A Plane Falls in Barendrecht
By Hans Ondorwater
Translated by Michael van den Broek

“Wait. Let’s see what is going on,” said Staff Sgt. Darrell Waas. He stared
curiously at the British farmer who was using two ferrets to catch rabbits. This form of
hunting was illegal in the USA. The ferrets, one shiny black and the other light brown
with black stripes around its head, were beautiful. Together with his friends, Staff Sgt.
Leo Coyle, Jr.; Staff Sgt. Raymond G. Theisen, and Sgt. Okla Elmer Edgell, Staff Sgt.
Waas watched the farmer try to hunt his meal with the ferrets.

The four Americans were on their way back from three day’s leave in London.
The four had traveled from Bungay to London and back by train. The sky was quickly
turning dark. The group, after speaking with the farmer, hurried back to their barracks.

Once they arrived in the barracks, the group hurried to the announcement board in
the hallway. They looked at a large piece of paper with the words “Flight Schedule.”
Next to their names they saw, “Bombing Germany.” The next day would be the four
Americans’ turn.

Before a mission to Germany, most went to bed early. But the men went to visit
Sgt. Dan Stockwell first. A few days earlier, Stockwell had been injured on a bombing
mission to Germany and was in the Bungay hospital. Like many before him, Stockwell
had attempted to finish his required number of missions as early as possible so that he
could return to the States.

The group was looking for a gunner to take on their mission, since Stockwell had
been injured on his last mission he couldn’t join the group. It was not hard to find a
replacement gunner because everyone was anxious to go home early. They decided to

take a gunner from another crew for the next day’s mission.

Meanwhile, it was business as usual in the town of Barendrecht. After five years
of war, the people were accustomed to the gray, dark uniforms. Flowers grew in

beautiful colors --- the dark, gray uniforms did not influence spring.



The Allied forces had penetrated far into Holland. Brabant, Zeeland, and Limburg were
free. The Polish troops were pulling north through the Achterhoek. The Germans were
in power only in the west. In different places in Barendrecht, it was apparent the
Germans were still willing to fight. Despite the knowledge their regime had seen its best
period, the Germans still maintained reinforcements and acquired supplies from where

they could.

At 2:30 AM in Bungay, the pilots and their crew woke up. In the darkness,
Edgell saw the time on a watch he had borrowed from Lt. Beebe. This was the normal
time a crew started when there was a mission over Germany.

The weather outside was humid and foggy; typical British weather. On Darrell
Waas’s call, the crew took their bicycles, which they had purchased in Norwich a few
weeks earlier, to the building where the crew would be briefed. After the briefing, they
ate breakfast. As they ate, they talked of their chances, and which gunners would be on
their sortie.

Sgt. Normand Durette was called on near 5:00 AM by the guards. They told Sgt.
Durette he would have an extra sortie. Durette wasn’t going to complain. If he reached
the magic number of 30 sorties above enemy territory, he would receive a ticket back to
the US.

Durette washed himself while the crew of the B-24 Liberator 42-94941 put on
their flight suits. Waas suggested they leave their dogtags behind. The rest of the flight
crew refused and Waas, who was the only one to leave his behind, placed the tags on the
edge of the closet. Fully dressed and armed, the crew stepped into the trucks that would
take them to their aircraft.

When they arrived at the B-24 ‘Pin Up Girl,” the pilot, Lt. Robert Lajoie, noticed
his promised gunner wasn’t there. The truck driver told Lajoie another truck would bring
the spare gunner. While the engines of the aircraft were warming up, the next truck
arrived with the promised gunner. Durette, the gunner, left the truck and stepped into the
aircraft. Through the intercom, Durette checked in with his aircraft commander.
Although Lajoie felt that his crew was incomplete, he had to continue with the mission’s

starting procedures.



Once in the aircraft the crew received their different tasks. The situation was
disorderly. Because Durette was the fuselage gunner, the original gunner, Raymond
Theisen, had to take the place of the ball gunner. Waas was the first engineer and dome
gunner for the sortie. Edgell took his spot in the small tail gunner place and was also
assigned the task of assisting Waas with the mechanics. Because the crew was missing
their nose gunner, left and right fuselage gunner, and a bomb aimer, the ‘Pin Up Girl’ had
to rely on other aircraft in the formation.

The high commander gave the Liberator a crew of eight instead of the normal
eleven. The commander, believing that the Germans had no more airworthy fighters, saw
no danger in having open slots. The commander believed the war was coming to an end.

When they cleared the aircraft for take off, the Liberators started their journey
over the North Sea with the engines roaring.

The day was April 5, 1945, and everything went wrong for the crew of the ‘Pin
Up Girl.” The aircraft was an older version of the Liberator. Most of the crew thought
the aircraft should have been phased out.

Once the plane was airborne, the crew found the radio compass wasn’t
functioning properly. The crew had reported the compass faulty during their last sortie.
Over the North Sea, the gunners ran their tests and found one of the tail guns and one side
of the fuselage guns were jamming after some short bursts of fire. In his small space,
Edgell tried to repair his .50 but he met with little success.

Through the intercom, Edgell tried to contact other crew members but found the
intercom worked only intermittently. From the broken conversation he held with the

pilot, Edgell realized the plane had limited navigation equipment.

Meanwhile, at the headquarters in England, it had been decided that the current
weather conditions made attacking Germany impossible. The crews were given the order
to retreat and lose their bomb over the North Sea. By ridding their bombs, the aircraft
would reduce the risk of accident.

In a huge turn over the North Sea, Lajoie tried to return to England. During this
turn, the ‘Pin Up Girl’s’ crew flew over the occupied western portion of Holland. Lajoie

and Beebe noticed two of their engines were not giving enough thrust to maintain



altitude. The pilot followed the formation of B17s that were flying to the west. This
maneuver helped to protect the aircraft. But the ‘Pin Up Girl’ lost her power and was
unable to keep up with the other bombers. All alone, the Liberator carried on. Finally,
the ‘Pin Up Girl’ broke through the cloud deck at 1000 feet.

Flying southwest, the pilots could see Rotterdam and the farmland beyond. For a
moment, Edgell thought they were above England; all the ponds were from heavy
rainfall. But Edgell was quickly awakened from this hope by the unpleasant sounds of
triple A. There were stripes of fire shooting all over; big impacts were heard from the
fuselage. Holes appeared in the wings. The German triple A was shooting, and shooting
well.

Edgell heard through the intercom the plane was heavily damaged. A fire had
started in the bomb bay. Edgell and Durette’s way to the front had been cut off. From
his gunner position, Edgell could see the Germans shooting at the B-24. Edgell could see
the Germans’ triple A position between civilian homes. Edgell, however, was afraid to
return fire for fear of hitting innocent people. The Germans had covered their other
position in farmland so well that it looked as if the shots were coming out of the ground.

Edgell decided to fire his gun and Lajoie pulled up on the nose of the burning
B24. All the impacts from the gun hit in front of the Germans, into the soft ground.
Lajoie and Beebe desperately tried to control the aircraft. From his position, Edgell
clearly saw that the aircraft’s tail had been hit by the Germans’ fire. Durette also saw that
there was not much hope left. Lajoie, through the intermittently working intercom, gave

the command to bailout.

While Edgell tried to get out of his small gunner position, he saw Darrell Waas
Jumping out of the aircraft. He saw Darrell's chute wrap around the left tail rudder.
Darrell spun around helplessly. Suddenly, the chute ripped and Darrell went down. As
Edgell picked up a chute, he realized that it had been taken apart by bullets; it was
unusable.

A huge impact threw Edgell through the aircraft like a ball. When he tried to get
up, Edgell felt another force throw him back. A heavy pain in his chest made him dizzy.

Edgell immediately realized he was trapped inside the aircraft. Edgell, crawling on hands



and knees, saw that Durette had left the aircraft through the escape hatch. Edgell made
his way to the front of the aircraft where spare chutes were located. The thick smoke,
however, stopped him from getting to the front. He decided to return to his tail position.

Suddenly, another big blow shook the aircraft. Edgell saw the fire coming his
way and realized that he would not safely leave the aircraft. (In 1981 during his visit to
Barendrecht, Edgell learned that the last blow was from Lajoie, whose body hit the tail
while jumping out of the aircraft.) Edgell knew that there was still a pilot in the aircraft,
however, since the Liberator was not diving. Later, he realized that Beebe stayed with
the aircraft to attempt to make a normal emergency landing. Meanwhile, Edgell
assumed the crash position and prepared for the worst. In a letter dated June 6, 1978, he
recalled:

They say that during those moments your whole life flashes by. This is true. I

wasn’t scared, actually I felt lonely. In that loneliness I saw my parents, friends

and moments from the past flash by like a movie. I was playing with friends. I

saw myself graduating high school and wondered why I did it in three years and

not the normal four. I felt great anger when I figured out that the Germans were
still shooting at the aircraft, while flying at 100 feet above the ground. Then I felt

a great pain in my side and my leg was getting warm and moist. Then I saw the

flesh of my leg coming out of my flying suit. This meant dying.

Then Edgell felt a big shock that threw him around the aircraft again. Everything
around him was spinning. Through a huge hole in the aircraft, Edgell was thrown out.
He hit the ground with so much force that he blacked out. When he regained
consciousness he saw bright colors and heard the sound of flames. For the first time in
his life, Edgell saw the flowers people used to talk about. “I never knew that this was my
way of seeing the tulips,” he remembered in a later letter.

It became clear to Okla Edgell that he had survived the crash. His neck hurt and
his head was resting on something very hard. It seemed that the tail wheel had come off
during the crash and Edgell was using it as a cushion. Above the growing tulips he saw
flames.

Okla Edgell was in occupied Holland. Some ten meters next to Edgell was
Beebe. The heroic second pilot was wounded and lying on the ground. Before he

crawled to Beebe, Edgell looked to where the aircraft had landed. It had crashed close to
a big house called ‘villa Blijdorp.” The aircraft was flat on its belly in the tulip field, half



buried in the ground. In several places there were holes in the fuselage. The middle of
‘Pin Up Girl’ was black from the flames.

While he crawled toward Beebe, Edgell could see that the Germans were forming
a ring around the site of the crash. Beebe, heavily bleeding, was sitting close to the tail of
the aircraft. Edgell tried to cheer the pilot up by saying, “You better start practicing
landings, because this was ugly.” Beebe smiled and told Edgell that Hill had also
survived the crash. Hill was on the opposite side of the Liberator at the nose section.
Edgell asked Beebe if the owner of the tulip field would be upset because of the damage
to the field.

Beebe then said that Lajoie, Waas and Coyle probably jumped. (Leo Coyle was
thrown out of the aircraft during the crash. His leg was amputated instantly. He died in a
ditch close to Blijdorp.) Edgell said he had seen Theisen’s dead body in the fuselage.
They didn’t know where Durette was, but they would later see him in the Zuider hospital.

K. Groeneweg, town clerk at the Dorpstraat municipal hall, was behind the desk
when he heard the triple A’s loud bang. Later, a large bomber aircraft screamed low over
Barendrecht. Groeneweg hurried to the municipal hall’s watch post. From there, he

witnessed the aircraft crash in the farmland close to Villa Blijdorp on the Voordijk.

Sgt. Hogenbirk, a member of the constabulary, saw the Liberator crash. He and
Sgt van der Lubbe quickly bicycled to the site of the crash. A big cloud of black smoke
was forming. Large pieces of the wreckage were everywhere. The fuselage was still
burning. Around the wreck, there was a ring of German soldiers. They were. preventing
the police from accessing the site.

Ammunition and bombs were scattered around the farmland. Hogebirk saw
clearly the bodies of the crew around the wreck. He shivered. A German officer forbade
Hogebirk to help or check the condition of the crew. “Zu gefarlich,” the German says.

It was a while before the aircraft’s crew was taken away.



After he jumped from the burning Liberator, Durette fell over the polder land.
While hanging on his chute, Durette saw one of the engines come off the Liberator.
Shortly, the aircraft made impact with the wet ground. A second later, Durette hit the
ground and was pulled 25 meters by his chute. For a few moments, he sat motionless.
He then loosened the chute and thought that, perhaps, he had landed in England. When
he saw a black car with gray uniformed guards approach, it soon became clear he was in
enemy territory.

Four Germans under the command of an officer walked toward Durette with their
guns trained on him. The soldier commanded Durette to place his hands on his neck and
approach slowly. Durette complied. The soldiers escorted Sgt Durette to the car. Durette
was ordered to the side screen of the car; he-was not allowed to sit inside the car. While
he stood with his hands at his neck, the soldiers drove to Barendrecht. Hill, Edgell and

Beebe were unaware of Durette’s situation.

Edgell attempted to carry Beebe away from the wreck. He was too weakened by
his wounds and any movement made him cry out for help. Edgell decided to approach
the Germans for assistance. Okla tried to get up and walk towards the Germans. He also
signaled with his hands for the soldiers to come near. Finally, one of the soldiers
approached Edgell. The soldier signaled Edgell to hand over his weapon. The American
carefully took off his gun and handed it to the German. The soldier attempted
unsuccessfully to safe the weapon.

Edgell, unthinkingly, tried to help the soldier and stuck his hand toward the
Browning (gun). The German jumped back, as if stung by a wasp. Edgell shook his
head and, as friendly as possible, handed the German some cigarettes. The soldier
shouted something to his friends. More of the Germans come closer. They approach the
aircraft in small groups after speaking amongst themselves. Carefully, the soldiers lifted

Beebe and carried him and Hill away from the wreck.

The three Americans were taken to the villa and put on the floor. Beebe, in great
pain, asked Edgell for a cigarette (but Edgell had given them earlier to the German). The

German soldier noticed and lit a cigarette. He leaned over and kneeled next to Beebe.



As he handed Beebe the cigarette, the soldier said, “Okay, okay.” Moments later, the
Germans brought in the bodies of Waas, Coyle and Theisen.

Later, a truck entered the villa’s yard.  The three survivors were put on to the
truck. Hill moaned at every bump in the road. He thought he might have broken his
back. Beebe said, “Take it easy, everything is going to be fine.” Later, Beebe passed

out.

Soon, night fell in Barendrecht. K. Groeneweg received an order from mayor
Brunsveld to take the three bodies away from Blijdorp. Groeneweg had to be sure the
bodies received a proper burial at the Algemene Begraafplaats. Groeneweg was annoyed
by the treatment of the dead by the Germans. They traveled from Voordijk to the first
Barendrechtswewg. Luckily, the Germans had stayed behind. At the graveyard,
gravedigger H. Vonk and undertaker P. de Vries were present to help with the burial.
The three bodies were carried to the graveyard chapel by stretcher. The men left and
retrieved the body of Robert Lajoie on the Middeldijk. (Lt. Lajoie, the Liberator’s pilot,
had attempted to jump from the aircraft but because of low altitude, the chute did not
have enough time to open.) The four dead bodies were then laid side by side in the
chapel.

The next morning, a German officer with the help of Groeneweg attempted to
identify the bodies. Three of the American bodies had their dog tags. They were Robert
W. Lajoie, T43-44, 0-830622; Leo R. Coyle, T43-44, 3132137; and Raymond G.
Theisen, T43-44, 37357305. It wasn’t until 1978 that it was discovered the fourth body
was Darrell Waas. He had been buried as an unknown pilot, with a note saying that he
belonged to the same crew as the others.

The funeral took place on Saturday, April 7, 1945. Peters, a German army
preacher, led the funeral service. The ortskommandant and twelve others attended the
ceremony. The ortskommandant promised to get a priest by the following Monday, but
that never happened. The four men rested in Barendrecht until February 1946 when a

group of American soldiers transported them to Margrat.



The truck carrying the survivors arrived at the Zuider hospital. They were
separated from each other and taken to doctors. It would take until 1978 before Edgell

heard from Barendrecht that Beebe lives in Westford, Massachusetts.

In the hospital, German doctors examined Edgell. During the examination, a
young German officer entered the room. He started screaming at Edgell. Edgell only
stared at the soldier, who drew his gun and started to beat him. As the German attempted
to hit Edgell again, an older German officer entered the room. He started yelling at the
younger officer. The young soldier’s face turned red, and, after the Hitler greeting, he
left the room. The elderly man began talking to Edgell and said in perfect English, “I am
so sorry, but this man is of the SS.” After that incident, Edgell was treated perfectly.

The Germans put Edgell in a room with three wounded Germans. One of them
had a bayonet wound in the chest and a broken jaw. It was clear this wound had been
inflicted with the butt of a gun. The wounded man told Edgell that he was wounded
during a battle with Canadians in Brabant. Nearly every day, a certain wounded German
came to Edgell's room to speak with him. The man spoke fluent English and continually
reminded others that he was Austrian, not German. The man told Edgell he was
wounded while launching V-1’s in the Haagse forest. The Austrian showed Edgell the
burn marks all over his body. He also told Edgell that he hoped for a quick American
victory. The Austrian hoped to move to America after the war ended.

Every day Edgell spent in the hospital was beneficial. The German doctors
removed a grenade shell from his hip. The doctor told Edgell he had never seen a man
with so much luck. As he spoke, the doctor pointed his clasped hands upward to show
where he believed the luck originated. The doctor told Edgell he would recover, but

continue to have pain in his hip for a long time.

On Friday, April 6, the Germans transported Durette from Barendrecht to
Rotterdam. After waiting half an hour in the hallway, Durette was called into a room
occupied by a German behind the desk. In French, the officer told Durette to sit down.
Durette complied. Another German officer in the room yelled at Durette for failing to

give a proper military greeting. Durette complied, once again. The officers commanded



Durette to empty his pockets and disrobe. One of the Germans took Durette’s belongings
that consisted of a watch, wallet, and survival pack.

The officers questioned Durette as to his mission’s target. Durette refused to
answer the question, but gave them his name, rank, and serial number. A German officer
told Durette several people from his crew had died and showed him Lajoie’s dog tags.
The officers told Durette he was extremely lucky, and that Lajoie crashed with an
unopened chute.

The Germans allowed Durette to put his clothes on, but didn’t give his personal
belongings back. They gave him a piece of dry bread, put him in a car and left
Rotterdam. Along the way there were some unplanned stops because of bombing alarms.
Durette noted with pleasure that the Germans were afraid of the Allied bombers.

Early the next morning they arrived in Utrecht. Durette was put in a locked cell.
The furnishings consisted of a sack of hay and a blanket. Russian prisoners served the
food. Durette later recalled the Russians to be very friendly and called him, “American
comrade.”

One day, a woman came to visit Durette. She claimed to be from the Red Cross.
She talked to Durette and gave him a cigarette. When the woman began to question
Durette about his family, he pretended to not understand.

One morning, Durette was outside ‘ventilating.” He overheard someone whistling
an American tune. He discovered that an Allied friend occupied two cells down. The
man was an Australian Spitfire pilot who had been shot down over Holland. The
Australian, “Mac,” had been in prison for some time. One day while they strolled in the
garden, Mac mentioned an American general who was in their prison, too. Durette never
saw the general.

Durette and Mac were eventually transported to Aalsmeer. They were put into a
monastery in rooms with Canadians and Americans. The Canadians were tank soldiers
from the Queens Own Riflemen. The men were always planning an escape. The food in
the monastery was poor and there was very little water. They figured that they were near
the front lines because they could hear Spitfires and artillery every day.

April 15, 1945, while Durette was already at Aalsmeer, a German doctor entered

Edgell’s room. The doctor told Edgell to get out of bed and exercise regularly. The
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Austrian patient helped Edgell with his hallway walking. One morning, the Austrian
offered to help Edgell shave. Edgell did not want the man to shave him. He kept the
Austrian at bay for a few days, but eventually the Austrian gained his permission. The
Austrian smiled his approval, and said to Edgell, “I will not cut your throat!” Years later,
Edgell could still feel the blade against his neck. In a letter to the writer, Edgell wrote,
“Would you let an enemy soldier shave you with a straight razor?”

Every day, Edgell secretly ate candy as well as the wrappers. At his arrest, the
soldiers had searched Edgell but did not find the candy hidden in the electrically heated
pilot pants. Edgell feared that one of the other prisoners would steal some of his candy.

In late April, the Austrian approached Edgell. The man told Edgell that he would
be soon transported to prisoners’ camp. As a good-bye present, the Austrian gave Edgell
a plate of cranberries.

As night fell, two Germans entered Edgell’s room and forced him to accompany
them. Edgell was escorted to a parked car, a Studebaker. Edgell was then transported to
a prison on the Noordsingel in Rotterdam, where he spent two nights.

The food at the prison was poor. Edgell got a piece of bread and a dried piece of
moldy cheese. Early in the evening, the soldiers took Edgell to a police station—
probably at the Haagse Veer. After a while, the car stopped and two soldiers took a man
outside who was covered with blood. The men threw the prisoner against the car and
cuffed him to the hood ornament. (Note: the text is not clear here but apparently the
prisoner is cuffed to a hood ornament with his feet on the sidesteps of the car). The
driver looked at Edgell and said, “Terrorist.” It was a cold night as they drove through a
light snow to Rotterdam. As he looked at the sunset, Edgell realized they were driving
northwest.

Every few miles the car stopped to fill the wood stove. The car stopped just
before they reached the Hague. The Germans approached the man on the hood. He
appeared to be unconscious. The Germans threw the man on the street, then into the car.
The prisoner was lying between the front and back seats as the soldiers got into the car.
They put their feet on the man. As he started to drive, the chauffeur again said,

“Terrorist.”
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Once the car arrived in the Hague, they turned toward the sea headed eastward.
The prisoner was dropped of at the Oranje Hotel. The car continually stopped to hide
under trees, away from possible Allied fighters.

They started to slow down when night fell. The car crawled through the Zuid-
Hollands land with its lights off. The German soldier seated next to Edgell said, “They
[the resistance] know we’ve got you in the car.” It was midnight when the car arrived at
its final destination of Aalsmeer.

The monastery became Edgell’s new prison. Norman Durette was also a prisoner
here. In the beginning, Norman and Okla did not see each other. Again, the Germans
searched Edgell. The soldiers took his watch that had been borrowed from Beebe.

Edgell was then moved into a cell occupied by five other Americans. The cell had three
double beds. The building was surrounded by a high barbed wire fence, and a five meter
wide dead zone. Escaping would prove to be difficult.

The five other Americans were the crew of a B-17 flying fortress that had crashed
near Rotterdam on the same day as the B-24. Most likely, the aircrafts had been on the
same mission.

During the last week of Edgell’s imprisonment, an RAF gunner joined them. The
gunner had been captured on the night of April 5 in Rotterdam.

One crewmember of the B-17 told Edgell that shortly after the crash, the Germans
had driven him to a village south of Rotterdam. The Germans showed him four graves.
The man showed Edgell a piece of paper containing three names: Lt. Robert W. Lajoie,
Sgt. Leo Coyle, Sgt. Raymond Theisen, and an unknown. He could only guess that the
unknown was Waas; no one in Barendrecht knew this information. Finally, Edgell knew
what had happened to his buddies.

The interpreter at the prison was a Dutch prisoner. According to Edgell, in 1978,
the interpreter’s name was Sgt. Burk or Burg. On the first day, Edgell heard that his
friend was in the same monastery in Aalsmeer. The Germans told Edgell that S gt.
Durette escaped with an Australian soldier. In his letter to the writer, Edgell recalled,
“Normand escaped with an Aussie. According to the rumors he was kept with the

Aalsmeer resistance. I thank God that the Jerries never knew this.”
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Life in the camp was the same every day. Roll calls were in the morning and
evening. Dinner consisted to a piece of bread, a potato, and a piece of cheese. After
dinner, the prisoners were allowed to walk through the garden. In the garden the
prisoners would find secreted letters from the resistance. It was through the notes that the
Germans were kept informed of the war’s latest developments. (L.e., the German soldiers
got information from the prisoners, who got information from the notes). The prisoners
had a great deal of respect for the Germans soldiers, and their German shepherd dogs.
The rest of the day was spent playing cards with two Americans, Sgt. Burk/burg and a
Canadian cavalry officer.

Durette had been transferred to Amersfoort and then taken by bus to Aalsmeer.
Durette, as an air force soldier, could tell that the Allies almost had total air power. As he
entered the monastery, Durette’s mind was full of escape plans.

Most of the monastery’s guards were Russian soldiers who had joined the German
military for survival. The Russians weren’t the worst guards; some of them tried to win
the confidence of the prisoners. The guards told the prisoners they would look the other
way in the event of an escape attempt. One guard even handed his gun to Durette who
gave it back immediately.

Among the German guards there was one who Durette liked. The guard’s name
was Franz. He was an older, embittered man from Hamburg who lost his whole family
during an Allied bombing on their city. The man from Hamburg also spoke French. He
liked to hear Durette talk about America. Sometimes, Franz brought cigarettes or extra
food for Durette and Mac.

Often, there were groups of Dutch people standing in front of the monastery.
Durette took the electrical wiring out of his flying suit and made it into a rope. He would
lower the rope through his cell window. The Aalsmeerders would put food, tobacco, or
pieces of paper on the rope. This was the way the prisoners kept informed of the latest
news about the Allies.

April 26: It had been 21 days since Durette’s crash in Barendrecht. That day,
Durette and Mac were sitting in their cell. Mac asked Durette how he felt about escaping.

Sgt. Durette had been waiting for that moment. Mac introduced Durette to an American
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pilot. Lt. Robinette, captain of a shot down B-17 flying fortress, had worked out an
escape plan. The three men decided to use Robinette’s plan for escape.

Durette and Mac locked themselves in the bathroom on the second floor. After a
few minutes they left the bathroom and started a fight in the hallway. None of the
German guards came. The men decided to enter the door next to the bathroom. This
room was empty, but contained a window just above the roof of the chapel. At 1:00 am,
Durette’s birthday, the three men escaped.

The men went through the window and crawled under the barbed wire. The
escape went smoothly. Half an hour after later, the men stood in an open field. They
looked for a hiding place for the rest of the night.

When the sun rose, the men found a green house. As the men entered it to hide,
they noticed a young girl watching. The men feared their escape was at an end.

A few moments later, the young girl returned with her mother, Madam
Griekspoor. The woman and her other daughter, Trudy, told the men to follow them to
the women’s house. Once at the house, Madam Griekspoor left but returned later with
some men from the resistance.

That night, the resistance took the three escapees to a safe hiding place. Durette
was taken to Jan Jongkinds house where he spent the first 24 hours in a closet. Durette
stayed at Jongkinds’s house until the end of the war. It wasn’t until he traveled to

Belgium that Durette saw Edgell, Beebe, and Hill again.

For Edgell, his last days as a prisoner passed slowly. From his cell, Edgell saw
the Allied troops dropping food from bombers over the happy crowds. Edgell heard from
the resistance that Canadian troops were going to free the prisoners. After he was freed,
Edgell ran into the street; he traded his flight jacket for a thick, warm tank suit.

The Canadian commander took charge of the German soldiers and forced them to
strip. Two girls from the monastery’s kitchen, because of their collaboration with the
Germans, were shaved by some of the townspeople. It annoyed some soldiers that the
girls were forced to show their lower bodies to the crowd. The ‘conventuals’ were taken

south by car.
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The streets overflowed with people. There was dancing; flags were waving. A
beautiful young woman attempted to dance with Edgell. He had to turn the girl down
because his wounds were too painful. The girl turned her back to Edgell as if she was
offended.

Edgell traveled with Burk/Burg to his parents’ house.

VE Day, May 7: Edgell had arrived in Brussels. While he was in Brussels Edgell
wrote a request to recommend Lt. Beebe for a medal because of his brave attempt to
rescue the crew and plane at Barendrecht. Edgell was convinced he would have died that
day if it hadn’t been for Beebe’s heroism. Later, Beebe received the Distinguished
Flying Cross.

In Brussels, Edgell met Durette who had returned from his captivity in Holland.
The men traveled together to Camp Lucky Strike, a POW Collection Center. The Camp
was where the Americans were transported back to America on the Queen Elizabeth.

June 9, 1945: Edgell and Durette arrived in New York after their involuntary stay

in Barendrecht.

Diary fragment from Hans Berkman:

I forgot to mention, that last Friday a heavy four engine American Bomber has crashed
here. It flew by really low for a while. Lower and Lower. Last time he was coming
from the direction of the Oude Maas. A few of them tried to jump out with their
parachute, but some died doing that. When it came over the Voordijk, it touched the top
of the trees, took a piece of the roof of Beverlander’s farm and hit the ground. On the
ground it started to burn more. You could call it a successful crash landing. The pilot
had done a great job. He kept flying the plane till the end, hereby saving people living in
the Voordijk and his crew. I just was at P.f.d.L., not far from the place where it crashed.
Directly to the site by bike, making sure I was one of the first. We didn’t get that close
because the Germans kept us at a large distance. It was at Blijdorp. The polder looked
like a lost works. The sky was filled with smoke. In the meanwhile rain kept falling
from the sky. The Germans were very close to the site, but made no effort to help the
crew. It was expected that the crew would die, if they hadn’t already. The spectator
group became larger and larger. I walked together with some friends into the polder.
Kuik, a fresh policeman, didn’t agree with that. He took out his gun, with an heroic
gesture, to scare us away. At that time there was a big bang. The burning pieces flew
sky-high. We immediately turned back. With Kuik behind, pretending to escort us. The
bang destroyed many windows from houses nearby, Opoe’s got smashed against the wall
by the pressure. Even at the tram station the window were blown out.

Later it seemed, that there were some survivors from the crash. They crawled behind the
plane. There they hid and saved themselves against the flames. There are still five
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survivors from the crashed crew. The survivors were taken prisoner and transported to
the house of the notary. There also was a crash at Rhoon and they also took those
prisoners to the same place. At night it was very busy in the village. Everyone came out
to laugh and wave at our Allies. Our liberator right away were the bi ggest friends with
the Barendrecht people. They were also in touch with the people, because they got all the
information about the war by notes. A few days later they were transported to
Amersfoort. I was at Evertse when I saw them come in by in a bus. We gave them the
V-sign and they immediately returned it. That became a habit. In the meanwhile the
crashed Liberator was being torn apart for souvenirs by the kids of Barendrecht.

Thirty six years later...

April 18, 1981: A NLM Fokker F-28 Fellowship landed at Zestienhoven airport.
Among the passengers were Okla Elmer Edgell and his wife, Louise. They were the
guests of Barendrecht for following three weeks. That same Saturday, Hans Onderwater
and Elmer Edgell drove to the Voordijk in Barendrecht. Edgell returned to the place
where, thirty-six years before, he had waited in great pain for German soldiers to take
him prisoner in Aalsmeer.

Jan van Nielson waited for Edgell at villa Blijdorp. In his hand, van Nielson held
a compass that came from one of the crew survival packs.

Tuesday, April 21: Edgell, Louise, Hans, and photographer Peter Groeneveld
visited the Karmelieten monastery in Aalsmeer where Edgell and 200 others had waited
for rescue. Edgell walked to the kitchen where sometimes he was given a cold, boiled
potato. He walked on to the small room where the prisoners used to play games and the
attic where a few Russian prisoners were kept.

The next day, Edgell traveled to the Zuiderzee hospital where he, Hill, and Beebe
were treated for their wounds after release from the prison. Beebe, because of his
extensive wounds, had stayed at the hospital until the end of the war.

Thursday, April 23: Edgell was officially invited by the municipality of
Barendrecht. Among the other invitees was Col. Elmer Naber, U.S. Army ambassador
representative from the Hague. The local mayor, Den Otter, said to Edgell, “For us you
were the living proof that liberation was getting closer and closer. Even though you were

a prisoner, it gave us hope. For that we are grateful.” Edgell replied, “We got comfort

from the fact that so many people showed up in front of the house where the Germans
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kept us. They waived at us and gave the V-sign. It was communication without talking,
but we understood each other.”

Soon, the four fallen were called upon. After, Edgell received a crystal cup with
the engraving, “April 5, 1945-Barendrecht-April 23, 1981.” In addition to the cup,
Edgell received more gifts. In the name of the crew of the ‘Pin Up Girl,” Edgell gave a
photo collage to the city of Barendrecht. The photo was of the eight crewmembers under
the aircraft’s big wing. Included in the photo were the four crewmembers that survived.
Later that night, the collage was placed in the municipal hall.

Monday, April 27: This day was the highlight of ‘Edgell’s return.” More than
sixty people gathered in the municipal hall; people who had seen his plane crash those
thirty-six years before. After a warm welcome, everyone spoke with Edgell. Many of
the people had brought the pieces of the Liberator they had stolen from the crashed plane.
When the meeting concluded, the table was filled with plane parts: an A-5 Pilot Director
Indicator, two bullets, a first aid kit, a helmet, an aiming device for the gun, a transducer,
a piece of the .50 gun, a compass, an Air Speed Indicator, a piece of hardened glass, a
piece of a chute, a flight plan, an aluminum ashtray, a model of a G-1 made from a piece
of the Liberator’s propeller, a piece of oxygen hose, a silver dime wrapped in plastic, a
pilot cap, a pair of shoes, a D-ring, a piece of tail reading “4941,” a rosary, and an oxygen
tank.

For thirty-six years, the people of Barendrecht kept their souvenirs. On this day,
they returned them to Edgell. Edgell promised to divide everything among the families
of the crew. The most amazing piece from the wreckage is the Dynamotor DM-8-R that
was in perfect condition. Edgell decided to keep that piece for himself. Considering that
Edgell had become an electrician, it was the obvious choice.

Later that evening, Edgell spoke with a man from Barendrecht whose son died as
a Gloster Meteor pilot in a crash at Leeuwarden. For a while, the man talked about his
son who had received his pilot training at Lackland Air Force Base where Edgell flew out
of, too. The man asked Edgell if he would visit later. Other guests at the party were two
individuals from Brabant, Toon Mutsaars and Rudi Mertens. The men had written their
names on Edgell’s handkerchief in 1945. That day, they finally met again; it was an

emotional visit.
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Tuesday, April 28: Edgell and his wife, Louise, drove to Margraten where Darrell
Waas was buried. Edgell stood in front of his friend’s grave with a handful of carnations.
He remember the last time he had seen Waas, just before take off from Bungay. The
gravestone had been polished and the inscription was easily read. Edgell knelt down and
put the flowers on the grave. He stood, perfectly, at attention in front of his friend’s
grave and greeted him. Afterwards, Edgell and Louise took a quiet walk around the
cemetery. The first words Edgell spoke were in the car after they had left the cemetery.
“It has been a big day,” he said.

During the last week of his stay, Edgell visited the municipal hall again. There,
he stood on the steps while people applauded him.

May 4: Edgell put a garland from a florist in Barendrecht next to the monument
at the Dorps church. The red, white, and blue ribbons on the garland read, “Robert, Leo,
Darrell, we will remember you.”

Edgell concluded his visit to Barendrecht with a trip to the prison at the
Noordsingel in Rotterdam. The Barendrecht municipal arranged the permission for the
visit.

May 7: Edgell was the guest of Col. Done Delauter, commander of the 32"
Fighter Squadron at Camp New Amsterdam. Edgell walked around the light blue F15
Eagle that the squadron flew. He said, “This is some plane, you guys surely do not need
a tail-end Charley.”

May 8: Edgell and Louise departed for Zestienhoven. The second landing was
over for Sgt. Okla Elmer Edgell. He took his memories home to Vancouver,

Washington.

Picture on page 270: Normand Durette was added to this crew because Stockwell was
wounded in a prior mission, and Mclntire was sick.

Picture on page 274: Jan Berkman succeeded in stealing parts of the flight plan from the
wreck. Because of that, Edgell was able to once more live through the last flight of their
Liberator.

Picture on page 168: Early morning of April 1945, B24H, 42-4941 ‘Pin Up Girl’ took off
from Bungay to bomb Bayreuth. The mission would end early above Barendrecht.
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Picture on page 295: During his official visit to the Barendrecht municipal hall, Edgell
offered this collage to the Barendrecht people. Left, Elmer Edgell, right, local mayor N.
den Otter.
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