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 My Story 

 

Birth: Larchmont, New York 

 August 19, 1918 

 

 

 My father, Frederick Helfrich, died of pneumonia in the great epidemic of late 1918.  I 

never knew my father.   

 My mother, Lillian Ann (maiden name Wilson) was forced to put my brother and myself in 

the Wartburg Home for Children (I believe it was in Larchmont, Westchester County, but I'm not 

sure). 

 As best as I can remember, we stayed in the Wartburg Home until sometime in 1921-1922. 

 She married William Schumacher, a World War I veteran who was badly injured by gas in the 

front lines between France and Germany.  Mother said she married Bill Schumacher so she could 

have a home for us children. 

 We lived at first in South Floral Park, Long Island.  It was here that I became quite ill with a 

nervous disorder called St. Vitus Dance - now called chorea, I believe.  This illness was very 

disabling to me and very trying to Mom, especially because Bill Schumacher (we called him Daddy 

Bill) had a very low threshold of patience.  He was a very strict disciplinarian (aggravated, I'm sure, 

by his war injuries). 

 I believe it was in 1925 that we moved again.  This time to a farm on the outskirts of 

Saugerties, New York in the Catskill Mountains.  Bill Schumacher's lungs were badly damaged by 

the gas attacks in World War I and in those days the medical profession felt it was beneficial 

(healthier) to live in the mountain air.  Many TB sufferers were sent to mountain sanatariums in the 

Catskill and Adirondack Mountains. 

 So it was there that I started school in a one room grade school.  We (my brother Ray and I) 

would walk to and from the farm to school.  In the beginning I was never a healthy, strong young 
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boy and was quite thin.  I didn't regain my strength and weight until the summer after my junior year 

in high school.   

 I graduated from Saugerties High School in 1936.  We were very poor after my stepfather 

died in around 1932.  Once he died, we had to sell the farm because my mother couldn't afford it.  

The only income she had was his pension which may have been around $32.00 - $42.00 per 

month.   

 The stock market crashed in 1932 and the bottom dropped out of everything.  There was 

no work except to pick apples in season or set up pins in a bowling alley - when you could find it. 

 In those days (due to the depression) there was a law put into effect that if you couldn't pay 

your rent for three straight months, you had to leave.  So we moved from one house or apartment to 

another.  I estimate that by the time I graduated from school we had lived in over 30 different 

places. 

 If you never lived through the depression you can't appreciate the terrible poverty and 

suffering people went through.  Many had it much worse than we did. 

 After high school, Mom and my brother decided to let me go to college.  I had enough for 

one years tuition only.  So I never finished college.  I left after 1 ½ years at Ithaca College.  It was too 

difficult to try to make enough money to pay for everything (lodging, food, clothes, etc.) in addition 

to saving for tuition.  So I went to live in Brooklyn (Bay Ridge - 60th Street between 6th and 7th 

Avenues.) with my Aunts Ella and Alice.  I got a job in Manhattan at $12.00 a week.  Work wasn't 

plentiful - we were in the depression at that time.  The war was starting in Europe and there was no 

clear path to follow.  I was going part time to Manhattan College at night while working in New York 

City.  But I had no family support to lean on. 

 Suddenly, it seemed, we were in World War II!  It happened on Sunday, December 7, 

1941.  I was listening to the New York Giants playing football on the radio when it was announced 

and things started to happen fast.  I had just gotten a job in Bush Terminal, Brooklyn as an 
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apprentice machinist working for Sperry Gyroscope Co.  However, there was no chance of being 

deferred from military service because I hadn't been employed there long enough.   

 So I enlisted in the Army Air Corps as an enlisted man and was called in to service on 

January 16, 1942.  By enlisting I was given a pre-induction leave of 10 days!  So I was a serviceman 

now and about to embark on a lifetime career in aviation.   I was trained as an inductee at Selfridge 

Field, Michigan for a month.  It was bitter cold and we were billeted in the attic of the enlisted men's 

quarters.  Two men caught pneumonia and died as a result.  Finally, they shipped us out to 

Florence, South Carolina Air Base where I did all the grand(?) things new enlisted men do - close 

order drill, long marches, KP, shots, exercises, etc. for three months.  We lived in tents.  Lots of 

guard duty. 

 I went to Columbus, Georgia for my Aviation Cadet tests - written and physical.  Had to 

hitchhike because the Commander of the Squadron to which I was assigned refused to grant the 

written authority for my transportation.  His reason apparently was that he didn't want to lose any 

men from his squadron.  At that time, anyone who wished to take Cadet exams was authorized 

priority over all other demands.  So he had no choice but to let me go take the exams but he refused 

to authorize transportation to Columbus, Georgia.  

 I hitch-hiked to Columbus and I passed all the tests (only two of us passed out of 15!) 

 When I came back to Florence Air Base they had to place me in a special cadré where we 

had no specific function.  We were called the Air Corps Unassigned Detachment.  With nothing to 

do we would be permanent KP orderlies!  But, there were so many of us that we were allowed to 

form a special squadron.  We developed a curricula based on the actual Aviation Cadet Training 

Program which we proceeded to teach ourselves.  We learned Morse Code, navigation, 

mathematics, meteorology, etc.  In essence, I learned the specialized Aviation Cadet Training 

Ground Program BEFORE I ever went to Cadet Training.  

 The former C.O. of my enlisted training squadron (Note:  this was the officer who refused 
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to grant me transportation to take the Cadet exam) then deliberately "lost" my test results from 

Columbus, Georgia and didn't submit them.  I didn't know this for weeks while I was participating in 

the PRE-Cadet training program mentioned above.  

 Finally I became suspicious when out of about 90 Servicemen their were only 9 of us left!  

With no one to turn to, I contacted our Chaplain who was sympathetic to my plight.  He knew a 

Chaplain in Washington, D.C. headquarters who was able to track down the test papers.  Alas, mine 

was not submitted!  The Squadron Commander of my enlisted Unit in Florence Air Base (see 

above) had apparently seen to it that my records were not submitted.  So I couldn't seem to shake 

off his resentment about my leaving to go in to the Aviation Cadet Program. 

 But, it seems, the Chaplain had more influence than the C.O. did and thanks to him he 

convinced Washington of this injustice and I was finally placed on the Aviation Cadet roles! 

 However, all this delay meant I lost about 9 months of Cadet training - but I was fortunate in 

that I was studying pre-ground training in all the required subjects before I finally made it. 

 I received my notice to report for Cadet Training at Montgomery, Alabama.  It was there we 

took our exams which would qualify us for either pilot, navigator or Bombardier training. 

 Following a multitude of psychological and physical and mental testing I was found to be 

qualified for pilot training.  Three months later I went to Camden, Arkansas for Primary flight 

training in Stearman PT-17 bi-plane aircraft.  Three months later I graduated and was sent to 

Greenville, Mississippi for Basic flight training in PT-13 low wing higher power aircraft.  After three 

more months, I graduated and went to Stuttgart, Arkansas where I took an Advanced Pilot training 

at Stuttgart, Arkansas Air Base.  We flew twin-engine AT-10 aircraft at this school.  I graduated in 

late summer 1943 and was commissioned a 2nd Lieutenant with a pilot ranking. (I made it 

FINALLY!!) 

 Throughout my Aviation Cadet Training I took classroom training in many subjects - air 

navigation, engine operation, armament, Morse Code, weather forecasting, physical training, aircraft 
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recognition, operation and design of air navigation facilities (ILS, LF, VOR, radar). 

 After receiving my "SILVER WINGS" as pilot I was sent to Smyrna Air Base, Tennessee 

for training in B-24 Liberators (4 Engines Heavy Bombardment aircraft).  Note:  It was here that 

your mother and I were married in the Air Base Chapel by Chaplain Father Schmidt.  It was a 

beautiful mass in the base chapel and reception in the Officer's Club!  What a lucky man I was.  I 

have been in love since that time! 

 After training in the B-24 we were sent all the way to Salt Lake City, Utah where we were 

assigned our flight crew members.  (10 in each crew)  Then we went on to Peterson Field, Colorado 

(just south of Denver & now the home of the Air Force Academy).  Here we trained as a crew in B-

24 flight operations for three months.  Very intensive training on the ground and in the air. 

We were then transferred to Topeka, Kansas where we picked up our new B-24 from the factory 

and flew it there for a few days to get used to it.  Then it was off to an airbase in southern Florida 

and so on to Brazil and across the Atlantic Ocean to Northern Africa and to our Bomber base in 

Italy (Cerignola - north of Bari & on the Adriatic Sea coast of Italy). 

 NOTE:  Mom was with me through Utah and Colorado and Topeka, Kansas, but we had 

to say goodbye here and she went home to Long Island and I went flying overseas.  I was very sad.  

She was (is) my best friend and we had to say goodbye too soon!  But it turned out okay! 

 Once my crew and I got to Cerignola Air Base (459th Heavy Bomb Sp. 756th Squadron) 

we didn't have long before we were sent out on our first bombing mission to northern Italy - 

Florence railroad yards.  We didn't go as a crew at first but were sent out individually on different 

aircraft - to get our feet wet!  I then went on "runs" to Linz, Austria ball bearing plant and to Mount 

Cossino, Italy to bomb German heavy gun emplacements.  There were a couple of bomb runs on 

railroad marshalling yards in northern Italy and Austria.  Then on May 18, 1944, I was given my 

crew back (except for my co-pilot Bill Ross who had broken his foot playing baseball in the camp). 

 We went up to Wing Headquarters for briefing - there were hundreds of us it seemed seated 
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in the "theatre" where we were given our target, weather, Bomb nomenclature, etc. and then they told 

us of our destination - Ploestie Oil Fields in Rumania (the toughest target in all of Europe!).  We 

were then transported to our aircraft and got on board. (Note:  we found out much later that some 

of our chutes had been sabotaged by local Italian Nazi sympathizers who were employed by the 

local base authorities to do the loading and unloading of bombs and equipment before and after the 

raids). 

 It was also the "initiation" flight for us as a Crew.  We were assigned to the tail end position in 

our formation.  As such, we would be extremely vulnerable because of German pilots concentrated 

on "hitting" the last aircraft in the formation to bring them down first.  This would weaken each 

element's firepower. (Note: an element is made up of 7 aircraft staggered both vertically and 

horizontally so that their combined firepower is heavily concentrated).  By eliminating the last 

aircraft it made the remaining 6 aircraft more vulnerable. 

 We were now ready for takeoff and we started takeoff roll on 30 second intervals.  It was 

necessary to turn immediately after takeoff to assure that your element would be in formation when 

you were headed 180 from the runway heading (illustration). 

 There were over 1000 heavy bombers on this raid so it was extremely important to be 

precise and stay in your prescribed flight path(s).   

 We finally became one great big flight of 1000 aircraft when we left the northern area of the 

Adriatic Sea and faked a run toward Austria before changing direction and heading toward Rumania 

- the Ploestie Oil Fields. 

 Upon reaching our I.P. (Initial Point) which is the geographical point at which you must 

tighten the formation and fly straight and level so that when you release all the bombs over your 

target they are concentrated and not spread out.  This was extremely important because it prevented 

stray bombs from hitting non-military targets.  It is during this run from I.P. to target that you 

become very vulnerable to anti-aircraft guns. 
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 The Germans prided themselves on their marksmanship with their A.A. guns.  It was at this 

position that we lost our first engine (the right outboard) and as a result we started to fall back away 

from our group.  We had turned from the target to our course back to Italy.  We were holding our 

altitude on three engines fairly well but our airspeed decreased markedly, so I fell behind the 

formation and began a controlled descent to enable us to try to make home base.  A short while 

later I had to feather the right inboard engine and this began our very serious problem.  The rudder 

control cables had been cut by enemy aircraft fire and I was controlling our directional flight by 

using auto-pilot controls in lieu of the normal rudder cables. 

 At this point I had the crew stand by for emergency bail out which would be initiated by my 

pushing on the alarm bell.  When the crew heard these bells they would begin to parachute out to 

the ground. 

 And so we continued our flight toward our base in Italy in a rather awkward, barely 

controlled way.  I was desperately trying to make it over the last mountain range in Yugoslavia after 

which I could descend slowly into our base at Cerignola, Italy and either try to land or to bail out in 

friendly territory.  But to no avail! 

 Suddenly, as we entered a large line of cumulus clouds (thunderheads) we picked up rime 

ice rapidly.  (Note: Rime ice forms quickly and spoils the lift capability of aircraft)  Then the left 

inboard engine shuddered and froze to a stop in a matter of seconds!  There was now no controlling 

the aircraft and it quickly went into a hammerhead stall & spin.  I rang the emergency bell for the 

crew to bail out.  My co-pilot (new to me on this flight) had already left me.  The bomb bay doors 

had been opened already.  So I was locked in my seat with the centrifugal force pinning me in.  

Fortunately, I had been wearing my parachute.  So I started to pull on everything I could to get a 

hold on and finally fell down into the bomb bays where I made one last lunge to fall out of the 

spinning aircraft. 

 I was dangerously close to the ground by this time; I had the high velocity of the spinning 
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aircraft (400+ knots was the last indication in the airspeed indicator!) but I couldn't delay any longer. 

 Too close to the ground! 

 We were instructed to try to slow down our velocity by opening our arms wide for 2 or 3 

seconds, but in this case, I could not delay my actions to pull the ripcord to activate the parachute 

release.  It's a good thing I did because the ripcord would not pull all the way out.  I found out later 

when I looked at the equipment after I landed.  Someone had bent the pins on the chute release! 

 I found out much later when I returned to our base that German sympathizers in Italy who 

were working on the airbase had deliberately done this to some chutes so that the crews would be 

killed while bailing out.  Thus, leaving no evidence of sabotage. 

 In any case, I was able to force the ripcord to open, and, in what seemed like an eternity, the 

chute opened.  However, I had so much velocity, because the B-24 was descending at such a high 

speed while it continued its spinning toward the ground, that when the chute opened with a bang, I 

was "yanked" so powerfully that the blood came out of my nose and mouth!  At that moment I had 

been falling down to the spot where the airplane would hit the ground beneath me and I would have 

fallen into the flames that erupted.  However, the hot air blast from the explosion on impact was 

enough to move my chute (and me with it) away from the burning wreckage.  I then hit the ground 

with a terrific impact - my knees driving up into my chest with such force that I couldn't walk very 

well for 2 days.  I was black and blue from my lower waist to the top of my chest.  As a result of this 

I found much later that I had ruptured my diaphragm severely.  This ultimately caused me to 

require major surgery in order to try to correct this serious condition.  I spent three years and nine 

months in hospitals while recuperating and receiving many, many surgical procedures and tests to try 

to make me able to return to work and to my family.  For over 30 years afterward to the present day 

I have to swallow mercury filled rubberized bougies at least three times a week in order to pass food 

through my esophagus. 

 NOTE:  Much to my despair I was unable to get a disability pension for many, many years!  
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The VA representatives at 252 Seventh Avenue, New York, New York, and at the Brooklyn 

Veteran's Administration Hospital chose to ignore my plight until after hemorrhaging in the hospital 

following one of many a surgical procedures.  Finally, however, an attending Surgeon (Dr. J. 

DiBeneddetto) went to the adjudication officer and demanded that they take immediate action to 

correct this mistake!  (which they finally did in 1958 - 14 years later) 

 

 However, to go back to the story, while I lay on the ground, I heard gunshots and loud 

voices coming up the mountain.  I gathered my chute in a bundle and crawled with it down a ravine 

and hid behind some large boulders.  I looked up to see the rest of my crew coming out of the 

clouds hanging in their chutes.  However, I couldn't see them land or have time to count the 

number of chutes.  I found out much later that the German soldiers took them captive upon their 

landing.   

 My bombardier, Lt. David W. Fisher, was the first to leave the aircraft and his chute 

wouldn't open either but with great strength he was able some how to open his chute and he landed 

after falling free (meanwhile, I was spinning down with the aircraft!)  It all resulted in Dave and I 

hitting the ground at about the same time. 

 We hid until almost nightfall when the sounds of enemy troops had finally disappeared.  

Then we cautiously made our way in a generally westward direction.  I couldn't walk too well, but we 

couldn't go very far or fast in any case before darkness settled in.  It was quite cold at night up there 

in the mountains.  So we didn't sleep too well!  The next 2 days we were up at dawn and it was 

extremely difficult to get my body to move.  I was so stiff and sore from the shock of the parachute 

opening at high velocity followed by hitting the ground very hard.  (I had to crawl on my hands and 

knees for a while in the mornings to get the "juices flowing"!)  Meanwhile, we were trying to work our 

way in a westerly direction toward the Adriatic Sea area.  We had been briefed prior to the mission 

that if we "bailed out" in mountainous areas we should look for a shepherd tending his flock.  This 
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would insure the best possible chance to avoid being captured since the shepherds couldn't contact 

anyone immediately.  If he was hostile we could disappear into the forests to avoid problems. 

 Sure enough, toward the end of the third day, we saw sheep and a shepherd on a distant hill 

and slowly worked out way up to him.  At this point we were without food for three days and were 

living on water only.  

 So finally, in desperation, I went forward and made contact with the young shepherd.  He 

was about 13-14 years old.  At first he was frightened but when he finally realized we were 

Americans he became very friendly.  (Bear in mind in this narrative that we were the first American 

troops over to land in this entire area.)  His reaction to us was overwhelming!  He told us 

(remember we spoke no foreign language) after a great deal of drawing in the dirt, arm waving, 

smiling, and other expressions, that he would go get his family and they would come back for us. 

 Since we hadn't any appealing alternatives we gambled on waiting there while he sought help. 

 It was just prior to the sun setting when we heard excited voices coming up the terraced hillside.  

When we finally were able to see these people it was quite a sight!  The tall one, who turned out to 

be our primary benefactor, had a red checkered bandanna around his head and two bandoliers of 

bullets over his shoulders and, of course a rifle.  

 The other man was somewhat of an apparition.  He had on a German or Italian soldier's 

greatcoat which was many sizes too big.  It dragged out across the tall grass behind him giving him 

the appearance of having no legs!  The shepherd boy was coming excitedly along behind.  They 

were also making a lot of noise! 

 From a distance, and, hearing just the noisy approach, Dave and I felt sure that it was a 

whole squad of enemy soldiers.  As a result we hid deeper in the woods where we could carefully 

observe what was going on.  When they approached we could see it was just 2 men and the 

shepherd!  We then stepped out into the open.   

 What a greeting we got!  They were speaking a strange language and excitedly exclaiming - 



 

 

 

 11 

Americans!  Americans!  We kept smiling while we stood apprehensively waiting to see what was to 

happen!  They then made signs to the sky and said something like - "airplanit bombardit" and we 

shook our heads to acknowledge that yes we were from the aircraft which smashed into the ground 

nearby.  

 Since darkness would fall in a few minutes we let them guide us to the valley below.  The 

hillside was terraced so that they could grow oats or something like hay on the mountainside.  This 

terracing presented us with a rather comical, but jarring, experience.  The man immediately ahead 

of us, in our single-file formation, wore a long military-style overcoat.  The coat was much too big 

for him and it trailed back out behind him.  As we came to a drop-off in each terraced section he 

would step off but the coat, trailing behind him, stayed level on the top of the oats, and hid the drop 

off to the next terraced level.  We were close behind and, on the gathering darkness wouldn't see the 

drop to the next level!  Consequently, we fell on our faces each time.  It was a very unsettling 

experience to say the least.   

 We finally arrived in the valley below and came into the little village of Lopkindol!  It was a 

very small frontier-type settlement where sheepherders and farmers' families lived.  There was no 

electricity or plumbing and the cows, sheep, horse, pigs, etc lived on what would be the first floor 

ordinarily.  The second floor contained a kitchen and one or two small bedrooms.  We were 

assigned to what would compare to an attic in our houses.  Thank God, it was the month of May 

and the weather was warming up somewhat.  Even so, we shivered at night quite a bit.   

 So here we were in a strange land, with a strange language, hidden right inside a village where 

German troops visited and local German sympathizers lived!  Not exactly a situation conducive to a 

secure feeling.  Add to this the confinement to one room and unable to speak or understand their 

language.  We weren't even sure if they might try to barter with the German military (This was 

German occupied territory) and turn us over to them.  That led us to worry whether we would be 

treated as spies! 
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 On top of that we found out quite soon how the homes were infested with animal lice.  We 

soon were spending lots of time scratching!  Obviously, we were not in a real good position to 

control our security or comfort at this point. 

 So began our long, tedious wait in the attics of Lopkendol.  From time to time they would 

come in the night and move us under cover of darkness from one house to another.  These "house 

transfers" would raise our spirits a bit since we would be out of confinement temporarily.  But the 

overall feeling of not knowing what was going on was having its affect on us. 

 I tried to speak to them through "sign" language and convey our concern about our situation. 

 The main person who stayed with us as go-between, interpreter, and negotiator was a man named 

RHEXEPI (pronounced "Addy-jip").  He was the man who come to us at the shepherd's location 

and arranged our stay in the village houses, and, it later turned out, sent cohorts to locate the British 

Missions located somewhere in Albania and Yugoslavia.  He did this at this own risk (and his 

family's risk as well).  He went to great lengths to help us walk out of enemy territory.  I don't know 

must about his life or his family but I have found over the years since then he was certainly a hero 

and deserves recognition for it.  [Note:  I have just been told that Rhexepi died just recently.  His 

countrymen, and we, owe him a debt of honor].   

 Things were slowly deteriorating in the attic as Dave Fisher in particular became more and 

more impatient to get out and go it alone.  I felt strongly that we should hang on and give Rhexepi 

and his people more time.  There were no telephones or telegraph lines or even radios they could 

use so it all depended on sending runners and awaiting their return with messages.  This was a slow 

moving method but was the only safe way to do it.  Rhexepi and his companions would talk only to 

me.  They knew I was the pilot and therefore was in command.  So that was, in their eyes, the only 

channel of communication they would use. 

 Dave became more and more frustrated so that after about the fifth week he was like a caged 

tiger.  We had very little food but brown bread, water and on complaint about the lack of hot food 
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they gave us bowls of hot lima beans for six days in a row.  Of course, that lead to diarrhea.  Dave 

had it real bad.  He suffered badly.  They were able to get some diarrhea medicine from a doctor 

they could trust in a neighboring village.  I was luckier at the time because I couldn't eat as much.  I 

found out several years later why.  When I bailed out at high velocity I ruptured my diaphragm and 

had a severe hiatal hernia.  So I couldn't eat a lot at one time and suffered with nausea frequently. 

 Thank God that phase of our escape was coming to an end.  We had reached a point of 

depression and despair.  We silently questioned in our minds whether they were telling the truth 

about trying to get us out or not.  I felt deep down that they were.  Dave didn't.   Then, it 

happened suddenly.  One afternoon on a beautiful warm sunny day there was a great clatter in the 

stairs and loud voices.  But, I'm getting ahead of the story - That afternoon Dave announced that he 

couldn't stay there any longer.  He was going to climb out the small attic window and drop to the 

ground and flee.  What choice did I have?  I couldn't talk him out of it and I couldn't let him go 

alone so I finally agreed with him.  He managed to get the window open and was trying to get his 

body through the opening.  After quite some maneuvering he had his legs out and was readying 

himself to drop to the ground when we heard them coming up the stairs!  We were just able to get 

him back in the room when they burst into the attic with the glorious news that they were taking us 

to the British Mission- somewhere in the mountains of Albania!  (However, somehow in all the 

excitement of getting out into the fields Dave forgot his shoes!) 

 Anyway, we walked rapidly out of the village and up onto a plateau.  We stopped and 

gathered together.  There were about 6-7 local Lopkindol men plus Rhexepi, his son, and 2 men 

who were to lead us to safety.  If felt great to be out in the open and not "pinned" up as we had been 

for so long. 

 However, we were just ready to leave when Dave announced that he didn't have his shoes!  

He left them at the house we had left.  After much lively discussion during which tempers started to 

flair, Rhexepi's son said he would go back to get the shoes on a horse one of the men was riding.  So 
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off he went and finally, after what seemed like hours, he came riding on horseback with the shoes.  

And so we started in late afternoon on our long, hard walk to freedom.   

 It is difficult to describe the awesome mountainous terrain.  You seemingly could go 

nowhere in a straight line.  It was like a painting with one mountain in back of another and in the far 

distance were even higher mountain peaks covered with snow.  In one respect it was depressing to 

think of the distances we must travel on foot.  On the otherhand we were extremely grateful to be 

free and outdoors, and traveling to our freedom.  So we put one foot in front of the other and kept 

going and going and going.  Each day we walked from just after sunrise to sunset.  The men from 

Lopkindol were able to cover tremendous distances and then sit and wait for us to catch up.  They 

seemed to be having a lot of fun and they were very considerate and patient with us.  It was not 

unusual to start a day at the bottom of a mountain and be climbing all day until darkness fell.  We 

would lay on grass or pine needles at night covering ourselves with the few blankets that were 

brought along to try to stay warm.  One day we walked high enough to climb into a cloud bank high 

on a mountain.  It was extremely cold and windy and the moisture from the clouds made it very 

uncomfortable.  We finally had to stop climbing because we couldn't see - (like being in a thick 

fog!).  

 After what seemed like an eternity of days and nights we came down a mountain side and 

could see a small village in the valley to our left and a dirt road next to a small stream running 

through the valley from left to right.  Our guides became very nervous and we stopped on the 

hillside and hid behind some large boulders.  They said that German soldiers were stationed there 

and we had to wait until dark to cross the valley and road and get a good start up the other side 

before daylight.  At this point I was getting weaker and the shins of both legs were paining fiercely.  I 

later found I had what they called shin splints.  It was very painful but there was no choice.  I was 

grateful for the rest before nightfall and I tied some rages tightly just below my knees to relieve it a 

bit.  After a couple of hours (just long enough on the cold stones to make us very stiff) we were told 
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to get up and go as fast as we could down the hill and across the road.  It was imperative that we 

make it across the road and up the mountainside to be clear of the area by dawn.   

 We were able to cross the road and we started up the mountain on a steep trail which 

zigzagged back and forth.  We came to a flat area like a ledge and we would rest here for a few 

minutes.  Due to my shins hurting so badly, it was very difficult for me to climb.  As a result I was 

last to arrive at the next place where they were resting.  When I came up to them I stumbled 

backward and was starting to fall back over the edge.  Redzepi reached out and grabbed me or I 

would have been a 'goner'!   

 Due to the urgent need to get up the mountain, and out of sight of the Germans in the valley 

below, Redzepi carried me on his back most of the way! 

 Finally we walked up to the "tree line" and we had entered the clouds so we couldn't see (or 

be seen).  So we made makeshift 'beds' of pine branches and dead leaves.  Mercifully, I fell asleep 

quickly.  My legs were throbbing like crazy! 

 We awoke at dawn.  Through some sort of miracle my legs were much better.  Thank God, 

they improved a little each day until I was able little by little to walk without limping and with much 

less pain. 

 We were near the top now and we finally crossed over to the other side of the mountain 

through a "saddle" beside the mountain top.  As we came over we were confronted with a dilemma.  

There was no trail to follow.  Instead there was a wide area of crushed stone (like gravel) in an area 

about 50, or so, years wide and about 100-150 yards down to the tree line.  So, the Albanians 

decided to slide down this gravelly chute! 

 There was a steep 35 to 40 drop.  They decided that one man would lead the way and he 

stepped on to the gravel, squatted down, and, hugging his knees slid like crazy to the bottom!  So we 

all followed his act and slid swiftly to the bottom.  We did it without injury.  I wouldn't believe it if I 

hadn't have had the experience personally and I don't think I would do it again! 
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 Once we were down within the trees and on a trail again we walked and walked.  We 

stopped occasionally to get our breaths and to eat a little.  Food consisted of dry bread carried by 

each Albanian in a sort of leather sack slung over the shoulder.  We drank water from any brook or 

running stream we came to.  Out "diet" wasn't loaded with calories by any means but it kept you 

from getting hunger pains and kept you going.  The incentive we had to get back to our base kept us 

going as well.  Once in a while we would have a "treat".  There was some kind of tuber which you 

would pull out of the ground and chew on.  It was apparently quite nutritious and tasted fairly good. 

 I never know the name of the plant. 

 As we continued our hike, we climbed and descended through awesome mountains.  The 

scenery was beautiful.  If only we had had time to enjoy it.  The mountain range we traveled was 

named the Albanian Alps. 

 I estimate that we had walked about 400 miles in just over 16 days before we arrived at the 

first of three British Mission camps.  This camp was manned by a British Major, Lieutenant and 

Sergeant.  The Major was in command; the Lieutenant took care of all logistic matters, and, the 

Sergeant was the radio operator.  The Mission was "on air" once a day routinely with British 

headquarters (in Italy).  Messages would be transmitted and received via Morse Code utilizing a 

portable radio about the size of a suitcase.  It was through these procedures that the messenger, (sent 

from our hiding places in Lopkindol) was able to get "clearance" for us to begin our journey to 

freedom.  This clearance procedure took a little over three weeks.  So while we were hiding in attics 

in Lopkindol, this "machinery" was being put in place. 

 As we approached British Mission #1 there was a great deal of "drama" taking place.  For 

instance, we were descending from a high mountain into a valley between peaks and were 

"zigzagging" down.  All the while we could hear loud vocal calls echoing through the atmosphere in a 

haunting, dramatic way.  At times a rifle shot would be heard.  As we descended another Albanian 

would join our line of march!!!.  It was most mystifying how they would seemingly materialize out of 
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thin air! 

 Finally, we entered what seemed to be the "holy-of-holies" and were confronted by three 

English soldiers in dress uniforms.  A Major (the C.O.) was astride a beautiful white horse!  There 

now began a sort of ceremonial greeting between the original Albanians and modern British 

soldiers, "a pageant" with a very formal atmosphere!  Even though I was exhausted I couldn't help 

being impressed with these historic ceremonies!  

 At last, we were drawn into a small house like a one room schoolhouse.  It was here while 

sitting on the floor at a table which was about 18 off the ground that formal greeting and 

introductions were made.  The British Major was in total command and insisted on this formality. 

 Much to my amazement the procedures culminated in "bargaining" our release from the 

Albanians using British gold sovereigns as the instrument of exchange!  This was the historical 

British style for "dealing with the natives." 

 After this "ceremony" we finally said goodbye to Rhexhepi and our other friends who 

sheltered and guided us to safety.  Many years were to pass before we would see Rhexepi again. 

 We stayed only a day or two at this British encampment and proceeded on our walk to 

freedom.  We were now guided by several Albanians and accompanied by three or four mules 

carrying packs.  Thus we joined a "pipeline" of sorts which fed the Albanian-Yugoslav Resistance.  It 

was organized by the British Military.  They used portable short wave Morse Code signals to and 

from British Headquarters somewhere in Italy.  Upon receipt of a go-ahead signal from Italy we 

would be given clearance to begin walking to the next British Mission on the escape route. 

 We would walk as quickly as we could considering the mountainous terrain.  No highways 

or roads to follow.  Only trails utilized by the natives through the high Albanian Alps.  Whenever we 

came to a running stream we were so infested with lice from the animals - mules, sheep, dogs - that 

we'd immerse ourselves in the icy water clothes and all!  What a relief from that itch.  It would get 

worse as you walked because your body heat would rise.  I wish we could have gotten some itch 
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powder. 

 In another few days of walking we arrived at the next mission.  It was headed by a British 

Captain named Simcox.  It was here that a startling thing occurred.  Just after we got into camp - 

(made up of "tents" of parachutes).  That is, the parachutes which had been used to drop supplies 

were used to make shelters by hanging the top of them from the boughs of trees and spreading them 

our loosely on the ground.  The bottom was anchored with rocks. (you entered on your knees after 

lifting a section up and crawling inside)  Once it was all secured and tightened down the parachutes 

were covered as much as possible with branches of pine boughs for camouflage.  When completed 

it made a shelter what was surprisingly comfortable.  

 To get back to my story.  We were temporarily settled down in our shelter when a man 

entered the camp loud voices were yelling back and forth.  It sounded as if there was an attack being 

made!  It turned out, however, that an Italian soldier who was wandering in this country for months 

and months was trying all that time to get back to his home in Italy.  (Note:  Several years before this 

time Mussolini had invaded Albania with his troops and tried to conquer the country.  In rather a 

short time the Italians were beaten badly and many of them were left behind.  They were forced to 

beg for their needs and many died in this vast mountainous country.)  So, this refugee Italian soldier 

had somehow heard we were being evacuated to Italy and figured this was his chance.  

Unfortunately, Captain Simcox had decided that he was dangerous to have around.  Simcox called 

me into his tent and much to my surprise ordered me to take the man into the woods and shoot 

him!  He was typically British and brooked no patience with my protestations.  He strongly 

reminded me that at present I was under his command and must obey orders!! 

 With great hesitation, I decided to accept the revolver he was handing out to me.  I figured it 

was fruitless to reason with him any longer.  So I took the holster and revolver, strapped it round my 

waist and left his tent. 

 I found the Italian and we went into the woods about several hundred yards. 
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 Then began a scene that is hard to describe.  I began by trying to calm him down which took 

some effort.  I explained as best as I could what I planned.  My plan was to have him hide in the 

woods until we left the next afternoon on the way to our next destination.  Meanwhile, I would fire 

the gun into the air and make believe I shot him.  After what seemed like hours I finally was able to 

convince him and he left to hide deeper in the woods.  I then fired the revolver into the air; returned 

to camp and left the revolver and holster in the Captain's shelter.  

 The next morning I went to report to the Captain but he was gone.  It seems that the 

Sergeant's radioman was in such despair from ill treatment by the Captain and his Lieutenant that he 

killed himself.  He had committed suicide.  He was a very lonely man who had no friends even 

though there were two men on duty with him there in the camp.  However, British military protocol 

denied him the benefit of human companionship.  To this day I remember him as a lonesome 

loyal figure who finally threw in the towel! 

 We were now well into northern Albania.  The mountain range was where we had to 

remain so as to avoid being seen by German sympathizers.  So it was rough walking - mostly 

climbing and descending. 

 As we approached the northern border of Albania where it joined Yugoslavia we saw two 

American fighter aircraft (P-47s or P-51s, I don't remember which) come at great speed practically 

over our heads and "peel off" to dive down into the valley below and attack a train in the valley.  It 

was like watching a movie.  We were yelling and cheering them on! 

 Then, it was back to putting one foot in front of the other to get down into Yugoslavia and 

meet Marshal Tito's Partisans, but it was a tough, long, slow descent and took one whole day and 

most of the next.  The border between Albania and Yugoslavia was marked by the Drin River and 

we had to cross it at its widest point.  Fortunately, the river bed was shallow so we could ford it 

without too much trouble.  So at dusk we were finally able to descent to the river edge, remove our 

shoes and outer clothing; hang our shoes around our necks; put our clothes on our head and enter 
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the cold water.  Shortly after we started our slow trip to the opposite shore the worst possible thing 

happened! 

 A convey of German troops being carried in a convoy of personnel carriers (trucks) came 

round a bend of the river bed (on a highway right next to the river bed) and their headlights briefly 

illuminated the area where we stood with our clothes held on our heads.  Fortunately, for us their 

lights didn't pick us out.  But after most of the convey passed our area one of the trucks got a flat tire 

and that stopped everything for a short time.  Meanwhile, we were freezing, up to our necks in cold 

water while trying to remain as motionless as possible! 

 It seemed like ages before the Germans finally moved on and we were able to cross to the 

opposite side.  We hastened to put our clothes and shoes back on and stood shivering int he dark 

waiting for a signal to move on. 

 After what seemed a long night shivering in the cold, unable to light a fire, we started our 

march once again to freedom.  We came to a small village and were greeting with great enthusiasm 

by the local Partisan sympathizers.  They brought out horses for us to ride into the next city where 

Tito's Partisan army waited for us.  They had just freed the city and its airport from the Germans 

and their sympathizers (called Chetniks) and we were to be flown out from the airport that night!  

What wonderful news! 

 So we climbed on the horses and found to our dismay that we were mounted on wooden 

saddles!  They were made of lengths of round tree branches tied together by leather straps.  They 

formed a kind of a venetian blind mat which was thrown over a heavy horse blanket on the horse's 

back.  The two long leather straps were then tied under the horse's belly to make everything secure.  

We were lifted up and sat on the wooden branches.  What a thrill!  I hadn't been that 

uncomfortable in all the weeks we had been shot down.  so much for riding instead of walking!  I 

ended up sitting side saddle or I would have been a cripple! 

 After riding all morning and most of the afternoon we came to the city (I cannot remember 
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its name and I thought I would never forget it).  In the middle of the city was a large square where 

ceremonies were held.  As we came in I was surprised at the number of people crowded into it!  

And, there was a whole division of Tito's Partisan troops lined up so as to surround the square on 

three sides.  (All this formality just to greet us!)  We realized just how much these people respected 

America and Americans. 

 I learned from these incidents and associations just how far Russia could go with its narrow, 

belt tightening philosophy.  These people had a mind of their own and knew what they wanted - 

independence!  They are extremely ambitious, hard working people who could live very frugally in 

order to attain their goals.  Their ambition and perseverance is very impressive. 

 To get back to our evacuation plans, we were to be flown out that night to Italy, but ... forget 

it for now!   

 As night fell we were BIVOUACKED near the airport awaiting the word to walk out to the 

airplane when it arrived.  However, before we settled down they had briefed us on alternate plans in 

case the Germans dropped paratroopers around the airport.  (It seems that this happened 

frequently.)  We were told that in case this happened that night we were to get ourselves out quickly 

to a remote location.  There we should wait for further instructions.   Well, it was our worst luck to 

have this happen that night.  The Germans did surround the airport with paratroopers that night and 

we had to rush out as we had been briefed! 

 There we were hunkered down among some trees on a trail leading away from the airport 

where we had expected to be flown out that night.  After a short wait a guide came with an 

interpreter and said we had to walk about 60 miles northwest to another airport, and, we had to be 

there by nightfall! 

 It was now about 1:00 or 2:00 in the morning and we had no time to spare if we were to 

make it.  So once again, off we went putting one foot in front of the other determined to reach our 

destination on time. 
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 We walked through that night and the next day as fast as we could manage.  Thank God, the 

terrain was reasonably level, and, as night started to fall we suddenly emerged into a valley 

surrounded on 3 sides by a forest and high mountains!  It was so dark that we couldn't see much.  It 

was really dark.   

 After a short wait we proceeded down a path and came to a large wooden building.  We 

were to wait there until an airplane arrived later in the night. 

 Time progressed very slowly until we fell asleep on the floor.  Suddenly the door flew open 

and we were aroused and quickly moved once more from the building along a descending trail.  It 

was as black as the ace of spades and you just followed the man in front of you.  It seemed like we 

walked for hours, but I'm sure it wasn't that long.  Suddenly, we sensed we were out in the open on 

flat ground.  We could hear low voices but had no idea where we were. 

 In a short while we heard an aircraft engine noise getting progressively louder.  Was this our 

airplane or was it just some German aircraft overflying the area?  We held our breaths and waited.  

Then we saw the aircraft flash a signal light toward the ground and  quickly, a loud shout filled the 

night air.  It was a signal, it turned out, to troops along the landing area.  These troops quickly lit 

bonfires (prepared earlier that day) which outlined the runway in two long parallel lines! 

 In the firelight we suddenly became aware of what seemed like thousands of military 

personnel all around us!  We had thought before the lights came on that we were all by ourselves!  

However, there were several wounded.  Partisan troops who were going out with us to receive 

medical treatment in Italy. 

 The airport was at Dubrovnik!  The same airport where the Secretary of Commerce and his 

party were recently killed trying to land there!  Our aircraft, (a C47), came in, landed and taxied up 

to where we stood.  This was a very dramatic moment but we were too excited to appreciate it at the 

time.  

 When we got aboard the aircraft, I was allowed to sit up front behind the pilots and when I 
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saw the terrain outside I appreciated the skill of the pilot.  This was truly an airport surrounded by 

mountain peaks.  It must have taken extraordinary skill to have just located it let along to have 

executed a safe landing!  When we safely took off I silently thanked God for bringing us back to our 

base in Bair, Italy and the end of a long, tough journey! 


