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FOURTEEN DAYS ADRIFT IN DINGHY

PILOT'S ORDEAL IN NORTH SEA

Fourteen days in an open dinghy on the North Sea, the almost unbearable

distress of watching two comrades die before his eyes without being able to

aid them, the terrible pangs of hunger and thirst - all these were suffered

and conquered by a young American member of the Royal Canadian Air Force,

Pilot Officer Holbroke Mahn, now recovering from his ordeal in hospital.

The story of "Hoke" Mahn is one of tragedy and great heroism. It is

a tale of the will to live conquering all odds. And yet the young flier

survived his ordeal so well that his doctor was moved to say :

"It is amazing how well he survived his experience. After seeing him and

talking to him, one would say he had not been exposed more than two or three

days."

It was 1 a.m. on the morning of June 4, that the young pilot took off from

his home base in his Hampden on a roving mission to the Freisian Islands. With

his crew of sergeants, two Canadian and one Scottish, he set out on what appeared

to be a routine flight but turned out to be an unforgettable experience#

As the aircraft reached a point 30 miles from the Dutch coast, the port

engine suddenly cut out and the plane, flying at a level of 200 feet, lurched

and dived into the sea* One of the crew was killed immediately, while the

others made for the small dinghy which the plane carried, and climbedaboard#
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The dinghy, caught in the strong swells of the North Sea, began to drift

away in a direction the crew hoped would carry them to safety. Husbanding their

supply of water and small rations, the airmen settled down for an uncomfortable

night,

One night stretched into several nights, and still no signs of rescue.

Often the men sighted planes, friendly and enemy, high overhead during daylight

hours, or heard the drone of motors during the hours of darkness, but their tiny
craft remained unsighted,

Then, to their delight, about a week after the crash, an enemy Ju88 sighted
them and swooped low to investigate. Enemy plane or not, it promised rescue,
and the young American and his crew stood up and waved wildly as the aircraft

circled their position.

But a British Beaufighter spotted the enemy plane and dived to the attack,
and in a few moments the two had disappeared from sight, the Ju.88 striving to

escape, the Beaufighter hot on its tail while the three disappointed airmen

sank despondently down in their tiny dinghy, unseen by the British pilot.

What, thought the three, could the future hold now? Food and water

gone, and dirty, wet, and despondent, they sat huddled together in the bottom

of their craft.

That night one of the sergeants died.

Thirst or starvation may have causedhis death, butMahn believes it was

due to the shock of seeing their first hope of rescue chased away, The remain-

ing two lowered the body of their friend over the side and watched it slip

into the sea.

Several days later, days of horror and suffering, the second sergeant died.

One day a gull perched on the rim of the dinghy and in a few moments Mahn

was tasting his first food since their small rations had given out in the early

days,

Seagull, eaten raw, is not the tastiest of morsels but it is food, Later

his rescuers found the bones and feathers of the gull strewn over the dinghy.

On the eleventh day a little rain fell, and Mahn secured enough to wet his

parched lips that had not touched water for almost a week.

Rescue finally came. At 12.30 a.m. - 00.30 hours in Service parlance --

a motor gunboat of the Royal Navy spotted the tiny, floating dot, still off the

Dutch coast, and Mahn was taken on board and rushed to an English port.

Before five o’clock he was tucked into a hospital bed, with the doctors
~

marvelling at his condition after 14 such harrowing days and nights. The tall,

dark, young native of Denver, Colorado, was far from being a well man, but he

was alive and safe.
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