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Bob Reagan, A ss is tan t Direc
to r  of Com munications, recently  
m ade a nostalgic jo u rn ey  into 
th e  so u th e rn  p a r t  of F ran ce  
w here  exactly  tw o decades ago, 
he p a rach u ted  from  an  Air 
Force B-17 shot dow n by enem y 
an ti-a irc ra ft  fire.

L as t  Septem ber, Reagan  a t 
tended  a jo in t m eeting  of the  
Airline E lectron ic  E ng ineers  
Com m ittee in  Brussels. P rio r  to 
the  meeting, he and his son va 
cationed for th ree  w e e k s  
th ro u g h o u t E urope. T h re e  days 
of th e  to u r  w ere  p leasan tly  
spen t v is i t ing  n ea r  Cognac w ith  
G erard  Castillon du P erron.

First Meeting Different
N ot so on R eagan’s f irs t  ac- 

qua in tenance  w ith  P e rro n  tw e n 
ty  years  ago. T hen  a technical 
se rgean t — radio  o p e ra to r /g u n 
ner, R eagan  w as bare ly  18 years  
old. H e w as ju s t  ou t of tra in in g  
and  on his f irs t  m ission w hen  
an ti-a ircra ft f ire sen t h is  p lane 
ca tapu lting  ea r th w ard .  Recalls 
Reagan, “T here  w as a barrage  
of bullets, flak, and  fire; then , 
I w as out. I rem em b er  th a t  m y 
p ara ch u te  fell beh ind  th e  am-

came ru sh in g  up  to  Reagan. 
T hey  • led h im  to th e  k itchen  
w here  th e  G erm ans in terroga ted  
h im  for some th ree  hours. F ro m  
then  on, Reagan, th ough  som e
w h a t  apprehensive , w as m ore 
curious th a n  frightened.

Gestajjo Meant Solitary
H e w as taken  to Gestapo head 

q u a r te rs  in  Cognac, and af te r  
one n ig h t there , a m idn igh t ride 
to Bordeaux, and  four days and 
n ights  of so litary  a t  Gestapo 
h ead q u ar te rs  in F ra n k fo r t ,  R ea
gan and  th re e  boxcars of o ther  
p risoners  m ade th e  six day ride 
to K rem s, A ustria.

T hus  began  16 m on ths  as a 
p r isoner  of w ar  in  th e  N azi’s 
in fam ous Stalag 17. F o r  “Krieg- 
ies” — sho rtened  from  th e  G er
m a n  “kriegesgefangener” m ean 
ing “w a r  p r iso n e r” — th e  p er i 
od w as spen t in  lice-infested b a r 
racks th a t  leaked w h en  it ra in 
ed. K riegies w ere  fed poorly, 
and  w a te r  w as available only 
th ree  tim es a day. Sometimes, 
food a n d /o r  w a te r  w as w ithhe ld  
for days a t  a tim e as p u n ish 
m e n t for some in fraction  of 
G erm an  rules.

tr ies  w ere  located in  adjoining 
areas, b u t  the  G erm ans tr ied  to 
keep them  ap a r t  from  each o th 
e r  as m uch  as possible. T he  
R ussians fared  the  w orst. They 
did no t have th e  advan tage  of 
an  agency such as th e  Red Cross 
to provide th e m  w ith  supple 
m en ta l food. And th ey  w e re n ’t 
p ro tec ted  by  s u c h ' w artim e 
agreem ents  as benefited  the  
A m ericans. H ow ever, a l though 
U. S. p risoners  w ere  no t allowed 
to w o rk  u n d e r  an ag reem en t of 
the  G eneva Convention,, i t  t u r n 
ed ou t to be som ew hat of a d is 
advantage. Those w ho w orked  
on th e  fa rm s som etim es w ere 
able to pilfer food.

I t  w as no t all bad, however, 
according to Reagan. I t  is tru e  
■that th e  p risoners  suffered  
from  disease as well as from  
idleness and  th e y  certa in ly  
m issed fem inine com pany, but, 
o therw ise , the  boys found  w ays 
to spend  th e ir  time. T hey  or
ganized a th e a te r  using, as in 
S hakespeare’s day, male actors 
for all roles. T hey  form ed a soft
ball te am  and  construc ted  a box
ing ring. And, of course, harrass-

Reagan's son, Bob, Jr., the Frenchman, Perron, and Reagan himself 
vey the spot where Reagan parachuted from his Air Force plane.

Reagan Recalls Kriegie Days
m unition  boxes w h en  th e  p lane 
w as hit, so I had  to ju m p  w ith  
a spare  chu te  th a t  ju s t  h ap p e n 
ed to  be on board. I t  w as on up 
side down, too.”

He landed  “scared  s tiff” bu t 
u n h u r t ,  in  an  open field near  
P e r ro n ’s estate. T he  F re n c h 
m a n  and  th re e  G erm an soldiers

B u t the  G erm an soldiers w ere  
like b abys itte rs  com pared  to the  
s to rm  troops and  Gestapo th a t  
inspected  th e  cam p abou t once 
a week. “W h e n  th e y  came 
a ro u n d ,” recalls Reagan, “we 
k ep t qu ie t an d  ou t of sigh t.”

Americans Had It  Best  
P. O. W .’s f rom  o th e r  coun-

per

Two Kriegies carry back fruits of Red Cross “ pay day." Sometimes, the 
Germans would puncture canned goods with a bayonet, but they had 

to let the Red Cross supplies through because of Genova war agreements.

X u v n  /u T/fii ;

Ben Plielper

Reagan's barracks is an indication of living conditions. Tin cans and drains 
hung from barracks ceiling to catch the drips from a leaking roof. In the 

foreground is a blanket drying on the barbed fence.

ing th e  enem y held  a certain  
am oun t of in trigue . E scapes 
w ere  alw ays im m inent,  though  
none w as successful. Morale 
was, in  general, qu ite  good.

Only a few  w ere  unable - to 
w ith s tan d  th e  s tra in . Occasion
ally, a m an  w ould be so b u rd en 
ed by im p riso n m en t th a t  he 
m igh t ru n  w ild ly  across the  
w arn in g  w ire  and  th ro w  him self  
senselessly  a t  th e  high, barbed  
fence. To do so w as  suicide, 
since th e  G erm an guards  w ere  
u n d e r  o rders  to shoot w ithou t 
question  anyone w ho trespassed  
over th e  wire.

4500 Americans Marched 
I t  w as in  April, u n d e r  th re a t  

of advancing  Allied forces, th a t  
the  N azi’s m oved all able-bodied 
p risoners  to  B ran n a u  in  a 200 
mile, 18 day m arch. Kriegies 
w ere  fed only once in  th e  18 
days. T h ey  foraged additional 
chickens, eggs, and  potatoes 
along th e  w ay. T he  m otley  4500 
A m ericans spen t less th a n  tw o 
w eeks in  the  rain-drenched 
woods of B rannau . W h a t  she lte r 
th ey  had, th ey  b u il t  for th e m 
selves ou t of wood, b a rk  strips, 
and  foliage. T he  Allies liberated  
th e  p r isoners  on  th e  11th day, 
M ay 5, 1945.

Second V isit For Reagan  
R eagan’s S eptem ber t r ip  w as

the  second such v is it to  Cognac. 
Tw o yea rs  ago, he and his wife 
actually  s tayed  w ith  P erron , al
though  th is  tim e th e  large house 
w as already  occupied by  the  
F re n c h m a n ’s relatives.

T he  tw o men, Reagan  and 
P erron , have developed a fr iend 
ship  ou t of the  w ar tim e  h ap p e n 
ing. Reagan, sho r tly  a f te r  be 
ing liberated, testified in  P e r 
ro n ’s behalf  w hen  th e  la t te r  w as 
charged  w ith  tu rn in g  th e  A m er 
ican flyer over to th e  Nazis. 
T hough  the  charge w as u n tru e  
—th ree  G erm ans w ere  on the 
spot w h en  Reagan h it  the  
g round—P erro n  w as im prisoned 
and some of his p ro p er ty  con
fiscated by  political enemies.

I t  is still one of R eagan ’s 
g rea tes t hopes th a t  the  F re n c h 
m an  will be able to v is it him  
here  in America.

Would Repeat Experience
In  th in k in g  back  over his w ar 

experiences, Reagan  com m en t
ed, “T h e re ’s no doubt th a t  it w as 
an  ad v en tu rous  experience •— 
especially for a young  boy. I ’d 
probably  do it all over again if 
I k n ew  it w ould  tu r n  ou t the  
sam e way. T he  w ors t p a r t  of 
all w as th a t  th ree  of m y  crew  
d idn’t  m ake it.”

Ben I ’lielper

O ne hundred and thirty-six men 

had to share one tub of soup. The 
Germans sometimes warned Krieg
ies to watch for worms and small 
bugs which were unavoidably 

cooked with the chow.

O nly 11 days were spent in the makeshift campsite that took 18 days 

to reach. It rained 10 of those 11 days. The men managed to build 

shelters out of the wood and grass found in the area.
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After the march to Brannau, a 

soldier listens to news of Allied vic
tories on a crystal set made from 

soap dishes and parts smuggled 
in by the French.


