
Paul Brickhill on Escapes
of the R.AF.’s famous 617
Squadron, has proved one of
the most popular war books so far
published. It has gone into several
editions, has been adapted for
broadcasting, and is now being filmed
with Richard Todd as Wing Commander
Guy Gibson in the leading role. Paul
Brickhill, who wrote The Dam Busters,
has been touring New Zealand in the
past few weeks. In Auckland, he was
buttonholed by an interviewer from 1ZB
and asked to broadcast from the studio.
We print below extracts from the inter-
view he gave."I think the story of The Dam Bus-
ters, started with some German pilot 1
never even saw, who shot me down in
1943," he said. "That really started me
writing, first of all in prison camp, and
in 1949 the Vice Chief of Air Staff,
Sir Ralph Cochrane, asked if I would
write on the dam busters."
Brickhill had written two books be-
fore he took on the story of 617 Squad-
ron. One dealt with some of the war’s
incredible escapes from what appeared
certain death, and the other with the
great break-out of prisoners from Stalag
Luft 13.
"This is how it happened. A hundred
thousand people were shot down during
the war and 10,000 got away alive. In
that 10,000 you will find quite a few
people who had some pretty weird
escapes. . . There was a fellow called
Alkemade who was the rear gunner in
a Lancaster, which was set on fire by
a night fighter. Their position was
about 17,000 feet over the Ruhr, and
Sergeant Alkemade, with his clothes and
flying jacket on fire, reached inside the
fuselage for his parachute. This was in
flames, too, but anyway he thought it
better to hop out into the cool air. He
turned the turret round on to the beam
and jumped. He passed out then and
didn’t come to till much later— afterhe’d landed. :

"How this happened is that the
human body can fall no faster than 119
miles an hour, because of the resistance
of the air, and he must have come down
at about that speed. He went throughtops of a forest of pine trees which
broke his fall, and then fell into a very
thick snow drift. When he woke up all
he had was a sore knee and a bump on
the head, The Germans wouldn’t believehim when they found him-they thoughthe was some kind of espionageagent-but he said, ‘If you can find my para-
chute I shall be most surprised.’
They looked, and, of course, couldn't
find it anywhere. The rider straps of
his harness were still clipped down,
so he couldn’t have used it. They gave
him a certificate to say this had actually
happened.
"T started writing these stories while
still in prison camp, leaving blank spaces
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here and there
where I was going
to say something
rude. We managed
to hide the manu-
script in secret wall
panels and things,
and took it on the
refugee marches.,.As
a matter of fact,I almost threw it
away. when-«»we
were. pretty hun-
gry so as to carr
more. food. You
know, morale low,
feeling pretty grim

... but I threw away some of the|
food and kept the manuscript. Once
when we were being pushed into a
new camp and being searched as we
went, a guard said to me, ‘what have you
got in the blanket roll?’ and I said
‘tommy-gun,’ so he just laughed and I
walked on."
Later, back in England, Brickhill
finished off this manuscript, then worked
as a journalist for three or four years
before going home to Australia and
writing The Great Escape. With 75
others, he had worked on the escape
tunnel at Stalag Luft 13, but on the
day of the mass break-out could not
get through the tunnel. It was perhaps
just as well, because 50 men were shot
by the Gestapo as a reprisal.
"When I got through with this story,Sir Ralph Cochrane asked if I thoughtI could do a story on the dam busters
and the air force gave me a lot of back-
ground material for it. But they could
only give cold facts and figures. I man-
aged to get hold of some actual sur-
vivors, though. There are a few of
these, and I spent eight months goingaround seeing them and getting themto talk, taking notes, and getting the
stories of those who had actually been
there at the time.
"There are not very many left now.
Guy Gibson was killed in 1944. Les
Cheshire (who succeeded Gibson as
leader of 617 Squadron) is very ill in
hospital in England. I haven't heard‘from him for months-I’m not suré how
he is getting on. M. Martin, an Aus-
tralian, having served time as R.A.F.
attaché in Israel, is back in England.One chap I haven’t heard from is Les
Munro, who is a New Zealander and
was one of the four who were the real

backbone. of the
squadron. I. think
he’s farming some-
where in the North
‘Island."
The serial version
of The Dam Busters
is at present playing
from 1ZB and 2ZB
at 7.0 p.m. on Sat-
urdays. It will be-
gin from 3ZB and
4ZB on May 29 and
and June 26 respec-
tively, not on the
dates previously an-
nounced,
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