


vival.

We stood in line with our bucket
for the evening food that was usually
mostly boiled potatoes which would
not have been too bad except they

‘added a large turnip- like kind of
stringy vegetable called Kohlrabis.
The strong turnip taste dominated
the potatoes, ruined the flavor, and
made it hard to get down. You had to
eatit or go to bed hungry every night.
Jasicko said that some farmers in
Montana raised Kohlrabis as food for
their cattle, so 1 was feeling a little
sorry for the Montana cows.

Deironimi recently reminded me
that since we were one of the first
crews to live in a wash room we
received the same amount of food in
our bucket for seven people that a
room of sixteen received because the
kitchen crew had no way of knowing
and put the same amount of food in
each bucket. Our food luck was en-
joyed only for a short time as our
camp was filling up fast as more an
more rnew prisoners were arriving
each week. In about four weeks the
Germans decided the wash room
was needed for thewhole barracks to
used, so we were moved out. We
stayed in Barracks #9 but the rest of
my crew members were put in one
room and l was assigned to room #8.
There were 16 beds and I was the
17th in the room, so 1 had to sleep on
the floor. Before the end of November
there were 23 in our room, so there
were 7 of us sleeping on the floor.

At dusk someone from each
room went outside and installed the
wooden shutters over the windows.
The guards closed the double doors
at each end of the barracks and
barred them by placing a long
wooden 4x4 across the width of the
opening. There was one small bulb
(about 25 watts) in the center of the
room that provided marginal light-
ing for the whole room. You had
access to all the rooms in your bar-
racks, but you soon found out that
room members were rather close
knit, so you pretty much were in-
volved only with your own room.

After lockup some nights one of

. the leaders would come to our room
and give us the latest news about the
progress of the war. Later we leamed
there was a hidden radio used to

gather these reports and that every-
day it had to be disassembled and
the parts hidden to keep it from
being discovered. If anyone was
caught with any of the radio parts or
they leamed the names of those
involved in obtaining the messages,
they would have been executed. At
10:00 o'clock the light went out and
after that there was total darkness
since the wooden shutters over the
windows blocked out even the
moonlight. I cannot really do a very
good job of explaining the long
nights, but sleep did not come easy
even though some how you had
made it through one more day.

We had been at Luft IV for six
months and then near the end of
January, 1945, after lock-up, our
leaders told us that since the Rus-
sian army was only a few miles east
of us that we were probably going to
be leaving our camp soon on a
forced march. They also said that
the 1500 prisoners in the poorest
health were going to be moved out of
our camp by train. They asked us to
submit names of those we thought
were in the worst physical shape
and could not stand the march.
Those prisoners that were in the
hospital were to stay here for now.
Each room submitted names and
the 1500 were picked from this list.
Brady, our nose gunner, had a bad
knee and other swollen joint prob-
lems and he was selected as one of
those to leave by boxcar. A train ride
locked in boxcars traveling across
Germany was no picnic as there was
always the threat of being bombed
or strafed by our own air force.

About 50 prisoners were put in
each boxcar and transported this
way for several days with very little
food and water across northern
Germany to Stalag Luft I at Barth.
Another 1500 prisoners from Lager
B were transported under similar
conditions to Stalag Xlll D in Num-
burg in southern Germany, and
then in April forced to march about
80 miles to Moosburg.

On February 6th the remaining
6500 of us left on a forced march
that lasted for 86 days and we cov-
ered about 550 miles on foot and
about 30 miles in a box car. It was
the coldest winter in years and we
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slept in bams at night and on a few
occasions had to sleep out in the
open on the ground. On February
13th the Russian army was only a
short distance from us, so on that
day we had to walk for 23 miles in
freezing weather and then spent the
rest of the night in a open field.

We walked from the Eastern
Front to the Western front and as the
British troops approached we then
headed back East until the Russian
Army approached and then we
turned West again and were finally
liberated by the British 2nd Army on
May 2, 1945. We crossed the Elbe
River three times in the last six
weeks of the war. We were flown to
Camp Lucky Strike in France and
most of us were transported home
by the Navy arriving home in early
June, 1945.

FOLDED WINGS

Ralph Finch, (McKenna's crew Ball
Gunner) passed away in his sleep in
June 1995.

Richard J. Bilger (Radar Navigator)
passed away November 14, 1996 due
to a massive heart attack. Reported
by Stan Winkowski.

R. Leon Crouch (Ashley's crew co-
pilot) passed away recently. His mail
was returned stamped “deceased.”
Unable to get further information.

In a phone conversation with
Patsy Bilger she said Richard was
buried in the Lodi Cherokee Memo-
rial Park, Veterans Section, Lodi, CAl
with full military honors. He served
in WWII, Korean War and Vietnam
War. After retirement as a Lt. Colonel
he worked for the Bureau of Alcohol,
Tobacco and Firearms for 27 years.

He was located by Bernie Badler
just a couple of years ago. He at-
tended one reunion, but health did
not permit him to be with us in
Montgomery.

Our thoughts prayers to our

fallen comrades who have found
everlasting peace, — you served
your country well, We will remember

you forever.




