion. John recalled that they looked quite smart as they marched along. However, the group were
stopped by a German Field Police (Feldgendarmerie) unit looking for deserters. The Feldgendarmerie
turned the British over to a small group of German truck drivers who had lost their vehicles when
they had been attacked by Allied fighter-bombers. Together, the little mixed group of Germans and
British NCOs marched about ten miles to Hohenberg (unfortunately John is a little vague about the
exact location but is probably the town between Stuttgart and Nuremberg). The British were handed
over to the civil authorities in Hohenberg, where they were given rations and bedding, and remained
there for a few days.

14 April 1945

John wrote that at about midday on 14 April, a French soldier called Rene joined their group. He said
he had been picked up outside Regensberg, which is east of Hohenberg, after he had escaped from a
PoW camp. John remarked that he seemed pleasant enough and spoke good English.

15 April 1945

John and his comrades were put to work around the town but were not closely supervised. During
the afternoon of 15 April, a German military motorcycle came racing through the town pursued by
an Allied rocket-firing Typhoon aircraft. To try and evade its pursuer, the motorcycle went over a
humpbacked bridge at speed and then turned into a large barn that stood beside the road. At the
same moment, the Typhoon pilot fired a salvo of rockets. The rider and passenger either jumped or
were thrown clear as the motorcycle crashed into the barn. In the next moment, the rockets hit the
barn and it exploded. Unfortunately, the barn housed cows and horses. John explained how the
nearby towns people and PoWs rushed to the scene and were able to save about seven or eight of
the 15 animals trapped in the inferno.
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Hawker Typhoon firing a salvo of rocket projectiles. Photo by Shaw (F/Sgt), RAF photographer, Public domain,
via Wikimedia Commons.

16 April 1945

The next day, after the episode with the Typhoon and motorcycle, the local Blirgermeister (mayor or
chief magistrate) sent for the group of PoWs. The Biirgermeister was concerned that the town’s
women would be raped when American troops arrived to occupy the town and asked the men to
intercede on the town’s behalf. This fear that the town’s women would be raped was probably due
to propaganda and stories of widespread rapes and killings of German civilians by Russian troops in
the east of the country.

17 April 1945

John recalled that around breakfast time he heard a commotion downstairs and on investigation
found Stan “NAAFI” Henson in a car with a group of chaps, all armed to the teeth, from Stalag 383.
Henson informed John that the prison camp had been liberated by the Americans. The German
doctor who had insisted that all the sick and disabled prisoners be evacuated from the camp had
been shot dead. Henson’s group left John and his comrades with arms and ammunition and told
them to roundup any German soldiers left in the town. Next, John says they went to see the
Blrgermeister and told him that the town’s folk should hang white bed linen from upstairs windows
and public buildings to signify surrender. The British NCOs then went around confiscating weapons
from those German troops who remained in the area.

Just after lunchtime an American Jeep arrived in the town square. John and his comrades made
themselves known to the American troops. The jeep was the point detail or reconnaissance vehicle
for the approaching 4™ Armoured Division. An American Private asked John if he would sell him the
Luger pistol (PO8) he was carrying. These were highly prized souvenirs amonst American troops. John
said the Private was overjoyed when he simply handed the pistol over as a gift. As elements of the
armoured division started to rumble through the town, John and his comrades sat beside the road
while American troops tossed them cartons of cigarettes, C and K-rations as they passed.

At dusk, the group was transported by the Americans to a farmhouse some miles away. The German
farmer and his family were relocated to the barn.

18 April 1945

About lunchtime John’s group moved to an American Army encampment. Next, the group moved to
Nirnberg (Nuremberg) and were informed that they would be handed over to AMGOT (Allied
Military Government of Occupied Territories). AMGOT wanted to move John and his comrades back
toward Stalag 383. This arrangement did not suit John, who wanted to move forward, not back. So,
John and Rene decided to make their own way home. First, they got a ride in an American Army
truck heading northward. However, the truck dropped them in the middle of nowhere. They walked
to the nearest village, which was occupied by the Americans. They were taken into custody and
interrogated by an American intelligence officer. As John had letters from home and some official
documents on his person that substantiated his story, he was eventually released from custody.
John was sent to the guardroom where the Military Police made him welcome, but Rene was not
released. The commander of the guard kept referring to John’s ‘kraut’ friend (meaning Rene).

Next morning, driving out of the village, John passed a large PoW stockade and one of the prisoners
was Rene. John was told that Rene was not a Frenchman, but a German Obergefreiter from a Panzer
Grenadier Regiment stationed near Regensburg. When his unit’s camp was about to be overrun by
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the Americans, Rene had fled and hidden in a nearby forest. Later, he had murdered a French PoW
and stolen his identity. John never learned the German soldier’s real name or his fate.

19 April 1945

John was taken to a US airfield where he waited for a flight home. A group of American servicemen
took him under their wing and entertained him. While at the airfield, John said he watched the film
White Christmas, but he was mistaken as the movie was not released until 1954. He probably

watched the film Holiday Inn (1942), which featured Bing Crosby singing the song White Christmas.

20 April 1945

After waiting around all morning on the runway, John and two British officers were told they would
be put on a flight to Ghent, Belgium, but due to bad weather the flight was re-routed to Paris,
France. The flight landed about 17.00hrs and they were taken to a US Rest Centre nearby.

22 April 1945

Finally, John got a ride on an RAF Transport Command, Handley Page Hampden aircraft to RAF
Croydon. Next, John went to Chalfont Saint Giles and then to Worcester. Two days later, he was on a
train home. When John left for France in 1940, he weighed 12 stone 80z. On his return to England,
he weighed just 8 stone 30z, but he was home at last.

A telegram announcing John’s arrival home, which reads: John Stafford arrived yesterday evening
without a rag to his back or a penny in pocket. Mother naturally shocked at his appearance but
getting over it. Charles.’
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Primary sources

John Thorne’s family provided a range of official documents, maps, books, and photograph albums
plus 50-pages of handwritten testimony about his wartime experiences and his life in various
prisoner of war camps.

Secondary sources

1.

Buffs (Royal East Kent Regiment), see:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buffs (Royal East Kent Regiment)

Destination Dunkirk: The Story of Gort’s Army, Gregory Blaxland, William Kimber & Co. Ltd.,
1973, pp. 121-129

Commonwealth War Graves: https://www.cwgc.org/find-records/find-war-dead/casualty-
details/2279541/john-arthur-lungley/

Destination Dunkirk, Blaxland, p. 131

Stalag XXA https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stalag XX-A and Torun Fortress
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Toru%C5%84 Fortress

Stalag XX-B Marienburg, Danzig https://www.forces-war-records.co.uk/european-camps-
british-commonwealth-prisoners-of-war-1939-45

The Barbed-Wire University: The Real Lives of Allied Prisoners of War in the Second World
War, Midge Gillies, Aurum Press Ltd, London, 2011, pp. 76-83

British Red Cross, Museum and Archive, Prisoner of War Food Parcel webpage, accessed 15
May 2022 https://museumandarchives.redcross.org.uk/objects/8944

Prisoner of War: The Story of British Prisoners held by the Enemy, Noel Barber, George G.
Harrap & Co Ltd, London, 1944, pp. 13-17

10. Glowing Embers, R. Philip Smith, Jarrold and Sons Ltd, Norwich, 1946, pp. 7-19
11. Prisoner of War, Barber, pp. 40-49
12. The Barbed-Wire University, Gillies, pp. 271-288

Additional resources

The Red Cross Museum archive https://museumandarchives.redcross.org.uk/objects/29269

The Museum of St. John https://museumstjohn.org.uk/st-john-during-the-second-world-war/

Stalag 383 Bavaria: A History of the Camp, the Escapes and the Liberation, Stephen Wynn, Pen &
Sword Military, 2021.
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