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First Escape 
 

In mid-summer of 1943, three lieutenants, Frank N. Aten, Roy J. 
Chappell, Laurence B. Higgins, who had been active in earlier escape attempts – 
both en route to Oflag 64 and in the British camp Oflag 9A/Z at Rotenburg (an 
der Fulda) noticed that because of shortage of manpower the Germans had 
discontinued the daytime sentries patrolling outside the barbed wire enclosure. 
They also determined that foliage – heaviest at this time of year in Poland – 
caused a spot on the barbed wire enclosure, which could not be seen by the 
guard tower on the East side. This spot was directly opposite the West side 
entrance to the German Commandants home. The Lieutenants drew straws to 
determine who would have the “honor” of using the pliers (obtained from a 
Polish workman by bartering coffee and cigarettes). Chappell drew the short 
straw. 

The timing was about an hour and a half before “appel” – evening roll 
call. While Aten and Higgins watched from nearby, Chappell slipped under the 
trip wire across the sand strip, and cut completely through the wire enclosure. 
He then rose and walked as unobtrusively as possible down the front walk of the 
Kommandanteur, turned to the left on the street, proceeded East along the stone 
wall enclosing the adjacent cemetery, where he waited for his buddies screened 
by the large tombstone. Higgins and Aten followed promptly, but just before 
Aten arrived at the cemetery entrance, an off-duty, but unfortunately sharp and 
observant German soldier, saw him from the front of the German barracks 
across the street. We gave immediate alarm and very shortly Chappell, Higgins 
and Aten were crouched behind the largest tombstones hoping to avoid the 
German dogs and shooting soldiers. 

Obviously the “jig was up” and the three were sentenced to thirty days 
solitary confinement on bread and water. 

Thus ended the first escape attempt from Oflag 64. At least, it caused the 
German to have to re-establish a daytime sentry patrol outside the barbed wire. 
 

Second Escape 
 

It was while Aten, Chappell and Higgins were serving their 30-day 
sentence in solitary that the idea was born, which led to the second escape 
attempt. 

It should be pointed out here - especially for the benefit of the large 
number of “later” arrivals who did not enter the camp until the conclusion of the 
second escape attempt that the location of the masonry solitary confinement 
cellblock of eight cells was located on the back – south-side of the wooden 



German barracks of the West end, all of which is located South of and across the 
street from the Oflag 64 barbed wire enclosure. 

The three Lieutenants discovered a small window with six iron bars in the 
South end of the solitary Confinement block, which overlooked a deep, broad 
drainage ditch leading of the West, eventually reaching the edge of the forest. 
They also realized that the doors to the cells were single panel wood doors with 
very simple locks. They were able to devise keys, which would unlock these 
doors and thus gain access to the hallway in the cellblock, which led to the 
window on the South end. 

By the end of their thirty-day bread and water solitary sentence, they 
realized that the following Spring would be an ideal time to perfect their escape 
from the solitary cell block by cutting the six bars on the window and dropping 
into the drainage ditch and following it into the forest. 

Now the challenge became: how do we get into the solitary confinement 
cell with a hacksaw blade? Many ideas were offered and discussed. One 
laughingly offered by Lt Col. Walter M. Oakes, of San Antonio, Texas, was to 
“get drunk”. This was discussed and mulled over at length with the decision to 
pull off a huge drunk. Accordingly, a number of willing “brewers” prepared a 
horrible concoction of fermented raisins etc. Two more would-be escapers were 
added: First Lt. R.W. (Dick) Secor of Des Moines, Iowa, and Lt. Col. John H. 
(Jack) Van Vliet Jr. of Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, brought the group to five. 

In mid-May after “appel”, when all prisoners were supposed to be in their 
barracks, the five men poured the foul-smelling alcoholic brew over their face 
and uniforms – a couple rinsed their mouths out with it – and entered the 
cobblestone courtyard, took an iron-wheeled garbage cart loaded with metal 
garbage cans and began to shout, sing, cavort and create all the noise possible 
with the cart and cans. 

The German sergeant, who was in charge of the evening guard watch, was 
a very patient, good-natured individual who tried without success, to calm down 
the “hell raisers” and persuade them to return to their barracks. Finally, the five 
wore out the guard’s patience, and he seized them and took them across the 
street to the German barracks for questioning, searching and confinement. Secor 
had the hacksaw blade (secured in the same manner that the pliers were secured 
for the first attempt) taped to the bottom of his foot. Aten, Chappell, Higgins, 
and Van Vliet arranged to be searched first, so when the guards – already tired 
of smelling the liquor-saturated persons, got to Secor, they weren’t prepared for 
his brilliant maneuver of throwing up all over his searcher just before they got to 
his feet. God took care of the Americans again – and all five were thrown 
immediately into solitary. 

Since the sentence was “ten days solitary – bread and water for “being 
totally drunk and disorderly”, time was short and work was begun in cutting the 
bars immediately the next morning. Four men played “battleship” as loudly as 
possible while listening closely for the approach of any unscheduled guards’ 



visit – while the fifth sawed furiously on the bars. The “sawer” left a tiny strip of 
metal unsawed on each bar and carefully covered all traces of his activity using 
soap, dust and cobwebs at the end of each day. 

Finally, on the afternoon of the ninth day, all six bars could be broken and 
removed quickly and the keys were working perfectly in the simple cell wooden 
doors. Just past mid-afternoon after the last scheduled guard inspection of the 
cellblock, Higgins and Aten broke out the bars, dropped to the ground and 
disappeared to the West down the drainage ditch. Secor and Chappell were 
ready to follow immediately, but Van Vliet couldn’t open his door from the 
inside nor could Secor and Chappell open from the outside and several precious 
minutes were lost in the unsuccessful efforts. At last, Secor and Chappell 
realized they had no option except to follow Aten and Higgins immediately, 
which they did. 

Hard luck again since the guard came early and Secor and Chappell were 
no more than five-hundred yards down the drainage ditch when they heard the 
dogs and shouts of the soldiers, who quickly discovered them laying flat in the 
field. They were immediately returned to solitary. An apoplectic German 
Kommandant Oberst Schneider, gave the order that pants and shoes be removed 
from Secor, Chappell, and Van Vliet each night. Further a guard was stationed 
inside the cellblock both day and night. 


