This is one small piece of Driezum’s proud history – the story of my father, and
his RAF comrades, who was saved and protected by the courageous Driezum
patriots during the dark days of World War 2.
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The start of the story … three days away from the full moon on 2 March 1942, a
freezing night, with low cloud
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Fifteen young airmen from 77 Squadron, 4 Group, took off from RAF Leeming in
North Yorkshire
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On 11-13 February 1942 the ‘Scharnhorst’ and her sister ship the ‘Gneisenau’,
together with the heavy cruiser ‘Prinz Eugen’, made a daring "dash" through the
English Channel to reach Wilhelmshaven, Germany. Caught off-guard, the
British were unable to stop the ships with air and surface attacks, although both
Scharnhorst and Gneisenau were damaged by mines during the latter part of
their voyage.
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Because of the late take off, together with the low cloud making flying conditions
difficult, the Whitley did not have time reach its target, the Scharnhorst in
Wilhelmshaven docks. Instead, they turned for home, bombing Emden docks on
the way back, until they were overhead Driezum at 22.55 hrs approx
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This excellent and accurate drawing was taken from Charles (Hank) Hancock’s
Prisoner of War log book, showing how he was thrown clear of the Whitley from
the top escape hatch. See the guns fore and aft. The velocity and angle of the
dive meant that the pilot, co pilot and air gunner were trapped in the cockpit area,
standing on the instrument panel, held down by the G-force and unable to climb
upwards in order to reach the escape hatch
Hank Hancock, as observer navigator, was seated behind the three fore crew,
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and fortuitously threw him out through the top escape hatch. The other three
cockpit crew would have known they were facing certain death. Co Pilot
Sergeant Sandlin’s last words to Hancock were ‘Carry On! I’m jammed’’. Sandlin
was aged 22 years and was on his first mission. Hancock was aware that the
Rear Gunner, Sergeant Ayton, had probably been killed in the first burst of fire
from the German nightfighter, which had strategically attacked from the rear, as
there was no reply when contacted via intercom. The fields of Driezum, and the
frozen Zwemmer and the Merkus farmhouse can be distinguished below, with the
almost-full moon top right.
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The final resting places of the four crew, with their Commonwealth War Graves
Commission headstones. Pilot Sq Ldr Parkin and Wireless Operator Air Gunner
Wilfred Whittam share the first grave on the left.
The Driezum community have maintained and maintained the graves ever since,
ensuring fresh flowers and regular visits.
The four aircrew comprise:
Pilot: Sq Ldr Leslie Hugh William Parkin, DFC, aged 30
Only son of Colonel and Mrs Parkin, of Buxton, Derbyshire.
Awarded DFC for completing a ‘tour’ of 30 bombing missions, especially to Brest
and Kiel Canal
Co Pilot: Sergeant Douglas John Sandlin, aged 22
On his first mission. Was in Army at Dunkirk evacuation in 1940
when 10,000 servicemen were killed. Decided to join the RAF after that
Wireless Operator Air Gunner: Sergeant Wilfred Whittam, aged 28
Married with two children, Stuart and Anne. Wilfred’s wedding ring
was found in 1982 at the crash site, which was returned to Anne Whittam’s
keeping
Rear Gunner: Sergeant Edmund Sidney Ayton, aged 26
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Here begins the story of my father … and the families of the Driezum community
who sheltered him, at great risk to their own lives. Not forgetting those who knew
about him, but did not report him to the Occupiers or to the Dutch Community
Police who were under the control of the Occupiers.
My father, Charles Hancock, landed very near to the crashed Whitley, which hit
the ground with such velocity that it disintegrated on impact, bursting into flames,
digging deep down into the earth (with bullets flying in all directions, according to
eye witnesses)
t esses)
He listened for cries from his comrades, but heard none.
He could not get near to the wreckage because of the intense heat and the
exploding armaments.
Dutch patriots also tried to help, but were unable to.
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The Driezum community were pressurised and terrorised by the Occupiers in
every way, physical, emotional and psychological. This poster warns that English
flyers were not as friendly as they might appear, and that, for their own safety, all
law-abiding citizens should not attempt to help in any way.
This advice was ignored – at great risk to their own lives (and with everyone in
the community fearful of reprisals) - by Harry Damstra, Alle van der Meulen and
Bartele Merkus.
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About 100 Driezum inhabitants, in the middle of the night, walked across the
frozen fields to see the injured airman at the Merkus farmhouse. They looked
through the windows and even came into the farmhouse without taking their clogs
off (disregarding the Friesian tradition of formality and respect).
A new Merkus baby sister was in the room, just three weeks old (reminding Hank
of his own baby daughter Pat, left back at home and aged 9 months old). Injured
and stunned, he could not understand what was being said to him in sign
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her cradle. He said his prayers without embarrassment.
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Douwe Merkus remembers the night as if it were yesterday and told of that night
in graphic detail, recounting how he saw the almost-full moon shining down over
the frozen fields through the cloud (it was three days away from the full moon).
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As shown by this Google satellite map, the Whitlley narrowly missed the village of
Driezum. Hank Hancock’s parachute saved his life and he landed 10 yards (10
metres) away from the Zwemmer, uncomfortably close to the burning wreckage
and opposite the Merkus family farmhouse.

12

As the whole neighbourhood knew that there was at least one crash survivor, the situation was
extremely
t
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Bartele Merkus and the other Dutch patriots for the crime of sheltering an English airman
From ‘Dantumadeel in de jaren 1940-45’ by G J Minnema:
“Harry Damstra, who was at the time home but was actually in hiding from the Germans, together
with Alle van der Meulen, took the English pilot over the strong ice of the River Zwemmer to
Bartele J Merkus.
Merkus In the first instance Hancock took off his coveralls.
coveralls There was no talking
talking, which
was understandable as his comrades had died.
With Merkus, Hancock indicated that his ribs and foot hurt. He had a bleeding gash on his
forehead. He asked if he could stay, but it was not possible for a member of the aircrew to stay
with Merkus and they could not help him no more. It was too risky for Merkus to keep him there.
The house was full of curious people who liked to see an English pilot and some people even
walked in with their clogs still on (not making time to do the usual Dutch thing of taking their
clogs off indicated the drama of it all). It only lasted a short time and 200 people flocked around
the house.
house
The frozen Zwemmer gave them the opportunity to get there easily, otherwise it would not have
been possible. Some people were sitting at the windowsills.
Hancock’s coveralls were ripped and his sleeve was burnt by fire. He had a little map and he
asked people to show where the plane had crashed and where the town of Den Helder was, which
was where he wanted to go to.
He disappeared soon after and that wasn’t unexpected and some people knew of this.”
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Sieds Douma had been in the Dutch army until 1940, when it was defeated by
the Germans. He was briefly imprisoned, but escaped, and spent the rest of the
war in hiding.
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Joke remembers the terrors when Occupier soldiers would, without warning,
brutally kick in the door to take anything they wanted
In 1945, Joke hid under the table with her mother as their Canadian liberators
rained bullets down from the skies, covering the garden with spent shell cases

Despite the risk, as he was also in hiding, Sieds Douma gave what help he could,
but it was too dangerous for everyone for Hancock to remain any longer. He set
off, following the road to Noordburgum

The hunt was on! In Driezum inhabitants were questioned house-to-house as to
whether they had seen an English airman.
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After Hancock had safely disappeared, Bartele Merkus told Dutch Police Officer
Dijkstra that there had been a pilot in his house. Around midnight Chief
Constable Miente van der Sluis came with a German to Merkus’ house and
demanded he went for interrogation. Merkus refused on the grounds that he
hadn’t committed a crime and that he had done his duty and reported what had
happened. The next morning two or three other people came along. And Merkus
still refused to go - he had told them about the survivor and that was all there was
to it. Then the German SS approached in a car in the afternoon, causing him to
change his mind and comply with their request to go to Leeuwarden Prison for
further questioning. The three were taken to Leeuwarden Prison with two
German guards and things looked bleak
The three ‘witnesses’ were in separate, but adjacent, cells, giving them an
opportunity to discuss their case amongst themselves to agree their story
Next morning Bartele Merkus shouted out “I hear that Sicherheitspolizei is here”.
So the interrogations were done and they were kept in custody for three days
days.
Sleijffer was there in the room with some Germans. One of them had an alsation
dog and there was also a whip. Yet they held to their story and all gave the same
answers in that lion’s den. They frustrated their interrogators to such an extent
that Sleijffer was prompted to ask “Don’t you know what the punishment is?”,
which turned out to be the death penalty, but still they resisted the pressure.
Nothing of what they said had any consequences.
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The four victims’ remains were taken away by Wehrmacht soldiers, along with
what remained of the Whitley bomber. On Monday, 2 March, the funeral took
place with Wehrmacht soldiers acting as guard of honour and bearers of the
Funerals Society carried the coffins to the graves. The soldiers fired three
salvoes as a mark of respect.
A German preacher spoke and quoted from Psalm 103, vs 15-16* and Romans 5,
v 1 and the Lords Prayer was said.
Psalm 103: As for man,
man his days are like grass,
grass
he flourishes like a flower of the field;
the wind blows over it and it is gone,
and its place remembers it no more.
Romans 5, v 1: Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have
peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ
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Pressure on the Driezum community was heavy. The Occupiers were
everywhere – kicking open doors of houses, stealing anything they wanted, or
else billetted with local families without payment, as were five Wehrmacht
soldiers with farmer Pieter Bloesma, the owner of the field where the Whitley
crashed. The soldiers requisitioned a farm horse to help drag away what
remained of the wreckage of the Whitley, which had bored deep down into the
frozen ground.
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From the book ‘Dantumadeel in de jaren 1940-45’ by G J Minnema:
“Later they then took it home and hid it in the rain water storage. But it still wasn’t
safe and so they hid it under a window sill. In the middle of the night Alle Fedde
van der Meulen was concerned about the parachute. He wore a white coat
because of the snow, and a white cloth, because it was a dangerous situation for
anyone in the neighbourhood as to why he was holding this parachute. So they
took the parachute from under a layer of snow and brought it to the parental
home. And on the way there they had the unexpected surprise of meeting up
with some Wehrmacht soldiers and they managed to hide behind a hedge.
“In a very short space of time, some of the villagers knew that this parachute was
hidden byy van der Meulen and so theyy came to tell the familyy because theyy were
afraid of reprisals if the parachute were not handed over immediately. Alle Fedde
van der Meulen had hidden part of the parachute under his pillow, his sister found
the parachute in her dressing table. At the end of his wits, he took it to Jan van
der Zwaag, who buried it in the ground. The parachute was later dug up and the
silk was used to make blouses. Some other things were hidden in a tobacco jar,
safely behind the chimney.”
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Excerpts from the book "Kriegie" by Kenneth W. Simmons, published 1960.
"At Dulag Luft each prisoner was studied by several psychologists in order to
learn his likes, dislikes, habits and powers of resistance. The method of
procedure was then determined, and the machinery was set into operation to
destroy his mental resistance in the shortest possible time. If the prisoner
showed signs of fright or appeared nervous, he was threatened with all kinds of
torture some of which were carried out
torture,
out, and he was handled in a rough
manner. Others were bribed by luxuries. They were traded clean clothes, good
living quarters, food and cigarettes for answers to certain questions. Those who
could neither be swayed nor bribed were treated with respect and handled with
care in the interrogator's office, but were made to suffer long miserable hours of
solitary confinement in the prison cells.
Number of Interrogators :
1943 - 35 - 40
1944 - 60 - 65
Number of prisoners passing through the camp:
1942 - 3,000
1943 - 8,000
1944 - 29,000
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OFw Heinz Vinke (left) from IV./NJG is sitting proudly with his radio telegrapher
OFw Karl Schrödel on the wing of a Whitley Z92980 from 77 Squadron (T1426) 4
Group.
They shot down the aircraft on 27th February 1942 at 22:58 hours, which then
crashed on farmer Pieter Bloesma’s field in Driezum.
The pilot S/Ldr Leslie H.W. Parkin, co-pilot Sgt Douglas J. Sandlin, radio
telegrapher Sgt Wilfred Whittam and tail gunner Sgt Edmund S Ayton were all
killed and are buried in the Driezum Protestant church
church.
Navigator F/Sgt R Charles ‘Hank’ Hancock managed to escape, using his
parachute, and ended up as prisoner of war. This was the first aircraft Heinz
Vinke shot down.
By the time of his death on 26 February 1944, when his aircraft had been shot
down whilst looking for a missing German aircraft over the North Sea, he had had
54 night-time
g
victories,, manyy of those over the Netherlands when he was based
at Leeuwarden aerodrome.
Karl Schrödel was killed on the night of 17th August 1943, when Heinz Vinke’s
aircraft was shot down by a British Beaufighter during an RAF attack on the Vweapons factory in Peenemunde (Photo via A.A. Jansen)
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Hank’s wife, Mary Hancock, living on her parents’ farm in East Yorkshire, heard
news of her husband’s imprisonment via Lord Haw Haw, the German
propogandist who nightly broadcast to the British Isles from Germany, with the
aim of breaking down morale and spreading disinformation. He would add the
names of the latest prisoners of war, a combination of good news and bad news
for their families waiting anxiously at home.

Thus began three long years of incarceration as a prisoner of war, suffering
deprivation, starvation, disease and, not least, body lice, carriers of the dreaded
typhus. Non-commissioned (NCO) Air Force prisoners were held in ‘Stalag
Lufts’. Officers were held in Offlags. Any NCO prisoners receiving their
promotion were immediately transported to an Offlag. The International Red
Cross conducted regular inspections and reported back to their Geneva HQ,
although they were often blocked from making fullest inspection of conditions.
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Whitley Z9148-L Pilot Morris Donald Darwin McCarthy was aged 19 when he was
killed. He was the first of three New Zealand brothers from Wanganui, to die on
service in the European World War 2. His brother, Sq Ldr R W McCarthy of 7
Squadron is also buried in the same Sage cemetary.
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The Whitley bombers of 77 Squadron completed their offensive from RAF
Leeming in April 1942. 77 Squadron was then was posted to RAF Chivenor,
North Devon, for temporary duty with 19 Group, Costal Command, where its
Whitleys were employed on anti-submarine duties over the Bay of Biscay.
Returning to 4 Group in Yorkshire in October 1942, 77 Squadron converted from
the unfit-for-purpose Whitleys to Handley Page Halifax bombers - in time to
participate in the Battle of the Ruhr which opened in Spring 1943.
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Some of the survivors were in the freezing Arctic waters for over an hour before
they were rescued.
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Heinz Vinke was Karl Schrodel’s pilot when he was killed in action on 17 August
1943 at Peenemunde. A lucky escape for Heinz Vinke, who had just six months
left to live.

The four victims’ remains were taken away by Wehrmacht soldiers. Farmer
Pieter Bloemsma was ordered to supply a horse to drag away the remains of the
Whitley, supervised by five German soldiers who were billetted with the Bloesma
family.
On Monday, 2 March, their funeral took place with three Wehrmacht soldiers in
attendance, with bearers of the Funerals Society carrying three coffins to the
graves.
The few remains of Wilfred Whittam were discovered and so included with his
pilot’s remains, making three graves rather than four. Wilfred Whittam’s wedding
ring was discovered in the crash field in 1984, which was returned to his daughter
Anne.
A German preacher spoke and quoted from Psalm 103, vs 15-16* and Romans 5,
v 1 and and after the Lords Prayer the Germans fired three salvoes in the air.
Psalm 103: As for man,, his days
y are like g
grass,,
he flourishes like a flower of the field;
the wind blows over it and it is gone,
and its place remembers it no more.
Romans 5, v 1: Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we
have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ
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‘Kriegsgefangener’ means, predictably, ‘War Prisoner’. Several hundred NCOs
removed from Zagan to make it an officers only prison (an Offlag) in June 1943.
The ‘Wooden Horse’ escape attempt had already taken place in late 1942 and
the ‘Great Escape’ took place in 1943. 72 officer PoWs escaped – 50 were
executed by the Gestapo, 3 had ‘home runs’ and the remaining 19 were
reimprisoned.
3,000 NCOs evacuated from Heydekrug, East Prussia (now Lithuania) in face of
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became grimmer than they had ever been. An arduous journey in blistering heat,
in cramped cattle trucks marked ‘40 chevals, 2 hommes’. Several deaths
occurred on this journey, with guards disinclined to lend any help.
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‘Cook’s Tour’ was the vernacular in the RAF for any posting overseas, usually
lasting a minimum of two years. Hank’s Cook’s Tour lasted over three years, with
the final leg home in April 1945. 27,000 PoWs were repatriated from Europe in
four weeks in April/May 1945. Flt Sgt Hank Hancock flew back home to hospital
treatment for kidney problems and phlebitis, weighing only six stones (84 pounds
or 42 kilos).
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The boy who went to ablutions at 6.25am … shot dead by the guard on duty in
the goon box
Crammed in triple bunk beds in leaking huts, bed boards and blankets were at a
premium (bed boards to shore up tunnels and blankets to make ‘civilian’ clothes
for escapers)
From Charles Hancock’s
Hancock s PoW log book:
Fallingbostel camp, March 1945 :
A Notice went up in Fallingbostel camp, marked PERSONAL:
“R. Layfield and D Thomas of Barrack C2/4 would like it known that on Saturday
evening March 24, their dog Nellie was killed and eaten by some persons
unknown. They would like to thank all those who had so kindly helped to feed her
during the last few weeks; no doubt the persons who ate her would like to add
their thanks”.
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The 60-seater communal latrine – a great place to peacefully converse, such as
“It will be all over by Christmas”. With 72 to a hut, with three tier bunks, silence
and quiet was longed-for. For that reason, three weeks in solitary confinement on
a ‘strict diet’ of bread and water in ‘the cooler’ was looked forward to as a luxury
by some. Solitary confinement punishment was given out for the most trivial of
misdemeanors, for instance for talking on Appel parade (the twice daily tedious
roll call and count – out doors, in all weathers). The Appel parades took over half
an hour – much longer if the counting didn’t tally - sometimes taking place in
freezing temperatures of minus 25 degrees – or in heatwaves of 80 degrees plus.
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The Barbed Wire University allowed prisoners to study and take ‘external’
professional examinations, which were sent back to Britain for marking by the
International Red Cross. Conditions for studying, and taking examinations, were
sometimes testing, especially in winter with temperatures below freezing point
making it difficult to hold a pen.
Activities in the German prison camps will make another presentation in its own
right.
right

By April 1945, the prisoners had been subjected to forced marches, starvation,
sickness and, in some cases, death. They also suffered from body lice, making
an outbreak of typhus a serious possibility.
On 7 April 1945, 12,000 prisoners were turned out of Fallingbostel under armed
guard, to march (within their limitations) in a north easterly direction. Each had
an issue of a loaf of bread and a kilogram of margarine. These were dangerous
times for a large body of men. Allied airmen, who now ruled the German skies,
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back on the grounds that they were blocking German transport routes. Others
had to continue. No-one seemed to know where they were going, other than in a
northerly direction, towards the North Sea/Baltic coast. Rumour had it that Hitler
was planning to put them on ships, holding them to ransom and to be scuppered
if necessary. 60 allied airmen were killed in error by attacking allied Typhoons
under the impression that they were a column of German troops. So near to
safety and their families at home.
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But for Poland, for whom we declared war on 3 September 1939, after the
German invasion of 1 September, a new chapter of suffering and supression was
just beginning – allegedly far worse than anything imposed by the Germans. This
supression was to last another forty years - until the Solidarity movement finally
led to the withdrawal of the Soviets and Poland became a member of the
European Community, finally giving the Polish people the freedom they had
lacked for over sixty years.

The graves were marked with black crosses, later replaced by white crosses and
after that replaced by the current memorial stones from the Commonwealth War
Graves Commission
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Discovered on the internet in 2008!

41

Bartele J Merkus, a farmer living on the Zwemmer Canal, near the crash site,
who sheltered the RAF airman Hancock during the early hours of 28 February,
who was later subjected to German interrogation for three days
Sieds Douma, a farmer living near the Zwemmer Canal, 8 km away from the
crash site, who sheltered RAF airman Hancock, but was unable to help as he
himself was in hiding from the Occupiers
Alle Feddes van der Meulen, brother of Jacob, took the parachute out of the
alley and,
and with Harry Damstra,
Damstra hid itit. Subjected to interrogation for three days
days.
Jacob van der Meulen, brother of Alle Feddes. Subjected to interrogation for
three days.
Harry Damstra, who was at the time at home, but was also hiding from the
Germans. Harry kept hold of the parachute
Teake Damstra, Siebren Dijkstra and Pieter Smits, Members of the Dutch
Resistance
Pieter Bloemsma, the owner the field where the Whitley crashed, one kilometre
south of Driezum
Jan van der Zwaag, a friend of Alle Fedde’s, who helped hide the parachute
Veldwachter (police constable) Pieter Dijkstra was a good patriot, but he had
no option but to take measures to help the local community live as best they
could under the imposed laws of the Occupation
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Finally, 40 years later, in 1982. Charles ‘Hank’ Hancock visits Dreisum with his
wife Myrtle, aged 69 years old.
From left to right, Ebele Dykstra, Tryntje Zwart Dykstra, Siebren Dykstra, Myrtle
Hancock, Charles Hancock, Dieuwke Merkus de Boer and Bartele Merkus.
Charles Hancock never spoke about what happened to him on the night of 27
February 1942 and the days that followed.
On 1 May 1985, aged 71 years old, he died in his sleep, having endured a
serious stroke just eighteen months following his visit to Driezum.
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