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Chapter One 

 

'Quite please!' boomed the chairman of the meeting, 'Mister Finnegan has as much 

right to state his case as you have to state yours. The protests died down into half spoken 

grumbles of discontent. 'Mister Finnegan, the floor is yours. But do try to make your point 

quickly.' 

I stood up and looked around at the faces of those assembled in the hall. After 

thanking the chairman for his patience in allowing me to speak I began my argument, 'As 

the eldest resident of Wovefirth I feel that it is my duty to tell the rest of you something of 

the village's history. Wovefirth does not, as you know, stand near any natural water supply 

as most villages of this type do. Nor was it built to supply workers for some form of 

industry.' 

'Get on with it!' yelled a voice from the rear of the hall. The rest of the hall mumbled 

agreement to the interruption. 

'Please,' implored the chairman, 'let him have his say. But please try to get to the 

point, Mister Finnegan.' 

'To keep things brief,' continued I, 'it is sufficient to say that Wovefirth evolved 

where it did for a specific reason. I will return to this reason a little later, if I may?  

'Although I am the eldest surviving resident of Wovefirth, I was not born here. I 

came to this area with my father in the spring of 1942, he was assigned to be commander 

of the P.O.W. camp in the neighbouring Gale Hoyt Valley. It was a post which suited him 



well, not least because he could take me with him. Since my mother's death from Polio in 

1938 I had become all that mattered to my father. Although I was only thirteen at the time, 

I sensed that my presence comforted him greatly. I often had to force myself not to appear 

dissatisfied with my isolated lifestyle, a prison camp was not the best place to make new 

friends. I lived for the occasional trip to Wovefirth, or the even rarer outings to Doncaster, 

Sheffield or Leeds. With the huge intake of prisoners towards the end of the war my father 

had less and less time to take me on these excursions. On the 6th. of December 1944 it 

had been almost five weeks since I'd last been out of the camp, and though I enjoyed 

reading, drawing and playing in the exercise yard when it was empty, I wanted more than 

anything to leave Camp 679 far behind. I wanted someone my own age to play with. My 

father entered my bedroom to wish me a good night's sleep, as he always did. I decided to 

ask him when we could leave Gale Hoyt. 

'"Well, Peter, it looks like the war will soon be over, and when it is we'll go on a long 

holiday together to wherever you want to go." 

'"But can't we go somewhere sooner, just for a day out?" 

'He thought for a moment, "I'll tell you what - I can't promise anything, mind - I'll try 

to get this coming Saturday off and we'll go into Wovefirth for the day. How does that grab 

you?" 

'"Great." 

'"I know that this isn't the greatest place to grow up in, but I'll make it up to you 

some day. Hopefully soon." 

'"No, I don't mind living here," I lied, "It's just that it'd be nice to get outside a little 

more and have..." 

'"More friends?" said my father completing the thought that I dare not say for fear of 

hurting him. "I promise you this, when this war's over we'll move somewhere where you'll 



have as many friends as you want. That's a promise."    'Just then there was a gentle 

knocking at the bedroom door. We both turned towards it. "Yes?" asked my father. The 

door was opened by Stephen Fulton, my father's second in command. Fulton was a good 

twelve years younger than my father and it was assumed that he would go far in military 

circles. Whereas my father would give the German prisoners a fair hearing and try, within 

his powers, to make their life at least bearable, Fulton treated them with contempt. Of the 

sixty prisoners held at the camp there cannot have been one of them who didn't have a 

deep rooted fear of Fulton. What the man lacked in experience he made up for in his 

statuesque build. I had heard rumours that his brother had been either captured or killed 

by the Nazis, but I was never able to confirm of deny the fact. If this were true, then it 

would certainly explain his hostility towards the sixty broken souls who were reluctant 

guests at Camp 679. 

'"Can I have a word with you, sir?" he asked. 

'"Of course. I'll see you in the morning, Peter. Good night." 

'With that, both Fulton and my father left my bedroom. A few moments later and 

their voices had vanished from earshot. However, elsewhere in the camp, a long forgotten 

part of Gale Hoyt Valley's history was beginning its foul re-emergence. 



Chapter Two 

 

'Really, Mister Finnegan!' interrupted the chairman. The purpose of this meeting is 

to discuss the current needs of the people of Wovefirth, and not to listen to superstitious 

hokum. If you've nothing of importance to add to this debate, I'll call the meeting to a 

close.' 

'Don't be an idiot!' I protested. 'The facts I am relating to you are of the utmost 

importance in this discussion. They explain the origins and purpose of Wovefirth, and 

more importantly, the reason why Gale Hoyt should be allowed to go unscarred by man.' 

'I'll give you a couple of minutes to state your case,' responded the chairman, 'and 

after that I'll consider the matter closed.'  The air filled with the contempt of the other 

attendees for a moment and then subsided. 

I took it upon myself to explain as quickly as possible the facts which pertain to 

Gale Hoyt: 'In the thousands - and for all I know, millions - of years that Gale Hoyt has 

existed there has only been two manmade structures built within the valley. The first was a 

large stone house built in 1895, the valley was an ideal place to build such a home. It was 

sheltered from the harsh Yorkshire elements on all sides and was within a few miles of 

Wovefirth. Lord Clayton was not one of the richest of the aristocracy, but his income was 

sufficient to finance the building and upkeep of the property. The only unfavourable thing 

to be brought to Lord Clayton's attention was a local piece of folklore which stated that no 

crops would grow within the valley. Lord Clayton was not a superstitious man and 

dismissed the tale as being total nonsense, after all, he argued, if nothing would grow how 

could it be explained that grass and trees grew throughout the valley? 

'It was in the autumn of 1898 that Lord Clayton perished in a terrible house fire 

which gutted totally his beloved mansion. As well as himself, a maid, a stable boy and two 



of his horses died that night. The carcass of the stone house was left to the mercy of the 

elements for over forty years. Then, in light of the urgent need for places to secure 

captures German soldiers, a decision was somehow arrived at that Lord Clayton's 

mansion would be patched up and used as the main offices of a new P.O.W. camp which 

was assigned the identification number 679. The construction of the camp was completed 

in 1942, and prisoners began to arrive shortly there after. A couple of months later my 

father and I arrived at the place. It was one of the smallest camps in the country, designed 

to hold forty prisoners, ten in each of the four barracks, but as I've already said this 

number was increased by another twenty which were squeezed in wherever possible.' 

'That,' commanded the chairman, 'is quite enough of this nonsense. I've given you 

more than enough chances to state your case and on each occasion you've given us no 

facts, merely half baked attempts at ghost stories.' 

'If I am to give good reason for my protest I must insist upon telling the entire story 

from the very start,' I protested. 'Besides which, I fail to see how you could claim to have 

had a debate when the sole counter argument is not allowed the time to be put forward. I 

not only ask for the opportunity to state my case, I demand it!' 

'Let him speak,' cried a voice to my left, 'with a bit of luck he'll hang himself.'  This 

was met with a roar of approval from the rest of the gathering. So great was their 

enthusiasm to allow me to make a complete fool of myself that it took several minutes for 

the hall to become quite enough for me to continue my narration. 'Where was I?  Oh yes...  

My father and Fulton had gone downstairs to the main office. Sound carried very well 

throughout the old stone house which doubled as both accommodation for the command 

staff and as a base of operations for the whole camp, so I could - with a little difficultly - 

overhear there conversation. "I hear that you had the prisoners stand for a two hour roll 

call during a storm the other day?" asked my father. 



'"It's no more than the bastards deserve, sir." 

'"Why can't you call me James when we're off duty?  Care for a drink?" 

'"Please. But I guess that's the difference between the two of us, isn't it?  You can 

switch off and I can't. I'm never 'off duty'. I feel as if I should be doing more to get this war 

over and done with." 

'"You can't do everything, Stephen. You're doing more than enough for the war 

effort right here, holding the prisoners." 

'"Yeah, but I want to do something heroic. Something that people will remember me 

for in a hundred years. Let's face it, I'm not going to do that in a P.O.W. camp in Yorkshire, 

am I?" 

'"Probably not, but my dad used to tell me that the greatest heroes are those that 

nobody knows about. Those that have been killed without anybody even knowing that they 

did something heroic, let alone knowing their name. But I'll agree with you on one thing, 

this is a God forsaken place that we've got ourselves billeted to."  My father's footsteps 

crossed over the room to the window which looked out onto the barren hillside of Gale 

Hoyt. "I just can't believe that anybody would want to build a house halfway down a bleak 

valley like this. What's the point of it?  Who the hell would want to live here of their own 

free will?  This is no place to be growing up in." 

'"I take it that Peter's been asking when you'll be leaving?" 

'"Yeah. Could you do me a favour and cover for me this weekend if I take Peter into 

town?" 

'"No problem, but why don't you see if you can get him somewhere to live in 

Wovefirth?  It'd be a good thing for him to live away from this place, and less of a worry for 

you. He could visit here at the weekends." 

'"I'll keep him here, he's all I've got left to keep me sane." 



'"Whatever. But things around here are going to get more hectic as the war goes 

on, they'll have to find somewhere to put the prisoners. I reckon they'll try to squeeze 

another couple of dozen in this place. If they do, we'll definitely need more guards, we're 

at breaking point already." 

'A few droplets of rain impacted against my bedroom window. "As if this place isn't 

dreary enough," bemoaned my father, "that we've got to put up with this damned awful 

weather as well."  Suddenly, from somewhere within the camp, there was a blast of harsh 

orange light. "Jesus Christ!" gasped my father, "What was that?" 



Chapter Three 

 

'At the very moment that the first explosion took place at the camp, seven miles 

away in Wovefirth a meeting was being held in this very hall that we're all sitting in right 

now,' I said continuing my story. 'Although nobody at the camp knew of the meeting at the 

time I feel that I should tell you of its purpose now rather than later. 

'This hall that we're in at the moment was less luxurious in 1944. There was no 

central heating, only a roaring open fire where those present gathered for warmth. The 

single glazed windows were taped up in case they should be shattered by a bomb of any 

kind. And these plastic chairs that everybody seems to find so uncomfortable replace hard 

wooden benches. In the hall were gathered about fifteen people from the village, about a 

sixth of the total population. These fifteen or so people were those who remembered the 

true purpose of Wovefirth, a purpose which had been passed down from one generation 

to the next. These were also the people who opposed the siting of the concentration camp 

in the valley, and it was their parents who begged Lord Clayton to build his ill fated 

mansion elsewhere. 

'The discussion in the hall on that night was, by all accounts, a lively one. Three 

points of view were argued by the assembled villagers. The first was that the builders of 

the camp were constantly warned of the dangers of Gale Hoyt throughout its construction; 

villagers had requested, ordered, pleaded and begged that the valley should be left well 

enough alone by human hands. They had been ignored, laughed at and pitied for their 

ancient belief. So why should they do any more to help those at the camp?  The argument 

against leaving the occupants of Camp 679 to their fate was that the men on the camp 

were not those were responsible for its being there. The sixty prisoners had no desire to 



be in Gale Hoyt, nor did the handful of guards and command staff. Clearly this option was 

as unfair as it was heartless. 

'The next option was put forward by a man named Gordon Howard. He was 

bachelor who was disliked by many in Wovefirth. His out spoken views on any subject 

under the sun made him appear to be harsh and uncaring, but in the time that I knew him 

we got alone fine. I often thought that his abrasive manner came from a deep rooted 

resentment inside him for spending fifty-seven years as virtually a  prisoner in this little 

village of ours. He was as hard edged a realist as I've ever met, but he refused to leave 

Wovefirth because he knew that as soon as one person left it would open the floodgates 

for others to leave. This he could never allow. 

'At the meeting, Howard Gordon put forward his opinion of what should be done 

concerning the P.O.W. camp in the nearby valley. He felt that a small group of villagers 

should set off that very night to the camp. At the end of their seven mile trek through 

torrential rain, they would demand to see the camp commander, my father, and tell him 

that the camp was in great danger of being destroyed, and beg him to taken his prisoners 

from the camp and imprison them in this very hall. Once the camp had been abandoned, 

some villagers would dowse it in paraffin and torch it. If, on the other hand, my father 

refused to evacuate the camp then the third option on discussion should, regretfully, be 

used. 

'This third option had dire consequences for the villagers. Every one of them would 

arm themselves and march to the camp, then at gunpoint they would make the guards 

and staff prisoners themselves. Both them and the German prisoners would then be route 

marched back to Wovefirth. As in the earlier option, a few villagers would go back to 

Camp 679 and burn it to the ground. Once this was done the guards and command staff 

would be release and the villagers would turn themselves over to be tried for treason. The 



problem with this idea was that it would mean that the villagers would be locked away or 

killed, and that would leave Gale Hoyt without any future guardians. 

'The discussion raged for over an hour, supporters of all three opinions exchanging 

rhetoric with each of their opponents. Finally, as the night drew on, it was decided to put it 

to a vote. 

'As those gathered prepared to decide the future of those of us in the camp they 

suddenly realised that the stocky figure of Gordon Howard was no longer in their 

company.' 



Chapter Four 

 

'I rushed to my bedroom window and wiped away the condensation. I still couldn't 

see clearly, but it appeared that one of the barracks had burst into flames. There was a 

moment's silence then I heard my father shout, "Sound the alarm!". The rain cascading 

down my window distorted any clear view I might have of the events outside, and as the 

window was sealed shut, I decided to go downstairs to find out what was happening. I 

opened my bedroom door, turned to my right and ran across the landing to the top of the 

staircase. A few steps down was a half landing which turned the staircase through ninety 

degrees to the main stretch of stairs. I was reaching the bottom of this main stretch when 

my father, followed by Fulton, rushed from his office. When he saw me he turned and 

ordered me to go back to my room. "Why?  What's going on?" I asked. "We don't know," 

replied Fulton, "there seems to have been some kind of explosion. But do as you're told 

and go back to your room, Peter." Having been told this twice I ascended the stairs, but 

once I'd passed the half landing I was out of their sight and sat on the top step as I 

eavesdropped on their conversation. 

'A guard rushed in through the front door. "Should I sound the alarm, sir?"    '"Of 

course you should sound the bloody alarm," snapped Fulton. The guard rushed back out 

of the house and within a few seconds the wail of the alarm siren permeated the rain 

soaked atmosphere. 

'"Are there any combustibles near Barracks C?" asked my father to his deputy, 

"Gas, petrol, paraffin?" 

'"No, well at least there shouldn't be. I wouldn't be surprised if those bloody 

Germans were responsible" 



'"You mean that the fire's just a diversion?  I don't think so. These men don't want 

to run back to Hitler's armies, run back to their families perhaps, but not back to warfare." 

'"Then what do you think caused the fire then, sir?  A doodlebug?" 

'"It's possible, but in this storm I wouldn't be surprised if it was hit by lightning. 

Jesus Christ!  Look at that man there!  Come on, we'll have to get our overcoat on and 

help them." 

'"Help the Germans?  If you say so sir." 

'Clearly my father had seen something which had disturbed him, but from my seat 

on the stairs I had no chance of seeing what it was. I jumped to my feet and ran back 

across the main landing to my bedroom and then across to the window.    'The 

condensation had streaked down the window again, but in defiance of the pouring rain, 

the fire had increased in size. With the sleeve of my pyjamas I wiped away the 

condensation. The scene which greeted me was one of confusion and carnage. All of the 

guards were attacking the fire with whatever they could lay their hands on. Some were 

lashing out with blankets, others rushed back and forth with buckets filled with either sand 

or water. Then I saw the sight which had so disturbed my father, a guard with his back 

alight rolled in pain on the sodden ground, a few of his comrades beat at him with blankets 

until another arrived with a bucket of water and quenched the flames. At the smashed 

window of Barracks C, I could see movement from within the smouldering Nissen Hut. The 

distortion caused by the rain as it rolled down the window shielded me from realising what 

was causing the movement, then the inevitable, unimaginable truth dawned on me. Let 

me assure you that that realisation would numb even the strongest of you, let alone a 

thirteen year old child. 

'My father and Fulton dashed from the house towards the inferno. My father 

stopped and looked up at my window. Seeing the vague outline of my face he pointed at 



me and shouted. The disharmonious mixture of noise which filled the air meant that I 

couldn't understand a word which my father said to me, although I'm sure that he was 

instructing me to get away from the window in case it shattered, or to stay in the house no 

matter what happened. Needless to say, a thirteen year old isn't going to get leave a 

ringside seat just because his father tells him to. He and Fulton ran across the muddy 

exercise yard towards the burning hut. 

'The fire roared from any combustible material on or near the hut. The whole camp 

was illuminated by the flames. 

'A guard tried to reach the door of Barracks C but flames forced him back. He 

staggered back, caught his breath, and charged towards the locked door. Again the 

intense heat pushed him away from the burning structure. At the hut's window I could still 

see the frantic movement of the trapped Germans. 

Suddenly, the top of the hut ruptured and a column of fire reached for the heavens. 

The guards, Fulton, my father, everybody rushed back from the hut in a startled reaction. I 

can honestly say that I had never seen such a sight before in my life. A perfectly 

cylindrical tower of flames, which must have been at least eight feet high, loomed above 

us all. 



Chapter Five 

 

'The unnatural pillar of flames reached high in to the misty sky. After a moment the 

guards returned to their fire fighting efforts, but it was clear that blaze was now beyond 

their control. All efforts were now concentrated on getting the prisoners out of the raging 

hut. Remarkably I could still see movement at Barracks C's small window, it seemed that 

the prisoners were trying to break the window frame so that it became big enough for 

them to escape through. My father shouted and order to a guard who immediately rushed 

towards the house. My first thought was that my father had told him to take care of me. 

The guard suddenly veered off to his left and ran beyond the house, in the direction of the 

main gate. 

'I watched my father with great interest, he was a man who always seemed to know 

what to do in any given situation. He was shouting orders to his men and pointing them in 

various direction. Suddenly the whole area was illuminated in the brilliant white beam of a 

searchlight. I realised that the guard who had run towards the main gate had in fact gone 

to the south tower and begun to operate the searchlight. The glare of the searchlight 

enabled me to see the whole area more clearly. The four barracks were constructed in a 

row, their doors all faced the stone house, however the chapel obstructed my view of 

Barracks D. The inmates of Barracks A were crammed around the window in an attempt 

to find out what was happening. But I could see no such activity at Barracks B and D, I 

assumed that the prisoners were butted up against the far wall of their respective hut in an 

attempt to keep as far as possible from the scorching heat of their neighbouring building. 

'At this point my curiosity got the better of me. I'd been wrangling with the idea for a 

few minutes before I decided to leave the safety of my bedroom and go downstairs to the 

front door. This would enable me to get a better view of the action and would perhaps 



allow me to hear what people were saying. So with a guilty heart for disobeying my 

father's orders to remain in the house, I stepped out onto the landing. I carefully made my 

way to the top of the stairs and looked downwards. I had expected to see at least one 

guard in the entrance hall but it appeared deserted. But I descended the stairs as silently 

as I could, trying to remember which of them creaked and which didn't, in case there was 

a guard somewhere beyond my current line of sight. 

'Upon reaching the bottom step I was greatly relieve to find the hall, and 

presumably the entire house, deserted. I crept over to the front door, my body trembling 

with excitement, and opened it just wide enough for me to get a clear view of the frenzied 

activity outside. The column of fire stood erect in defiance of the torrential rain. The guards 

continued their failing attack on the barracks, unable to get close enough to unlock the 

door and release the trapped prisoners. As I looked towards the door I though I could see 

the tips of someone's fingers gripping through the small semicircular hole on the door 

which acted as substitute for a proper handle. 

'"Stevens!  Crawshaw!" shouted Fulton towards two of the guards, "Go and patrol 

the perimeter fence in case any of these bastards try an escape."  The two men looked 

thankful of their new, less strenuous task and rushed off towards the main gate where 

they would begin their patrol.  "Where's that man with the blanket!?!" 

'"Here, sir!" panted a guard as he stumbled across the exercise yard from the 

guards' quarters, whilst carrying a rolled up grey blanket under his arm.    '"You with the 

blanket, get over hear!" shouted my father. Next to my father stood another guard, this 

one looked to be infinitely more nimble than the guard with the blanket. As soon as the 

blanket arrived it was immersed in a bucket of water. Another bucket was poured over the 

nimble guard, and then the sodden blanket was draped over him. Even with the heat 

being generated from Barracks C, the guard was still visible trembling from the cold water 



cocoon in which he now found himself. My father ushered him as close to the burning 

barracks as the heat would allow. As my father retreated the guard burst into a sprint 

towards the scorching mass. Every other stride seemed to make poor contact with the 

slushy, rain soaked ground. His pace slowed in relation to his proximity to the searing heat 

but he continued advancing. My father, Fulton and a few other guards were transfixed 

upon the blanket clad guard. They stood watching him, every so often wiping the stinging 

cocktail of sweat and rain from their bloodshot eyes. The guard's sprint had now become a 

slow, forced effort. But still he carried on. Then, when he was within a couple of feet of the 

door, his foot skidded on the mud and he collapsed to the ground.  

"Get another blanket quickly," commanded my father, "we've got to get him out of 

there!" 

A guard began to run towards the guards' quarters. "Get out of there, man!" 

shouted my father to the fallen guard, but with all the noise there was no way that the 

guard could have heard him. Suddenly the grey blanket began to move. 

"That's it, man. Get out of there!"  But the guard instead began crawling towards the 

Nissen Hut. Within a few moments he'd reached the foot of the door. A blistered hand 

reached up and grasped the padlock. A jet of steam shot out from the red hot lock and a 

scolded hand whipped back beneath the blanket. A few seconds later the sorrowful 

blanket clawed its way up the door. The burnt hand once again appeared, this time 

trembling with pain, in its fingers was the key to the padlock. The hand hesitantly moved 

towards the lock and then began to fumble with the key in an effort to get it into the lock. 

Upon the third attempt the key was successfully inserted and turned. The lock dropped 

open, and with a knock it fell to the ground. 

'Suddenly I jumped in fright as the front door was thrust open. Standing in front of 

me was Crawshaw. I stood speechless. "You've got to come with me," he said. 



'"Who says so?" 

'"Your dad." 

'"No he didn't. I've been standing here watching and listening to everything. Fulton 

told you and Stevens to watch the fence." 

'"Listen, you've got to come with me. It's for your own good." 

'I glanced across to Barracks C. The guard in the blanket had just knocked open 

the hasp on the door. This released the door and it opened inwards. A prisoner was 

clinging to the semicircular hole in the door, the rest of his body was hanging, almost 

horizontal, in midair. His feet appeared to be pulled towards the base of the fire column. 

No sooner had I seen this than the blanket clad guard was whisked off his feet and sucked 

into the base of fire. In an instant he had gone from saviour to victim. Crawshaw grabbed 

hold of me, one hand covering my mouth to prevent me screaming for help, and dragged 

me around the side of the house and on towards the main gate. I struggled as frantically 

as I could but his hold was solid. 

'"You're not supposed to be here," he said, "Not you..." 



Chapter Six 

 

'Wiping away yet more condensation, I could see my father giving his instructions to 

the fatigued guards. Everybody seemed to be agreed in what needed to be done. My 

father reached in to his pocket and produced the keys to the three remaining barracks. A 

further smouldering mass of burnt flesh sprung from the heights of the fire column. This 

one had a downward trajectory and smashed through the side window of Barracks A. 

What appeared to be the remains of a leg hung from the broken glass. The Germans 

within the barracks poked and shoved at the body in am attempt to dislodge it. 

'My father and some guards started towards the end hut. They hadn't got more that 

a few feet when the prisoners managed to break the skewer of glass which held the 

corpse to the splintered window frame. Unexpectedly the corpse fell in to the hut rather 

than to the wet soil outside. I imagined the scattering of Germans as they jumped away 

from their undesired guest. A few moments later and the first of the Germans began to 

climb through the window. The first escapees were cautious in their escape, but the flow 

of men became more frantic as it progressed. 

'They quickly discovered how treacherous the ground was, several of the Germans 

struggled to regain their feet. The guards mimed - and no doubt shouted - to the Germans 

to get away from their prison barracks, but they needed no encouragement. The two 

groups of men, captors and captives, merged as one. The able carrying the injured 

regardless of loyalties, politics, or nationality.    'They moved away from Barracks A as 

quickly as possible. Although faces were indistinguishable at that distance, I thought I saw 

my father supporting a prisoner who had an injured leg. I observed that the siren had 

stopped, with all the excitement I hadn't noticed exactly when this had happened, but with 

all this pandemonium it seemed fruitless for an able bodied guard to operate an alarm 



when everybody in the camp already knew that there was an emergency.    'Barracks C 

roared with the creaking of timber. Suddenly the entire wooden front of the hut was ripped 

apart and sucked inward. The mangled timber wreckage flew to the fire column and 

vanished with hardly a ripple, like a stone dropped into a vat of oil. 

'By now even the bravest of the guards feared for their lives. As if reacting to some 

ungiven command the last of the makeshift fire fighters fled from the raging grotto formally 

known as Barracks C. Some scrambled across the saturated surface of the exercise yard 

on their hands and knees. Some trudged along slowly, determined to maintain their 

balance upon the treacherous ground. Some made no progress at all. They stood rooted 

to the very spot where the stood as if the ground itself had swallowed their feet and 

refused to release them. Those men struggled violently, pulling violently at their legs in an 

attempt to free them; only occasionally glancing over their shoulders towards the fire 

column. One of the men tumbled over backwards as the ground released its grip. He 

climbed to his feet and staggered towards the exercise yard escape route. Behind him two 

comrades remained rooted to the ground. Slowly their efforts of freeing their legs subsided 

and their arms swung outwards behind their back, their heads leaned backwards and their 

backs arched. The guard on the left was suddenly uprooted and as if dragged by his 

outstreched arms flew through the opening of Barracks C and vanished into the column. 

Whatever the source of the fire column's pulling ability it was now  being exserted upon 

the remaining guard. His arms were stretched to their limit, his face winced in agony, but 

the ground refused to loosen its hold. 

'His struggle ceased – 

'Two macabre stumps marked his final moment of consciousness. Each reached up 

from the ground and terminated at a shattered kneecap barely visible behind the fluttering 

strands of bloodstained flesh. 



'My insides felt as if somebody was trying to tie them in knots, and I was engulfed 

with equal portions of remorse, anger, and fear. Then - as they say - All Hell Broke Loose! 

'One...then another...and another... Smouldering corpses began to dance out of the 

higher region of the fire column. They shot out in all directions and on all trajectories. 

Some vanished into the darkness of the valley which contained the camp leaving a faint 

glow to mark their landing place. Others imprinted their blackened features into the 

malleable ground. My father threw a bundle of keys to two of his guards who immediately, 

but with some reluctance, ran across the exercise yard and opened the two barracks 

which still remained intact. The stream of panicked prisoners engulfed each of the guards 

into their number and the two files of men rushed across the exercise yard in a mass 

exodus of the two Nissen Huts which stood to either side of Barracks C. They were no 

more than a third of the way to sanctuary when those at the back were heaved against 

their will into Barracks C. Those who now found themselves at the back of the two files 

now realised that that day would be their last. 

'The smouldering remains of the column's victims continued to be randomly 

scattered, their discarded bodies imitating a sickly fireworks display as they glided down 

upon the camp. 

'A struggle began below my feet. Stevens and Emrich gasped and groaned as they 

fought. The flash point of the fight was not hard to imagine: the petrified German had 

snapped and rush to the door with the idea of escape firmly in his mind. The soldier - 

although he probably had a good mind to go with the prisoner - followed his orders and 

restrained him. BANG! 

A small hole splintered through the floorboards, missing me by about a foot. Then 

there was a crack! from below and the contest was over - the victor unannounced. 



'I looked from the window to my father, once again he was racing off on some other 

minor mission to salvage his camp, his men, and his command. The gunshot had gone 

unheard by those outside, and 'those outside' were rapidly diminishing in number. The 

twenty-five to thirty men who fled from Barracks B and D now numbered a mere twelve. 

'The survivors of the other two barracks mingled with the guards below me, about 

ten yards to the left of my window. A charcoaled corpse lunged through the air towards 

then. The group scattered. This was all the Germans could stand. A figure stood up from 

the crowd and shouted a handful of Deutsch words then he waved his arm in the direction 

of the main gate. The guards instantly found themselves with an uprising on their hands. 

Fulton stood up as the leader of the British soldiers and ordered his men to restrain the 

prisoners by any means necessary. 

'Those trekking across the exercise yard now numbered a pitiful three. 

'The rebellious mass of Germans marched towards the gate. The hopelessly 

outnumbered British half-heartedly engaged their fleeing prisoners. Each of the soldiers 

knew  that any other action would be mutiny. The Germans rushed onward towards their 

goal, but what could they do when they reached the gate?  None of them had a key. Oh 

God!  The gate was still unlocked from when Crawshaw had tried to drag me from the 

camp. Why didn't I tell someone?  I'd simply forgotten. "Never mind," I thought, 

"somebody's bound to have seen it unlocked and snapped the padlock shut." 

'A figure dissolved into the fire column and the exercise yard was deserted. Small 

fires burned across the valley. Each struggling to remain aglow against the torrential rain. 

One by one the heavens were triumphant. But the column - the true danger - remained 

defiant. 

'Weaving his way through the feuding enemies was Emrich, the young German, 

who it was now clear was the winner in his fight with Stevens. He vanished into the bulk of 



the prisoners as they moved towards the possibly unlocked gate. A handful of men 

continued to fight even after the main body had gone. An exhausted Stevens staggered 

from the house and immediately lurched towards the fighting. There they stood 

exchanging blows; seven guards (including Fulton and Stevens) and six prisoners. Their 

pathetic conflict raged for a short while and then they were all gone... 

 



Chapter Seven 

 

'I ran from my room to the landing where I discovered that the door to Fulton's room 

was locked. As that was the only room on the top floor of the house which had a window 

which looked out upon the main gate it was a necessity to gain entrance. As I was only a 

child there was no way that I could break open the door with a well placed shoulder 

charge as I'd seen done in so many movies. A crowbar would have been ideal in 

convincing the lock to open, but I didn't have access to one. In short, my only realistic 

hope was to have the key and as that was currently percolating with its owner in the fire 

column I had no chance of retrieving it. Then I recalled that my father often used to use 

the key to his room to unlock the reception area. As the house was renovated as cheaply 

as possible I reasoned that perhaps the cheapest possible locks had been used and as 

their mechanisms were so crude there was a fair chance that one lock's key would 

operate another. I rushed back to my bedroom and snatched my key to my room from the 

top of the tarnished chest of drawers. I inserted it into the lock of Fulton's room and tried to 

rotate it. It had some slack in it but as soon as it reached the mechanics it would go no 

farther. I firmly grasped the handle of the key and forced it clockwise. I could feel it grind 

through the cheap metalwork and then it clicked. An instant later I was at the window. 

'The gates were open and over half of the Germans had poured through them with 

the rest clamouring close behind. All of them were struggling forth as if they were being 

blown back into Camp 679 by an almighty wind. 

'One of the few remaining guards had ascended the south tower and was shining 

the spotlight down upon the fleeing prisoners assuming his actions would assist his 

colleagues in recapturing the Germans. But what colleagues as were left numbered very 

few and any attempt to restrain the Germans would have been futile. 



'The raindrops passing through the beam of light gave it the illusion of being a solid 

cone of illumination. At its base could be seen the silhouetted forms of some of the 

prisoners, their protracted shadows lying in defeat along the ground. Those closest to the 

fire column followed the pattern of being the first to be consumed. The guard in the tower 

held on to the mounting brackets of the searchlight as his feet were pulled back towards 

the camp. Then his grip failed him and he too was gone, his grasping hands sending the 

searchlight into a spin as he departed. 

'I watched the rotating shaft of light. Every time it came full circle there were less 

figures for it to shine upon. I was hypnotised by the exquisite motion of the light beam. It 

scanned over the carnage of the camp in complete placidity and, like myself, it seemed to 

be in quiet mourning.  



Chapter Eight 

 

'The rotating shaft of light slowed down with momentum until it eventually stopped 

entirely. Its single ray reached out across the valley; like so many lighthouses which had 

gone before it, ushering those in the lonely night to steer away from death. 

'As I looked down upon those fleeing the camp a repulsive feeling grabbed hold of 

me. The nucleus of this feeling was a question: Where was my father?  The last time I'd 

seen him he was racing off to somewhere within the camp. The chances of him still being 

alive whilst those at the gate were picked off seemed remote. 

 


