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Flight Sergeant 1181163 
Harold Bennett 

Harold joined up at the Yorkshire Grey in July 
1940 with his school friends, Harry Barnett, Eric 
Easton and Fred Walder. All were lost in 
1941.Erics sister Joan was killed in 1941 whilst 
attempting to rescue civilians after a Stirling 
crashed on take off. 
September 1940. Elementary Flying School, 
Sywell Aerodrome, Northampton, flying 
DeHavilland Tiger Moths. Harold went solo after 
9 hours. During this time it snowed making 
navigation and keeping warm in an open cockpit, 
rather difficult.  
Harold was billeted in the home of Barratts the 
shoe people, where he first tasted champagne. 
Service Flying Training School near Hullavingon 
Aerodrome near Chippenham, Wiltshire. Harold 
trained with 4 army officers in Army Co-operation 
and 6 RAF regular sergeants.  
The pressure was really on for aircrews. 
Here he flew Miles Masters before progressing 
onto Hurricanes, then obtained his wings ‘over 
the counter’, no bull or parades here.  
 

 
 

Sergeant Harold Bennett 
(Harold Bennett) 

 
He did his first night flying in a Miles Masters 
from an auxiliary airfield near Cirencester, 
Fuselage packing cases served as huts.  
After one circuit, his instructor, F/Lt AB Jones 
jumped out. Once airborne and away from the 
paraffin flares, no lights, no horizon. Harold 
found this terrifying.  
He was warned that the enemy were in the area 
and the flares would be extinguished if they 
came too close. 

Operational Flying Training School - Harwarden 
Aerodrome, near Chester. A peacetime 
aerodrome, but so close to Speke on the other 
side of the Dee, that landing circuits overlapped. 
Wrexham, flying Spitfires. Brand new airfield but 
incomplete when Harold moved in. One hectic 
day 8 spits were on their noses. They lost one 
pilot and a Spit due to a glycol leak on takeoff, 
then 2 Spits flying in formation flew into the side 
of a mountain in cloud. Both pilots were lost. 
Harold Joined 603 (City of Edinburgh) Squadron, 
flying Spitfire Mk Vs at Hornchurch for London 
Defence. 
He arrived at the same time as Alan Otto, a 
Canadian. The two were to become good friends, 
a friendship, which after the war would include 
their families, although under tragic 
circumstances. Harold and Alan, both non 
drinkers, spent their leave together travelling to 
London via Fairlop Station and staying at the 
Bennett household in Plumstead. 
 

 
 

Just back, wobbly knees 
Spitfire VA W3502 HB – Wolds & Buckrose 

(Harold Bennett) 
 
This aircraft was used by Harry Broadhurst CO of 
Hornchurch – hence HB. 603 were so short of 
machines Harold had the privilege of flying this 
spitfire with his personal initials. Harold crashed 
landed it 2 weeks later after running out of fuel. 
He managed to cross the channel after a hectic 
raid escorting Blenheims to Lille Power Station. 
12 November 1941. 603 posted to Fairlop.  
15 November 1941. The first operational flight 
form RAF Fairlop took place, carried out by 
Sergeant Harold Bennett and P/O Stephen 
Fawkes. P/O Fawkes was lost on the same 
operation when Harold was shot down.  
8 December 1941. Spitfire VA R7333. 
Fine cold day, crisp, sunny and very clear. A 
convoy patrol took place from dawn until 
10.50hrs.  Harold due to go on leave and wearing 
his best blue, reported to the Guardroom to find 
that all leave had been cancelled. 
At 10.30 hours, a conference took place for 603 to 
escort to Hurricane bombers to attack targets at 
Hesdin, 25 miles south of Le Touquet.  
603 made rendezvous over Hornchurch at 1105 
hours and crossed the coast at Dungeness.  



At 1130 hours, 603 as middle cover at 18,000 feet, 
became detached over Le Touquet and attacked 
by ME109Bs and FW190s.  
Flying in formation as number 2, Harolds Spitfire 
was hit in the tail. He opened the canopy and the 
wind caught in his helmet and he was out 
without his boots. Parachute opened and Harold 
ended up in the Channel. Harold suspects he was 
shot down by a flakship, which explains why he 
was rescued after only 15 to 20 minutes. As he 
was being picked up, the armed flakship was still 
firing, guns blazing, empty shell cases dropping 
and rolling everywhere. They were just in time as 
Harold was very cold. They threw down a rope 
ladder, but Harold was too weak to climb, so he 
was pulled out with a boat hook. As he arrived on 
deck he passed out and came with a sailor 
standing above him holding a knife, cutting off 
his uniform to see if he was wounded. They 
carried him below, rolled him in blankets and 
gave him hot coffee. Every now and then 
someone would rub him hard to keep his 
circulation going. 
In Harolds own words: ‘So much is said about the 
German troops. I received absolutely first class 
treatment from first class fellows’. 
He went to hospital at St Omer then to Stalag 
VIIA. 
Harold was to stay at Stalag VIIA, situated at 
Moosberg, Bavaria from 16 December 1941 to 
15 September 1942 - a French camp catering for 
of thousands of workers.  
 

 
 

Prisoner 90081 
(Harold Bennett) 

 
In December 1941, 150 RAF personnel were 
diverted due to a typhus scare at another camp. 
Work consisted of gravel screening, collecting 
water or clamping potatoes. In winter three to 
four feet of snow was quite common. Work 
started before dawn and finished at dusk. The 
cold was intense. The pine forest were 
spectacular that trees would burst and the air 
would sparkle. There were Yugoslavs and camp 
for Russian families. Their treatment was 
diabolical. The RAF soon had a spare food 

collection going and the likes of Harold and other 
non smokers found ways of sending in a packet 
or two. 
The German guards made life as difficult as 
possible by letting soup go cold so they could 
search the bottom of the container. Young lads 
desperate for food scaled triple barbed wire in 
order to get food. Some are made it, others did 
not, when the guards opened fire, their bodies 
left hanging for days for all to see. 
 

 
 

Stalag VIIIA, taken from outside the camp 
(Harold Bennett) 

At night there was a hazards of dogs, which were 
allowed to run loose. Going to the loo was 
difficult, for the dogs sensed you were there and 
came rushing in. Many a time Harold sat on the 
rafters, trousers around his ankles until a guard 
arrived to take him back. 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Hut 7 at Stalag VIIIA, and its reverse  
which was sent home  

Harold is front row, first left 
(Harold Bennett) 

 
 
 



Harold and Adrian ‘Toggle’ Heath made an effort 
to escape.  
The shop sold beer for ‘camp money’, beer arrived 
by truck and trailer. The trailer was left to be 
unloaded and then took back the empties. Using 
their cigarette ration to bribe the loaders to leave 
a space for them, Harold and Adrian both with 
suits made from blankets by French tailors and a 
kitbag full of biscuits, chocolate, dried fruit, plus a 
map and compass, crawled into their small space. 
The truck arrived, coupled up and set off. It 
suddenly stopped, a lot of shouting and 
trampling on the tarpaulin covering - they were 
discovered! They went off like a pair of 
greyhounds managing to save their food but lost 
their suits. It appeared at the French had heard 
about the escape attempt and lined the road to 
watch! 
The camp catered for all sports - football, 
wrestling etc. Pierre Pelizza the 1939 French 
wrestling champion gave a demonstration 
match. At these entertainments space had to be 
made for German forces. It did mean that 
prisoners were able to take photographs. 
Harold believes the camp to have been built on 
marsh for fleas infested the camp, once the snow 
had melted. The Germans issued tins of coarse 
powder, which was not much good. 
15 September 1942 to 27 July 1944. 
Stalag 383. Hohenfefs, at foot of Bavarian Alps 
near Munich. 
About this time the RAF (late 1942) promoted all 
aircrew. This was a protective measure as all 
prisoners were working and in effect helping 
repair war damage. Also the German Command 
were concerned at a high number of RAF 
personnel escaping from work parties.  
 

 
 

Stalag 383 
(Harold Bennett) 

 
A new camp was built for NCOs not far from 
Regesburg. They were confined to camp and 
were only allowed out during severe weather in 
order to forage for food.  
At night the frost built up on the glass to the 
thickness of the window frames. Harold and 
Ginger learn to crochet and collected all socks or 
discarded wool. They gave them a good wash, 
and picked the items and made a blanket each. 
The time spent making these blankets was to 
prove a life saver. 

The new camp took a lot of organising, but 
labour was an abundant commodity so it quickly 
took place. The Swiss and Swedish Red Cross 
were aware of the situation and sent sports gear, 
books etc. Bulk Red Cross parcels arrive too.  
A thriving school started, complete with exam 
papers. Under cover of all this, the escape 
committee were working hard. Tunnels were dug 
and discovered, spoils discarded in all manner of 
ways. During the summer a tunnel started 
underneath the vaulting horse in the sports field. 
A pipe Major would march around playing the 
pipes whenever they were digging near to a 
vulnerable area. Everyone lost a third of their bed 
boards, which made sleeping up very 
uncomfortable as one tended sag between the 
gaps. This wood was used to shore the tunnels. 
To overcome this Harold started to save string 
from parcels to make nets and hammocks. The 
guards would cut them down when they had an 
inspection. So much timber was removed from 
floor and roof supports the huts developed a 
distinct sag top and bottom. 
During this period Canadian Commandos took 
part in the raid on Dieppe and many German 
prisoners drowned. (They had been handcuffed 
when they returned to England, but the prisoners 
boat overturned). 
 

 
 

Watching a daylight raid 
(Harold Bennett) 

Reprisals were made and Canadian POW’s 
endured weeks of being handcuffed from 
morning parade until evening. Needless to say 
someone quickly found a way to release them, 
and before the guards were out of the camp, 
prisoners would be hanging them up over their 
bunks. 
At this camp, POWs had a grandstand view of 
daylight bombing raids and in some cases to 
actually feel the bomb blasts. Unfortunately they 
also witnessed the terrible losses inflicted on 
Bomber Command. 
During 1943, food parcels arrived at a steady rate. 
Harold could see by the state of the guards the 
drop in living standards of the Germans. Being a 
non-smoker came in handy as he was able to 
exchange cigarettes for eggs, coffee or toilet 
soap and other items. 



 
 

Stalag 383 
(Harold Bennett) 

 
Hut 107, Harolds billet were instrumental in 
making a still, the mastermind a Scot named Ian. 
He managed to arrange the purchase of a sack of 
rye and everyone contributed towards payment. 
They scrounged a large copper urn, long lengths 
of copper pipe and other items. Eventually they 
produced 30 to 40 coke sized bottles of 
extremely intoxicating hooch. Each had two 
bottles and a party started. Harolds party had a 
start but no middle or end. How he survived it he 
would never know.  
The guard who called regularly after dark for 
cigarettes eventually discovered the still. Instead 
of reporting it he made a daily visit for a shot of 
the hooch to ease his raging toothache.  
Harold's second bottle was a life saver for later on 
during the long march.  
22 July 1944. POW’s left Stalag 383 by train. Led 
to a cattle truck and taken to Bankau Stalag Luft 
VII. This camp was on the Polish border with 
Germany,. They arrived on the 31 July. 
18 January 1945. Given one hours notice to 
leave camp on a forced march west towards 
Berlin. A notice, which was later postponed. 
Issued with emergency rations enough for 2 ½ 
days ready to march out. 
0700 19 January. 1,500 men set off on march in 
a blazing snowstorm. They were warned that for 
any prisoner who fell out of the column, five 
others would be shot. On the first day they 
marched 28 kilometres and they slept in barns. 
By 25 January the column had marched a total 
of 138 kilometres, as far as the village of Wenzen. 
Their march had been very arduous, walking in 
temperatures as low as -13 degrees centigrade, 
the Germans fired rifles to get the prisoners to 
march. 
8th February. Arrived at Luckewald, Stalag IIIA, 
south of Berlin. The morale of the men was low, 
with numerous cases of malnutrition, frostbite 
and dysentery, quite unfit for further movement. 
The total distance marched was 208 kilometres. 
22 April. The Russians drove their tanks through 
the main gate of the camp and Harold was finally 
released, although he had to remain in the camp. 
It seemed to Harold that the Russians wanted to 
keep the British POW’s in order to exchange 
them for their own POW’s. 
20 May. They were taken to the Americans. 

27 May. Flown home in either a C47 (Douglas C47 
or Dakota Military Transport aircraft) or in a 
Lancaster,   
(Avro Lancaster, four engined bomber) Harold does 
not recall which. 
He retired from the RAF as a Warrant Officer. 

 
I had the privilege to meet Harold in 2003, at a 
603 Squadron book signing held at Duxford. 
Later I visited Harold and gave him two bottles of 
Shepherd Neame Spitfire with a HB insignia. This 
made him chuckle as he is very proud that he 
once flew a Spitfire with his initials.  
Harold has visited Fairlop Waters on several 
occasions and made many friends. On his first 
visit since 1941, he stood on the last piece of 
surviving runway. 
He is unable to recall much of the short time he 
spent at Fairlop and cannot remember where he 
was billeted. He was unaware that he was the 
first to fly operational from Fairlop. 
 

 
 

On the runway 
 

 
 

Two bottles for Harolds 90th birthday 
(David Martin) 

 
He flew a great deal, as number two, with Pilot 
Officer Stephen Fawkes. Because Officers and 
Sergeants did not socialise on the ground (they 



had separate messes), the only time they spoke 
was whilst in the air. Harold and P/O Fawkes once 
had a narrow escape. They went on a bomber 
escort operation and on the way back flew over 
an AA Battery, which opened fire. 
A shell passed through the centre of P/O Fawkes 
starboard wing, ballooning the airframe out like a 
flower. Fortunately it did not explode otherwise 
both men could have been killed. The journey 
back was slow and thankfully uneventful. They 
both landed at Lympne Airfield in Kent, P/O 
Fawkes with great difficulty. 
“Squadron records were kept by the Adjutants Clerk, and 
some operations were recorded well, others either 
completely forgotten or simply named a patrol. On one 
occasion 603 escorted Stirling bombers to the Calais and 
Lille area. The escort was attacked on the way out by Me 
190s with yellow painted noses and spiral painted 
spinners. After receiving a welcomed warning, canon fire 
slid slowly past my cockpit. The Me 109 finished up wing 
tip to wing tip with me on my starboard side, and we just 
stared at each other.” 
Harold came for a visit to Fairlop on 2004 and 
was amazed how peaceful it was in the country 
park. He regrets that he has little collection of his 
time at Fairlop, although it has to be appreciated 
that he was rather busy. 
(This was two years away from when London Borough 
of Redbridge made Fairlop safe, firstly by the removal 
of a proposed racecourse, then purchasing the lease). 
In the clubhouse, he saw a photograph on 
display, which shows Spitifres taking off form a 
grassed airfield with the caption: Spitfires of 122 
Squadron take off from Fairlop. Harold disputed 
this, saying with some feeling. “That cannot be 
Fairlop, where are the concrete runways?”  
 

 
 

The First of the second with the Last of the 
First 

(David Martin) 
We then took him to pay respect at the grave of 
Harry Jassby – the last to die at Fairlop before the 
Armistice in 1918, which saw the end of the First 
World War. 
 

 
 
In 2011, Harold celebrated his 90th birthday. It 
coincided with 100 years of flying on Fairlop Plain 
and fifty years since RAF Station Fairlop became 
operational. He celebrated in style, firstly with a 
cake kindly donated by the Fairlop Waters Golf 
Club. 
This was followed by a magnificent Spitfire 
flypast and display, flown down from RAF 
Conningsby by Flight Lieutenant Antony 
Parkinson M.B.E.  
 

 
 

 
 

(David Martin) 
 



 
 

Harold with the Deputy Mayor of Redbridge 
Councillor Felicity Banks 

(David Martin) 
 

 
 

Harold with Kirsty Law an employee 
at Fairlop Waters Country Park 

(David Martin) 
 

 
 


