
 

 
Lt. John F. Hickman 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WWII Army Air Corps  



 1

Lieutenant John Hickman 
   

The Milk Run 
John Hickman served in the 9th Air Force, 107th 
Squadron of the 67th Group.  The 67th was a tactical 
reconnaissance group flying, armed, camera 
equipped P-51 mustangs.  For the past three days, 
John and his group had made numerous visual 
reconnaissance missions over western France.  
John and his wingman, Lieutenant Richard Kile, 
were flying the last of these series of 
reconnaissance missions.   On this trip, they were 
to fly inland from the little French coastal town of 
Touquet to Saint-Pol a distance of 40 miles, then 
south another 40 and head for home.  It was a 
round trip from take-off to landing of about two 

hours.  The morning and afternoon flights, like the ones before, reported no activity 
on the ground and very little flak or enemy air opposition.  It was supposed to be a 
milk run. 
 
“At 10,000 feet and on course for Saint-Pol, I called fighter control again, reported 
landfall and asked if there was any news of fighters.  The report came back, no 
enemy aircraft in your vicinity.  Out!  While it was still bright daylight up where we 
were at, it was dusk on the ground.  I spotted two trucks moving along the main 
road towards the coast, called my wingman, said I was going to go down and take 
a look and maybe make a strafing pass.  He circled at altitude and I started down in 
an easy wide turn to the left keeping the trucks in sight over my left wing.  It was 
hard to make out much detail in the twilight, so I was down to about twenty-five 
hundred feet in a fast steep turn before I could see that these were civilian trucks 
with no military markings.  I straightened out of my turn, pulled up the nose of the 
plane and started an easy climb back upstairs.” 
 
My Mustang was Dying 
The blue evening sky exploded into a shuddering, banging bedlam.  Something 
had hit my plane.  I instinctively broke sharp left thinking there was an enemy 
plane behind me doing all the shooting.  When I recovered my senses, the plane 
was in a racking, too tight turn to the left and I was craning back to see where the 
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pursuing ME-109 was and wondering why my Mustang hadn’t been blown to 
pieces.  I was suddenly aware of the flak filling the sky and red tracers converging 
on my plane from scores of anti-aircraft guns on the ground.  I felt a wave of 
shame at having gone into a panic, but with my plane righted, my shame turned 
quickly into a flaring anger at what those bastards had done to me.  I pushed the 
Mustang’s nose down and I singled out he first flak position I saw and slanted 
steeply at it.  I fired as soon as I was lined out watching my tracers mingle with 
those arching up toward me.  I pushed home my kamikaze attack and quit firing 
only after I saw bodies flung about as my bullet pattern found them.   
 
As I swung low over the gun position and started sharply upward again, my anger 
drained away and left me with the worry about climbing out of the reach of that 
deadly web of flak.  For the first time, since the start of this action, I looked at my 
instrument panel.  It was another short period of time before I realized, that my 
plane had been hit.  All my navigation instruments had been shattered and there 
was a jagged hole at the top of the panel.  My next move was automatic.  I moved 
both legs, wiggling my feet.  I was intact.  The whole episode probably lasted less 
than 45 seconds.  I was back up about two-thousand feet when my wingman 
called, “Hey Hickman, flak.”  And immediately, I think you’re hit!”  
 
I looked at my engine gauge instruments.  The single clock face that registered oil 
and engine coolant temperatures and oil pressure was undamaged.  But what 
they reported was not good.  The engine temperature was far into the red.  The 
oil temperature was extreme with no oil pressure registered.  I had been hit in the 
soft underbelly of the P-51, the coolant and radiator located under and behind 
the cockpit.  With no oil and coolant I had about three to five minutes of engine 
left.  I reduced power to nurse my engine.  Next, I headed in a southerly direction.  
The idea was to get as close to Spain and freedom as possible.   
 
Now I had to decide whether to make a crash-landing or bail out.  But with all 
those guns spitting in the dusk, I knew that any landing attempt would be suicide.  
I had to bail out.   
 
Bailing Out Over France 
“I called my wingman and, in a voice, only controlled by effort, I told him I was 
bailing out.  I jettisoned my canopy.  I threw away my flight helmet since we had 
been warned of the danger of becoming tangled in the headset radio cords during 
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bail out.  I set the trim nose-heavy, so my back of the plane will pull upward and 
away as I drop out.  Suddenly the prop ground to a stop as the overheated engine 
tore its moving parts to pieces.  So I turned the plane over again and pulled the 
harness release.   
 
Those few seconds of free fall were remarkable mostly because of the sensation of 
weightlessness.  I felt no fear, only a small wonder at the immense wind.  I gave no 
thought of the rip cord until the wind abated, until I had lost most of the two-
hundred mile-per-hour forward momentum I had when I fell out of the plane.  The 
wind briefly continued to roar and then I felt a jerk.  I looked up at the taut white 
pattern of my chute against the blue sky.  I looked off to my left just in time to see 
my plane in full silhouette dive swiftly, perpendicular to the earth and disappear in 
a billow of orange flame.   
 
The ground was approaching quickly.  From a briefing by a paratrooper weeks 
before, the admonition crossed my mind: feet together, knees slightly bent, hands 
on the two shroud risers and eyes on the horizon.  I hit the ground.  As I unbuckled, 
my breath was fast, and my heart was hammering.  I was still able to grasp the 
enormity that here I was in enemy country, a fugitive.  I gathered my chute and ran 
for the woods.  I stopped at the edge of the woods, stuffed the chute and my Mae 
West behind some bushes, then ran into the woods to hide myself.  I found a brush 
pile in a thick part of the woods and covered myself in it.  I rubbed dirt on my face, 
so it wouldn’t show light from the full moon in the gathering darkness.  I buried my 
crumpled flight sheets that showed our takeoff point, our course and other 
information the enemy should not have.  Finally, there was nothing to do, but wait.”  
 
Hiding in the Hedge Row 
Suddenly, there was a voice calling softly from the direction I first entered the 
woods.  American!  American!  With my heart thumping, I debated risking an 
answer but rejected the idea.  The Germans had seemed so close by and by this 
time, must surely be at hand.  Maybe it was a trick to lure me out.  So I lay still and 
heard the call repeated, then silence.  By now there was only a lingering light.  Just 
as I was relaxing, I heard tramping in the underbrush at the far edge of the trees.  
There were two voices calling to each other as they grew closer and closer to my 
hiding place.  One of the men tramped within ten-feet of my hiding place.  I saw his 
boots but didn’t dare raise my eyes higher.  He stopped and called, “Hans!  Komm!”  
Then he clumped away and soon I was alone again.   
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I lay there a long time, perhaps two-hours, then got up and sat with my back to a 
tree to think what to do.  I lit a cigarette and for the first time since my plane was 
hit, I thought of my wife and family.  I took stock.  I had an assortment of emergency 
equipment in a small plastic box that fit in my breast pocket.  It included a compass, 
a rubber water bottle, a map of France, an assortment of pills to purify water and 
to keep a person awake, and six cigarettes and some matches.  In addition to the 
escape kit, I had a GI wristwatch, a little compass, and a pocket sized toilet kit I’d 
put together.  The immediate question was what to do next.  There was a full moon 
and when I stepped out of the woods, the night was no longer seemed to my ally.   
 
I realized there was a village just around the bend of a nearby road.  I debated 
whether or not to walk into the village.  What didn’t occur to me, is walking into 
town at 2:00 AM with a curfew in force, an occupied city, and an American pilot 
known to be hiding out, made me conspicuous.  But the idea took hold and I started 
walking into the village.” 
 
Captured While Trying to “Blend In” 
I blundered!  I heard voices not thirty yards ahead of me.  I tried to make myself 
appear as French as possible.  I even whistled a French nursery tune.  The men 
came out of the shadows, rifles at ready, the moon glinting on their German pot 
helmets.  I spoke a little French and tried to respond to their command.  The 
speaker now closer, then said something I understood.  “Hande hoch!”  I put my 
hands up and repeated my French with less hope and knew the jig was up when 
one said to the other, “Amerikaner!”  They came forward, guns aimed at me.  The 
one stepped forward and checked me for weapons.  Satisfied, they motioned me 
down the road making it clear to keep my hands up.  I was ushered into a dimly 
lit room and directed to sit down.  We examined each other silently but with 
mutual curiosity.  They showed no more hostility toward me, as I felt toward 
them.  During this examination period, I remembered to occasionally scowl, and I 
finally stretched out my legs, jammed my hands into my pockets, and said, “Shit!” 
The gathering group laughed and looking at them, I had to smile.   
 
“They were familiar faces.  But for the uniforms and the language, they might have 
been a group of farm boys from Union Township back in Indiana.  I followed my 
natural Hoosier inclination to relax and get acquainted.  I pulled out a crumpled 
pack of cigarettes and offered them around.  The soldiers gave me my first surprise.  
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They not only would not accept my offer of cigarettes, they would not let me smoke 
one of my own but gave me one of theirs.  They made me understand that I should 
hoard mine.  The ice was broken, and the men began asking me questions; rank, 
age, was I married, and did I have children.  I showed them pictures of my wife, my 
parents, and my brothers.  Another thing that struck me as curious was the 
frequently repeated congratulation that amounted to, “You are lucky-for you the 
war is finished!”  They seemed genuinely happy for me and a bit envious that I was 
out of the shooting and safely a prisoner.”  
 
You Run, You Die! 
In this friendly company, I learned a thing that spared me trouble later.  These 
men knew I was a flier, but it made a difference what kind of flier I was.  I had a 
pretty good grasp of French and knew quite a few words of German, but I couldn’t 
quite catch on to one line of questioning.  The terms often repeated in both French 
and German distinguished between a fighter plane and bomber.  Finally the 
distinction came home to me.  They were pleased I was identified as a flier rather 
than a bomber dropping bombs on German cities.   
 
“This went on for about an hour.  A new fellow entered the room, a 
noncommissioned officer who directed me to print my name on paper he gave me, 
then proceeded to search me.  I emptied my pockets.  The sergeant put all my 
possessions into a little bag which he turned over to the soldier apparently charged 
with guarding me.  He let me keep my pictures and silver coins.  He then indicated 
we were going to leave, patted his machine pistol and made a stern little speech.  
One of the soldiers who spoke a few words of English said, You run, you die!  I 
nodded that I understood.   
 
We went out to a truck in the drive.  Two soldiers with rifles got in back with me.  
The sergeant got in front in the cab with the driver and we were off.  We traveled 
for about 15 minutes, stopped and all got out.  I went down a flight of stairs to a 
door on a low building.  I was shown to a cage made of rough wood and heavy wire 
screen and furnished with a chair and crude bed with a straw mattress and some 
blankets.  By now I was dead tired.  I fell immediately into a sound sleep.”  
 
The next day I was taken away in the back of a laundry truck.  I learned one thing 
that surprised me in the course of this morning drive.  On our reconnaissance 
missions over France, this very part of France, we had always been on the lookout 
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for German planes.  It was the dearest hope of each pilot in the group to make the 
first kill.  But I and I suppose the others, had continually searched the skies for 
Jerries looking to the ground only for reconnaissance targets (rocket-launching 
sites, marshaling yards and troop concentrations).  During my seventeen missions, 
I had not seen a single enemy plane over that part of France and assumed there 
weren’t any there.  During my ride, looking out the back of the truck, I counted 
eight planes; three Stuka dive bombers, two JU-52 cargo planes and several fighters 
all flying close to the deck and well camouflaged.  Enemy planes had been there all 
right, but I looked in the wrong places for them. 
 
The truck stopped, and I was ordered to dismount.  They ushered me into an 
orderly room in a rambling one story building.  Opposite the door was a desk.  Just 
to the right of the desk was a door to a back room.  In the back room was a table, 
chair, and straw filled mattress.  I was brought in and told to sit down.  I was ignored 
for a while and then brought lunch which was a large bowl of thick cabbage and 
potato soup with a chunk of heavy brown bread on the side along with a cup of 
coffee.  I mildly protested saying I was an officer and deserved better.  An elderly, 
balding soldier came forward and explained in American English that this was 
standard fare for all of them, and if I was going to eat anything, that would have to 
do.  I ate it.     
The prospect of being in a prisoner of war camp didn’t bother me.  Our intelligence 
briefing gave me a fair idea of what to expect.  For example, I knew as an officer I 
would not have to work, I would access to books, and I would probably be with 
other American airmen.  The idea I that I might be abused, never entered my head.”   
 
Interrogation 
“We drove for about two hours to the city of Lille and came to a halt before a very 
large old brick and stone building.  We went through an arched entryway and I was 
led to a reception room.  All the people around me were officers smartly dressed.  
I was handed a form, printed in English for the Army to have this information so I 
could be properly identified and thus be eligible for Red Cross parcels in the prison 
camp.  I looked the form over and found it to be precisely what I had been told by 
our intelligence to expect; the Red Cross parcel ploy.  I said, “I am only required to 
give you my name, rank and identification number.”  I said, “this form requests 
information I am not required to give.”  The officer responded pleasantly, “your 
reluctance is quite understandable.  But it is necessary that you complete this form 
and sign it if you wish to receive parcels in the prison camp.“  The officer then 
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adopted a fatherly tone.  “This is all a bit new and strange to you, I am sure, and 
you have no idea how important these parcels are in the camp where you will be 
going.  And of course, you don’t divulge no military information we do not already 
have when you answer these questions.” 
 
It all seemed quite reasonable and the questions were such that they seemed to 
seek only to establish my identity.  But we had been warned against this very device 
and tactic, so I laid the form on the table and said, “My name is John Forrest 
Hickman: rank, first lieutenant; serial number 0-439695.”   
 
“You are very impertinent, Lieutenant Hickman” he said testily.  “and I have no 
patience with impertinence.  You are a prisoner of war, and you must learn very 
quickly to do as you are instructed.  You will please complete this form with no 
more foolishness.”  I said, “Sir, as an officer in an army well known for its discipline, 
you should be able to understand that I am bound by my orders.  And my orders 
are to give you my name, rank and serial number and nothing else.  I refuse to fill 
out the form and I refuse to sign it.”   I must have raised my voice, because when I 
finished I was aware that the others in the room were watching us.  There was a 
moment of silence, and then my antagonist shrugged, turned and walked away 
with the form.   
 
Our intelligence briefings had prepared me to expect that the Germans would be 
correct in their treatment of me.  The point had been made time and time again in 
our instructions that if were captured and detained by regular German forces, we 
could demand our rights and expect them to be respected.  We were even told of 
instances in which captured officers pulled rank on German noncoms and had 
gotten away with it.  We were advised that in some circumstances a show of 
arrogance which the German troops were accustomed to in their own officers, was 
advisable.  My faith in German correctness had been fully vindicated and I felt 
relieved.   
 
I was taken through a series of doorways, turns and descended deep into the 
basement of this building.  This smallish jailer unlocked the cell and motioned me 
inside.  I began protesting and he tried to push me in.  I protested again, resisting.  
He turned his head and called out, “Karl.”  Karl appeared at the door almost 
immediately, a real, life-sized soldier, with a real, life-sized gun.  I shrugged and 
went into the cell.”  
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Observing Hitler’s Brutality 
Sometime during the morning, I became aware of an unusual racket in the little 
courtyard above.  I listened for a while but couldn’t make sense of what I had heard.  
There was an occasional shout like a command, but the pervading sound was a 
rustling shuffle of movement.  But no voices other than the occasional shout of 
orders.  With some effort, I got myself up to where I could look over my board wall, 
through the screen and the narrow window across the aisle and into the courtyard.  
The yard was half in sunlight and what I saw turned my blood cold. A single file of 
human beings spaced closely together, evidently extending clear around the small 
area, shuffled along at an even pace.  All the heads I saw were shaved, showing 
sickly gray even in the sunlight.  They shambled, vacant eyes straight ahead or cast 
down, men of no nationality, incomprehensible beings in nondescript clothing.  I 
must have watched two dozen of these creatures pass my windows, not ten yards 
away, and they all looked alike.  I watched with a kind of horrid fascination, seeing 
for the first time what happened to people who for one reason or another 
displeased Hitler’s government.  I had read that Hitler’s people handled their 
opponents like cattle, debased and tortured them, broke them into nonmen, but 
now I’d seen it or thought I’d seen it.  I realized that those prisoners weren’t 
especially emaciated and were not only given an exercise period but were able to 
walk and trot.  What I saw was what I immediately imagined I myself would become 
in time as a prisoner.  I too, would have my head shaved, would be herded like an 
animal, would become a shambling, vacant eyed robot one of the living dead.  The 
thought took out of me what little bluster and defiance I had left.  In that hour, my 
resolve to escape hardened into determination, a determination that from then on 
never left me!   
 
It's a Small World After All 
“The next day I was taken to the railroad station and in a few minutes,  we were 
placed in a compartment in the center of a clean, new looking coach.  I assumed I 
would be escorted to Dulag Luft, in Frankfort the central interrogation center for 
captured airmen.  I had no idea how far it was from here to there.  I knew however, 
that my best chance for a getaway would be while we were still in French or Belgian 
territory where I assumed I could count on help from the natives.  Our escape and 
evasion briefings had stressed the many opportunities for escape in the course of 
a train trip especially in friendly territory.   
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The compartment was roomy, and we were alone in it.  As we waited for the train 
to pull out, of Lille, I began the first stage of my escape plan; gaining the confidence 
of my guards.  Several things were in my favor.  I was small and my unkempt 
condition (I hadn’t washed or bathed for four days) made me look more harmless 
to the Germans than I was; and the Hoosier friendliness I studiously applied made 
me appear more agreeable than I felt.  My campaign was simple.  I interested 
myself in German, in Germany, and in my guards personally.”  
 
We shared pictures of our families.  I have no idea what brought the subject up, 
and still less how the little man finally got across to me what he was talking 
about, but the pleasure all three of us found in recalling the Walt Disney story 
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs finally broke the ice.  It was quite a scene in 
that coach as we regaled each other with our favorite sequences from the movie 
from a lost, peaceful world.  About noon, we were bosom buddies.   
 
“As the train rolled along, our conversation ranged over just about everything 
except the war.  I tried to give it direction in order to learn some of the things I’d 
need to know.  I asked about Germany.  Would we go to Berlin?  Would I be put in 
Germany in a prison camp in a nice part of Germany?  I asked how far it was to 
Germany.  The answers were discouraging.  We would be in Metz in the French 
border province of Lorraine, long before dark and by full darkness would be 
through Lorraine and well into Germany.  I learned our route would be Verdum, 
Metz and into Saabrucken.  I also confirmed I was being taken to Frankfort.”   
 
My Great Escape  
“I was continually exploring ways to make a break.  The simplest way seemed to be 
to jump from the train while were passing through one of the many tunnels along 
this route.  Even a chance of success depended on a combinations of circumstances.  
It was necessary that the train was going slow enough, so I would not be killed or 
badly injured in the jump.  There had to be a double track in the tunnel; the tunnel 
had to be long enough to allow me time to move in the noisy darkness; and I had 
to be close to position, near an exit and on the side of the car next to the second 
set of tracks.  And the tunnels always came unexpectedly.   
 
The train stopped in Charleville, close to the French-Belgian border.  The train 
remained at the siding for nearly four hours.  I realized, every hour spent in 
Charleville gave me an additional hour of darkness on French soil.  The delay meant 
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we would not cross into Germany before midnight.  At last the engine was repaired 
and signals were made to get all passengers on board.  We left the station and the 
train picked up speed.  It was dark, and my guards were settling down for some 
rest.  It was about 11:00 PM.  One guard was asleep.  Sometime later, the German 
seemed to find his pistol belt uncomfortable.  He took it off and laid the weapon 
and holster flap up, gun butt outward and the seat.  He shifted around and soon 
fell asleep.   
 
I swung my feet to the floor cautiously and once standing stood still for a moment.  
Neither of the Germans moved.  I stooped over and grabbed the unholstered gun 
and stuck it in my waistband.  When I reached the exit door some twenty-feet away, 
I looked back.  There was no sign of disturbance.  I jumped from the train.  I tumbled 
roughly head over heels in the gravel road bed.  I lay still, head down until the last 
car had passed and watched it disappear into the night.  I listened for the screech 
of brakes, but the sound of the train diminished.  I was free!”   
 
Viva La France 
There was still the problem of getting out of France which was for all practical 
purposes enemy territory.  I felt a little concern that my new German friends would 
be punished for allowing me to escape.  I knew if I got to neutral Spain, I could get 
back to England.  Spain was 500 miles to the south.  I would need food, shelter and 
acceptable clothing.  For now, I simply started walking south.  Soon, I heard some 
voices, determined they were French and acted on the assumption I was in France.  
The German pistol was a galling weight that pulled at my waistband.  I decided to 
get rid of it.  I figured the Germans would be less likely to shoot an unarmed man.  
I couldn’t picture myself waving that hand cannon at anyone anyway.  I pitched it 
into a trench and was relived to be rid of it.  With all my fears again aroused, that 
impression of Germans being all over the face of this country returned.  Daybreak 
was coming.   
 
In the first light of early morning I saw a small cluster of buildings and a large 
haystack. I climbed up the haystack and covered myself over.  Although I couldn’t 
get warm, I dozed off and woke to find the sun up and the chill leaving my body.  I 
saw the roof of a small house and decided to investigate it.  The little house actually 
straddled a creek.  It had been some sort of a springhouse but was in disrepair and 
showed no signs of recent use.  I decided to wash myself in the creek.  After I 
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washed, I found a concealed spot in the back of hut, stretched out in the warm 
morning sunlight and soon fell asleep.   
 
The sound of a wagon coming down the way awakened me, and I peered out to see 
a youngish man driving a one horse cart down towards the fields.  Seeing no one 
else around, I decided to stop him and ask for food.  I greeted him with “my 
bonjour” and explained I was an American pilot that I had recently parachuted into 
France.  I didn’t tell him I had escaped from the Germans since I thought the bounty 
may be a little higher for an escaped prisoner.     
 
He got down from the wagon and beckoned to me, and together we walked to the 
buildings.  My friend spoke to his wife and she set a mug of milk on the table before 
me.  I thanked her and forced myself to drink it all.  When I got the idea across that 
I wanted a place to hide during the day, the man took me out to the barn and 
showed me the way to the haymow.  The man brought me food at noon and later 
in the evening. In giving me food and shelter, these kind people were risking their 
lives.  I left the barn at sunset my jacket bulging with provisions.   
 
American Proof 
“I went on through the night and came to a secluded house on the edge of a town 
I later identified as Boinville (Northeastern France).  I went in to the cellar and 
started up the stairs.  Just as I started up the stairs, I heard the quick clicks of a 
woman’s heels overhead and abruptly the door to the cellar opened.  She reached 
the bottom step and I stepped into the light.  She began speaking French in gasps 
and backing up the stairs.  She said, “what do you want?  Go away!  Go away!”  I 
spoke soothingly to her and made no move to go closer to her asking her to wait.  
Then she said a surprising thing.  “No, you are not an American.  This is a trick!”  I 
begged her not to go away and to prove I was an American I showed her my dog 
tags.  To get at them, I had to unload my provisions from my jacket and it was 
probably the ridiculous figure I cut standing in the feeble light dragging the small 
loaves of bread and chunks of meat from my jacket front that calmed her fears.  
Abruptly, she beckoned me to come up the stairs keeping some distance ahead of 
me and chattering at a great rate to the people in the room beyond.  As I stood in 
the dim light of the cellar I tried to evaluate the risk of approaching these people.  
When I came into the well-lighted room there was a man seated at a table.  There 
was a young lad and young woman there in addition to my discoverer.  The man in 
his forties, didn’t appear to be hostile or suspicious.  “Do you speak English?” he 
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asked, in English.  Relieved, I started explaining who I was and what I needed but 
he held up his hand and said, “No speak much English.”  So in French I told him I 
was very thirsty and if they gave me water, I would leave.  He asked if I wanted 
coffee or wine.  I said no.  He spoke to the older woman, who left the room and 
returned with a pitcher of water.  I drank one glass after another until the pitcher 
was empty, thanked them and got up to leave.”   
 
The man spoke to the woman in French.  Then he turned to me and said to me 
with a laugh, I believe you.  I have known Americans in the other war and only 
they drink water so.   “I believe you.”  The importance of the Frenchman’s remark 
didn’t immediately register with me.  It occurred to me if this Frenchman had 
associated with Americans before, he may be willing to help me.  The Frenchman 
then explained to me that the younger women’s obvious fear was based on the 
fact that German agents would sometimes dress in American uniforms and solicit 
aid from the French people and anyone who lent assistance would be in serious 
trouble.  This evening marked the beginning of my appreciation for simple human 
courage as I saw it in the French people.   The French people weren’t just risking 
a slap on the wrist or a fine; they were gambling with their life and the lives of 
their family and friends.   
 
“I was given a map, a place to sleep and instructed to meet him at a rendezvous 
point in the morning.  I seemed to have scarcely have fallen asleep when the 
woman woke me; not gently in the morning and told me it was time to go.  I put on 
my shoes, had some coffee and studied the map before heading out.  I thanked the 
girl with genuine gratitude and could feel her all-too-evident relief in seeing the last 
of me.  Refreshed by the sleep and the breakfast, the six mile walk on 9-MAY was 
a real pleasure during what I considered the most beautiful part of the day.   
 
I would meet the Frenchman at the rendezvous point about midmorning and the 
journey back to my lines would soon begin.  I was taken to a tavern where we 
enjoyed a little too much wine.  My friend’s name was Rene Messager and he 
explained that I would stay at his home near Verdun until arrangements could be 
made to smuggle me out of the country.  I was told by Rene, there was 20,000 
troops in and around Verdun.  Shortly after my arrival, we had an identity card 
made as plans were afoot to get me out of the country.  Rene repeatedly assured 
me as days wore on that arrangements were being made to turn me over to the 
underground.   
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On the evening of my third day in Verdun, Rene presented me to a women in a 
small apartment building in the downtown section of Verdun.  After a few 
questions to verify my story, the woman seemed satisfied with my identity.  Rene 
had instructed her to have me prepared to leave as planned on the fifteenth.  I gave 
up all remnants of my uniform.  In their place Rene provided a passable suit.  At my 
request, they sewed my dog tags to the inner soles of my new socks so in the event 
of recapture, I would have some military identification.  My departure was delayed 
several times which was very trying for me.  The next day, Rene announced 
departure had been fixed for the following afternoon.  We spent the evening 
winding up preparations.  I was about to leave the hospitality of an ordinary French 
citizen and enter into the charge of the “organization.”  I had visions of a terrifying 
spectacular swoop by the Gestapo just as we were to get on the train.”   
 
Mme Raymonde, the Underground 
About noon, Rene announced there was a car out front.  I gathered my gear, put 
on my beret and we trooped out to the car.  In the best French tradition, I kissed 
my host and hostess and was hustled into the car.  We were driven straight to the 
station.  It wasn’t long before I was approached by wisp of a women fully six 
inches shorter than I.  She inquired, “Jean Humbelt?”  and when I nodded , she 
kissed my briskly on the cheek.  Her name was Mme Raymonde.  She  handed me 
a ticket and told me to follow her.  I followed her, and a companion named Paul 
as she elbowed and pushed her way to seats in a crowded compartment and sat 
down with considerable relief.   
 
Shortly the train pulled out and we were on our way.  I took the occasion to ask 
Mme Raymonde how she knew her way around so well, apparently with no fear 
of being stopped by Vichy French train officials or by police.  “My husband worked 
on railroads a long time” she replied.  “And I know railroad people.  I have made 
this trip ten times already this year.  One knows what to do, and one is warned 
by friends who is to be trusted and when the Gestapo is near.”  For the first time, 
she looked in to my eyes and there was a gentleness in her voice I had not seen 
before.  I asked her if her husband was an engineer on the line were riding.  She 
raised her head to look at me and said, “My husband died three months ago.  
American planes strafed the locomotive he was driving, and he was killed when 
it exploded.”  With that, she put her head down and went to sleep.   
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“After two days of train travels, we arrived at Belfort.  This was the end of our train 
travels.  We had covered 150 miles in the two days.  We had a couple of close calls 
with Gestapo at stations along the way.  Mme Raymonde and I rode in a hired car 
from Belfort to the little town of Delle close to the Swiss border.  We took another 
car out into the countryside and pulled up to a farm establishment set back from 
the road.  My guide led me up to the house her manners revealing she was no 
stranger here.  We were led to a cellar room of the house and there found a group 
of seven people of assorted ages.  The place buzzed with flies and smelled of 
unwashed people.  My guide seemed to know these people well, and so it was my 
good fortune to be ignored by all except the flies.  I watched two of the young men 
as they postured before Mme Raymonde with amused interest.  They both had 
large pistols stuck in their waistband and one of them flashed an enormous wad of 
bills.  Through what I could understand of the conversation, and what I could see, I 
supposed that these fellows were smugglers operating across the Swiss border.  In 
the late afternoon, activity in the cellar began to take direction as packs were made 
up and assorted equipment assembled for the trip across the border.”   
 
Among the travelers were two late arrivals.  One was a really lovely, trim little 
brunette in her early or middle twenties who I learned later was a school teacher.  
I took the opportunity to strike up a conversation with her.  She seemed so out of 
place in this mongrel company.  Her reaction to my approach was unexpected.  
“You are an American pilot, no?”  She went on. “But why do you drop your bombs 
on French people. Eh?  This is cruel, the killing of old people and children who have 
no wish for war!  Why do you bomb the cities where there are no German 
soldiers?”  Her dark eyes flashed, and she gestured violently as she talked.  She 
went on and on telling about the bombing of her town only a week before, of the 
terror, the pain and suffering.  At first, I was angry at this unreasonable girl, but 
as she talked on I began to see things in quite a different light.  I guess that until 
then I had blandly assumed that our bombs, being allied bombs, had a magic 
property that somehow made them acceptable to the French civilians wo were 
inadvertently blasted.  It is an unsettling experience to suddenly realize that you 
could come to hate your own people for what they do however their good 
intentions.  I had no reply for the girl, only listened quietly until she was spent.   
 
The Journey 
“It was two hours before dark and the crowd formed up to begin its trek.  We 
stopped from time-to-time for to eat some cold meat, cheese and bread washed 
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down with a few swallows of sour red wine from a communal bottle.  With full 
darkness upon us, there began a night of black blundering, of clanking and trashing 
through endless underbrush.  The minutes seemed to stretch into hours.  Beyond 
the dead silence about us, was the distant belling of dogs.  Paul had told me during 
the afternoon that the German patrols used fierce dogs specially trained to assist 
their patrols.   
 
Somehow, we were suddenly bunched at the edge of a wide field.  The everlasting 
woodland, dense to its very edge gave way to a cultivated field and looking out 
through the parted bushes, I found there in the starlight, I could actually see.  There 
was an animated debate, with everyone but me talking, as we paused timidly at 
the edge of darkness: Were we now in Switzerland?  We proceeded across the open 
field which sloped gently upward to a round crest a quarter mile ahead of us.  Once 
on top of the hill, we could see a wide easy valley dropping away and there in the 
middle distance was a village.  On the top of the hilltop a conference was convened, 
and a parting of the ways decided upon.  Mme Raymonde, Paul and I were to go in 
one direction, the rest in another.  So we separated, we three.  Mmn Raymonde in 
the lead found a dirt road and walked on in silence.  Soon we came to a small group 
of plain stone buildings and our guide ordered us to enter the large one.  When I 
entered the lighted room, I froze shocked by the realization that I had been 
betrayed.  For in the room were a half dozen soldiers in the familiar German 
Wehrmacht uniforms.  Some of them even wearing the unmistakable pot helmets.  
They looked like Germans but paid no attention at all to our group or me.  I looked 
more closely and saw they were not Germans after all.  Their uniforms although of 
German field gray, were Swiss.  We were safe.”   
 
Au revoir Mme Raymonde 
Mme Raymonde, Paul and I took a seat.  Mme Raymonde wrote for me on a piece 
of paper the address in Switzerland at which she could reached and told me her 
alias - Mme Reginald- she used on the Swiss side.  Mme Raymonde took my hand 
in hers and began talking.  She knew that I would have preferred a try at the 
Spanish border and that I was displeased at being turned in directly to the Swiss.  
She undertook to make me see the wisdom of her course.  “You must remember,” 
she was saying, “that your parents and your wife will worry about you.  It will be 
a great comfort to them to know you are safe and well.”  She paused, looking into 
my eyes to see if her words had been accepted.  She must have seen stubborn 
remnants of resentment in my face for she concluded with, “You are brave; mon 
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cher, but you are very young!”  I kissed her cheek and bade her au revoir.  I knew 
I was being unreasonable, but despite the gratitude I felt towards this remarkable 
woman, I remained unhappy at the turn of events.  A month later, when I wrote 
to Mme Ramonde reminding her of a promise to visit me, my letter was returned 
with a note from her contact in Switzerland.  “I regret to inform you,” the note 
said, “that Mme Raymonde was killed by German soldiers exactly three weeks 
ago.”  The letter was dated 24-JUNE.  Mme Raymonde had died on 3-JUN 1944, 
just three day before the invasion as she was going back into France.   
 
Settling into Switzerland 
“I understood when the Swiss authorities were through with me, I would have 
considerable freedom of movement and plenty of money.  In accordance with the 
Geneva Convention, a soldier who is captured and escapes to a neutral country has 
complete freedom in that country and is responsible only to the representative of 
his own government.  The Swiss had as a practical matter, to keep allied escapees 
confined to a particular area; some ugly incidents between some of our men and 
German and Japanese diplomatic people in 1942-1943 dictated that precaution.  I 
would receive full pay including flight pay for the duration of my internment.   
 
I was moved to a quarantine camp where we would stay for a month.  It was a very 
nice spa called Bad Lostorf.  While there, I’d make friends with a number of allied 
pilots, airmen and soldiers.   While there I learned a couple of hundred miles west, 
on 6-JUN 1944, the allies landed on the Normandy beaches.  It was on this day, 6 
June that my wife and parents were informed by the War Department that I was 
safe in Switzerland.  The month at Bad Lostorf finally ended and we were sheparded 
through the countryside to Bern.  In Bern, we were told that the town of Glion down 
on Lake Geneva was the place where we along with other American and British air 
force escapees, were to spend the rest of the war.  We were also told we’d live in 
resort hotels.  Not the best, but adequate and we’d be paid on the first of the 
month.  We had absolutely no military or any other duties to perform and would 
wear civilian clothes.  This all sounded fine to me.  I had a long list of books in mind 
that I could at last, begin to read.  We settled into a routine while in Gilon.  We ate 
well, drank and socialized.”  
 
A dominating fact of life in Switzerland was the urge nearly every one of us felt 
to plan an escape back into France and ultimately to England.  We talked 
endlessly about it.  We all seemed to share a feeling of deep unease, sometimes 
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amounting to guilt at having it easy while our buddies were still flailing away at 
a tough enemy.  There were a number of planned and attempted escapes.  We 
were reminded the police and the army were on alert for any of our people who 
strayed from the defined area.  We Americans, and I believe others as well, were 
under orders to stay put in Switzerland.  After Normandy, our military made it a 
court-martial offense for any of us to return to France.  Escape talking went on 
undeterred, but actual escape attempts were largely unsuccessful.  My own plan 
was shaping up against the anticipated lifting of the escape ban.   
 
My Second Great Escape 
“Early on in Gilon, I learned that the managers of Swiss booze joints allowed and 
even encouraged Americans to sign for drinks.  By late July, I began to worry 
seriously that I might be kept on in the country until I paid all my bills which I guess 
amounted to two or three months pay.  The prospect of being kept behind in 
Switzerland after all the others had been repatriated was too bleak to contemplate 
so I began to scheme escape seriously.  A few days after the southern France 
landings, we Americans got unofficial permission from our embassy in Bern to take 
off at our own risk.  My plan was to visit the home of Denise’s mother (a woman 
who I had gotten to know).  She lived at the border town of Morgins, south of the 
lake and I figured on one sunny day, I’d go for a walk and cross over the border.   
 
With my police visiting pass in order, and with permission to be out Montreux for 
a week, I was supposed to go to Morgins where I’d be met by Denise and her 
mother.  From there, it’d be a simple matter.  On 24 August, we made final 
arrangements for pulling out.  I wrote a letter to the American military attaché 
explaining that I leaving to rejoin my combat unit and I had no intention of welching 
on the bills I had outstanding.  I packed what clothes I had along with a dozen packs 
of cigarettes.  My hardest job was explaining to the other fellows in the hotel, that 
no I had no intention of skipping out.  The trip into France was not without some 
intrigue and close calls.  I was welcomed to France with a traditional hug and a kiss 
on each cheek by each one of our French companions.” 
 
Heading Back to the War 
“Finding our way back to England was difficult.  And we were unsure where my unit 
was now stationed.  We took a circuitous route that took us through Casablanca.  
Finally we stepped off a plane onto a ramp swept by a gusty wind bearing the 
promise of September fog and rain.  The wind cut through my light khakis but a 
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savored the damp feel of it.  We were driven immediately to a small resort hotel 
that served as transient quarters and were told we’d be given orders, instructions 
and plane accommodations to London the next morning.  The first person I thought 
to pone was Dick Frost, an RAF Intelligence officer I knew at Middle Wallop’s RAF 
sector control.  He told me the 107th squadron had been moved to the continent 
shortly after D-day.  The next morning I  found out the 107th was on an airstrip just 
outside of Versailles, near Paris.  I learned about a courier flight that occasionally 
carried passenger that could take me to my base.   
 
It was early evening when the plane landed and taxied over the squadron area.  
Four months, six days later, I’m back where I belong.  As I walked to the tent I was 
afraid no one here would know me.  Maybe the old bunch had been rotated home 
or killed.  One by one I ran into familiar faces.  And suddenly there was Dick Kile, 
my wingman who had flown with me on my last mission.  Dick saw me as soon as 
he walked through the door and stopped dead for a second.  An expression of worry 
clouding his face.  Abruptly he moved toward me saying, as though he was about 
something that just happened yesterday, “Hickman. I want to tell you what 
happened.”  As he talked rapidly on, his face serious, it dawned on me that he 
believed that somehow, he had been responsible for my being shot down.  I took 
pains to say that it was my own damn foolishness and no fault of his, that had 
brought on my troubles.   
 
As others came in and the drinks began to circulate, the feeling of being in a strange 
place disappeared completely.  During this session I learned that I had been 
awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross.  It was the end of a long road.  I was tired 
and very much in need of a rest.  But I was back.  My request to be taken back into 
the 107th was refused.  The group commander explained to me that having been a 
prisoner of the Germans put me in jeopardy should they again capture me since 
the Geneva Convention allowed them to shoot me as a spy under those 
circumstances.  So I caught a courier plane back to London and within a week, I was 
on a ship for New York.  I was allowed a couple of weeks at home in Indiana with 
my wife and parents and brother Bob in his senior year in high school and impatient 
to get in the war himself.”  
 
Shortly after VJ Day (15-AUG 1945), a large file of bills I’d signed for in Switzerland 
arrived through military channels.  They found me after all.  So after a bit of 
quibbling, I attached a money order on the heap and sent it back to Switzerland.  



 19 

In early November my wife and I drove up to Baer Field near Fort Wayne Indiana 
for my processing out of the service.  I was put on terminal leave 10-NOV 1945 
and made inactive reservist 10-DEC 1945.  It had been four years, ten months and 
ten days after that first bunch of us had been sent off from Columbus City with a 
town chorus singing, “Good-bye, dear.  I’ll be back in a year. 
 
 


