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THE frail pensioner takes an . 
age to s~uffl~ from his e1ectric 
wheelchaar to the bench in the 
gardens of his nursi.ng hQmeM · 
. At 96 years old Jack Harri­

son's body may be deteriorat­
ing, but his mind isn't. 

The former R-AF pHot is the la~t 
man standing from ene of tt\ie 
mast famous incidents a'f WorM 

· War II - The. Gr.eat Escape. 
· That's when inmates tunneMed 
their way out of Stalag Luft III 
prisoner of war camp in I9'44 
right' under the noses oi t'he1r 
Nazi guards. . • 

Their actions were later immor­
talised . in the screen elassic 'Ehe · 
Great Escape starring · Stev~ 
M~Queen, James Garner and Rich­
ard Attenborough. 

-And since Jack's com,rade Alt',X 
L.ees - wha helped scaUer dirt 
dug from the tunneb itn the 
camp's gardens - passed away ear­
lier this year, Ha.rrison is now £fie 
only survivor. of the most auda-... 
cious prison break in Jl,ist0ry. 

It 'may have happened near-ly 70 
years ago, but Jack only_ nas to 
shut his eyes to recall bei,:ig baek 
at the controls of his Lockheed 
Ventura on his first bombing raid. 

He says: "I'd been working as a 
Latin and Classica,l teacher· at Dor­
noch Academy in Sutherland when 
I was called up to the RAF. 

"My first - and last - 0peratiron,, 
was in 1942 as part of . a fC!lur-man 
crew bombing German SU.Pfil¥ sh,ips 
at the Du~ch poft of Den· Helder. 

"I ended up 12 miles 0ff taliget 
that day as my compass was1_:i!t 
cali:bFated P,11Gperl1y,. · 

"It was supposed to be a sur-: 
prise attack, but by this time 
they'q got win4 of us. . 

"The fla,k and tracer buMets 
started bu!fetm~e pi,ane. 

"The top ma e gun turrret got . , 
hit and my glt . et Bill Alitki,na 
was cut by the Perspex so 
swapped places with the b'elty; 
· gunner to staunch his wounds. · 

Worry 
. "I was· flying just she feet above 
the beach at tMs point - that's 
fine · when you're over land but it's 

. a different story over wa,ter. 
"I sta•rted ta weave to. avoid the 

flak and did a slight tuf'n and put 
my wing in the water. 

"The sea came rusliting over the 
top of the coeltp1t al'fd ewe were · . 
going down, whieh was a worry · 
for me as I can't s:wim. 

"Suddenly we stopped sinki,l\g-';I 
We were rest ing on a mussel bank. 

"Three of us ,ot out:, ijut we 
couldn't. find Bi'll - I d0n't know 
whether he drowned Oli was killed 
in the crash." 
· .Jack trails off, the memories of. 

Bill's loss still t00 painful to bear. 
He whispers: "For years -I blamed 

myself for his deat'h. 
"It was just b,ad flyi,ng. I'd ·dQne 

very ~i,ttle practice over the sea. . 
"It's very eeeept1,ve and. on J f.la't, 

calm. day as it was, it's so very 
hard to tell what height you ar:e 
flying at. 

"But we were ·eventually picked 't'h11ee tunnels - 'liem, Diclc. ·and 
up by some fishermen, then a Ger- Ham-y - from the aciommodation 
man boat pulled up wit·h half a huJs past die perimeter fencei\ .. 
dozen rifles pointing at us a•nd the J~ck ,aa,id: "My job was as B'tfsh­
officer issued the Immortal words, elf s runn~a;. We were based i•n 
'For you ze war is over'." 6loe1t 104, where our tunnel. Hany 

Jack was transferred to St-alag b'e~n, . · 
Luft III at Zagan, 100 miles from "lliar:cy was the only one tliat 
Berlin on the Polish b0rder. wasn't discovered by the Nazis, 

The · 59-aere open-air prison b'ecau$e its. entrance was hi~den 
housed 10,000 PoWs inside its five unsferneath the stove. . . 
miles of perimeter fencing - but "We'd earry the sand away in 
Jack was included in plans for a cardboard boxes and down the 
daring escape bid. · prisoners' trouser legs to dissipate 

He became a persona.I assistant it around the camp. 
to RAF Squadron leader Roger "Unfortunately, earth at . 30ft 
Bushell - codenamed the Big X ..- down is a different colour ·from 
the mastermind behind the escape. the stuff on the surface, so fhey 

The South African-born pilot just had to shuff,le it arou.mi to 
was later played by Sir · Richard mfot it .in." · 
Attenborough in the Hollywood Every minute ~tall Q1' the 
fi,l;m version, rele~sed in 1963._ . escape was p'lann~ i~ ,Jnilit\ty 

Bushell organised the dig of f.ash10n and tfiey even ftacil f.erged 

papers for the PoWs' new ld~ti­
ties o.n the outst'de. , , 

Jaek 11mil'8! "11 was to 6,e a 
Huqjaliiap. el~trician so l became 
Alel(sander Re'genyi, who was 
employed l;)y a Oerman fir m .. •: 

81rry was complete~ on . tJii 
evening of M-arcli 24, 194.4, ,il'hen 
2'Y>0 officers assem'6lc,d to esc~pe, 

Pilot Officer J.ac'k recall's: "The 
prisoner, fr<>Pl Block 109 , w.ere 
ordered to reP.0rt to Block 104. . 

'.'It got prei:i·y crowded, but their 
j0'b was to pccupy our· beds to 
fool the Germans." 

Only .7'6: made it to freedom 
befone the escape was rumbled. · 
. Nazi. leader Acloif Hitler was so 

.hum,iliat~ ti.).'. tfie ·- break-out he 
personaJly or<lered,' the executions -
of 50 of< tff'e' Ali<ies. . 

Jae'lc_ sig!is; "I ,guess it · was a 
blessing in disguise I . never made 

vveonesoay, August,~. ~uu~ t:-"J, Ii 1, 
' . 

STORJY OF '11HE1 GREAT ESCAPE 
' ' 

i•t• through as mos•f were th'inlc •ttre~ ,w-ere . just ' trying to 
jncb;1ding Boger Bushell. -make me feel better." 

"But the main put pose wasn'tt But after 67 years being tor-
hfst t'o escape. It was to outfo* tured b.y Bill's death, J4ck may 
the Ger,mans. have finally foun<). an answer 

"'Xt w,as' a huge mot a;l victo.lly. Itt fr-om another famous WWTI inci" 
t,,uniliated. Hide11 . a•od gave t'he.? dent - the Dam Busters. 
Nazis a bl0ody n0se:" That was when the 617 Squad­
. Jack, tfiough, was .at41! hauntedl ron dropped speeial bouncing 
by his gunner Bilfl 's d•ath. b0mbs to destroy German dams -in 

the Ruhr valley in 1943. 
. Fire Jack said: .'Tm reading a book 

and have discovered they had the 
He said: "I couldn' t sleep prop-- same problem flying over water. 

ed,y for years. The guilt 'i\las eat,:;- "Ther solved i! by sbini,ng two 
ing a:way at< me: lights in a V down onto the sur-, 

"A squapron le;ider, . who was · face. That way they i ould tell 
al'so . a pr,is0ner, intWYtewed me<> they were at the right ight . 
and reckoned as weld 6een under~ "It won' t bring Bill ack, out 
fire, 0ne of the controls may liave'? it's a possible explanatcion and 
been damaged in t·be a·ttack. I was it's finally given me same peace 
absolved of ~ny pilot eriior. of mind after all these years." 

" I don't Jcnow about tnat. I mattbendoris@the-sun.co.uk 

AFTER the war Jack retumed 
to a full and happy life m his 
home ctty of Glasgow. 

He ·married twice, had two 
children, resumed his teach­
ing·career and even became a 
marathon runner - in his 
SEVENTIES. 

He said: •1 did my first, the 
Glasgow marathon, when I 
was 73 ~nd then three more." 

Jack 1s now backing his 
gr.eat nephew Craig Manson, 
left, from Denny, St1rlingshire, 
as the 29-year-ofd runs m next 
month's Great Scottish Run to 
raise funds for Erskine Home 
- the charity for ex­
servicemen and women. 
. To.sponsor Craig visit www. 
JUStgw,ng.com/craig-manson I 
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By MARC. DEANIE 

THE Great Escape was a 
mass attempt by Allied prison­
ers of war to break out of the 
imposing Stalag Luft Ill camp 
in Poland. 

The bleak fortress - which 
is translated as 'permanent 
camp for airmen' - had been 
opened in April 1942 and was 
considered by the Germans 
to be virtually escape proof. . 

But on March 24, 1944, 200 
men led by squadron leader 
'Roger Bushell attempted to 
flee through one of the tun­
nels they had dug, that was 
nicknamed Harry. · 

At 4.45am-the next morning 
it was disGovered by guards 
- but not before 76 daring 
PoWs had vanished into the 
Polish countryside under 
rover of dartmess. 

However, all t>ut three were 
recaptured and 50 were exe- · 
cuted under Hitler's insttuc­
tions while thase left alive 
were ser,it to other camps. 

lnGredibly, the German 
leader erdered thousands of 

. poliGe, Nazi youths and sol- · 
diers to forget about war 

cruties and focus on finding 
tfle final runaways. But the trio 
made it to freedom and the 
story inspired the 1950 novel 
The Great Escape, written by 
Australian Paul Brickhill. 

The valiant tale caught the 
publi,c's imagination, though, 
when it was turned into a film 
starring Steve McQueen, 
Charles Bronson and Richard 
Attenborough. . 
· Its release in 1963 earned a 
whopping $5.5million - and 
a place in movie history for 
the scene where McQueen 
tried in vain to escape into 
Switzerland on a stolen 
motorcycle. · 

Further interest saw The 
Oreat Escape II: The Untold 
Story air as a TV series in 
1988, starring Superman star 
Christopher Reeve. 

The film's theme tune, writ­
ten by American Elmer Bern­
stein, has also become a pop­
ular chant among England . 
fans and has featured on The 

· Simpsons, Reservoir · Dogs 
and Charlie's Angels. 

And over half a century 
later The Great Escape has 
inspired albums by Blur and 
The Rifles, a song by We Are 
Scientists and an Xbox game. 


