ieips-Le-Soken
Pitot: P10 Lenn Divoy
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One of 297 souvenir covers carried on ths flight from

Coxyde - others were stolen in Belgium!

e of the most amazing escape stories of the last war
has recently been re-enacted by the two participants, one
now a Lt. General, the other a retired airline captain.
Their story has been fully documented in "Flight and
Freedom', published in English by lan Allan and wel

worth reading.

The two escapees, then Pilot Officer Cadets in the
Belgian Air Force, were taken prisoner by the Germans
when Belgium was invaded and released on condition that
they did not engage in any anti-German activities!

In April, 1941, Leon Divoy phoned '"Mike' Donnet and
arranged a meeting. Leon suggested to his fellow pilot
that they should build an aircraft using an available
Gnome Rhone engine and escape from Occupied Belgium to
continue their 'War', Shortly afterwards, they learned
of a Stampe SV.4 in a barn at the Chateau of Thierry
D''Huart, Terbloc, in the forest of Soignes. A visit to
the spot found the place guarded by Germans, but Donnet's
seventeen-year old brother Marc risked his life to reach
the building and, peering through a crack, he confirmed
that there was a plane, apparently complete, in the pad-
locked barn. It vas in need of repair, but was liberated
and made airworthy, Divoy actually constructing the in-
strument panel and various instruments,

Considerable work and planning went into the escape.
Divoy and Donnet were helped in many various ways by
Robert Voss, Albert and Pierre Valcke, Marc Donnet, Pierre
Nottet and Miche Jansen. The fuel was, at first, obtained
by a German NCO operating his '"black market'' but later by
Jansen who distilled motor spirit,

After untold troubles, and two false starts, July kth,
1941, was finally chosen as the day for the escape. Divoy
was elected pilot by the toss of a coin and, using a
Michelin road map, the route was planned from Terbloc
across the North Sea to the Cambridge area. At 0245 hours
that Friday morning, Divoy and Donnet climbed into their §
single-engined biplane trainer and Miche Jansen, a cour-
ageous friend, swung the propeller, As the noise of the
engine shattered the silence, Jansen ran to the car in
which he had driven the airmen to the barn, pausing only
to see the Stampe 1ift into the night sky.

Setting course for the coast, the Stampe passed over
Brussels, Gent, leaving the coast at Le Zoute at a height
of 10,000 feet. The engine failed but, fortunately, was
restarted close to the sea and, at low altitude, they
flew across the North Sea, crossing the English coast
between Clacton and Felixstowe and, praying that their
navigation had brought them to their destination, they
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then led the Hawkinge Spitfire Wing and, finally, the

Lt. Gen. Baron Denast
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Right:

Engine off -
Mike in front,
Divoy in rear

landed in a rough area of farmland. Not sure that they
were absolutely safe, they hid their belongings in a
small shed and cautiously approached the farmhouse to
find a cart standing in the yard marked "'Smith Brothers
& Sons'' - they were at Thorpe-le-Soken in Essex!

Via the police and a nearby army unit, the two airmen
eventually reached London and interrogation. At length
their story was accepted, a message which should have
come from the Resistance was destroyed by Miche Jansen
vho was picked up by the Gestapo, only to escape from
the condemned cell and make his way to England where he
flew as an air-gunner, winning the DFC.

Both Donnet and Divoy joined No. 64 (Fighter) Squad-
ron at Hornchurch; the latter was reported missing on a
flight from Rochford on Lth April, 1942, Whilst on pat-
rol together over St, Omer, Leon Divoy was involved in
a mid-air collision from which he escaped by parachute
only to be captured. He spent a long time in the notor-
ious Stalag Luft Il and was active in many escape at-
tempts, being awarded the Croix-de-Guerre and the Es-
capers' Medal on his release. He joined SABENA and has
recently retired,

Mike Donnet, meanwhile, became one of the truly great
fighter pilots and was promoted, first to flight com- i
mander and then to command 64 Squadron. Later he became
commander of No., 350 (Belgian) Squadron at Rochford,

Stampe SV.4B "V82" taxi-ing in at Southend, 14.6.1975






