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Beesley recounts spending time as a prisoner
of war
Manasquan Resident, WWII Veteran Ellis
Beesley
By Haley Behre

Don’t worry about a thing until it comes, and by then it’s too
late.

That was the philosophy of one U.S. fighter pilot turned
prisoner of war [POW] during World War II— a philosophy he
carried with him throughout the war.

Ellis Norman Beesley, 91, was born in Kearny in 1921 to Edward
Beesley and Lena Steckman. Mr. Beesley had two older
siblings, Edward and Ruth, and one younger sibling, Joyce.

On Nov. 7, 1929, life changed for Mr. Beesley when his mother,
younger sister, Joyce, and baby sibling died on the same day.
Joyce, who died when she was 2 years old, his mother and the
baby, who died after birth, all died from tuberculosis.

Mr. Beesley was just 7 years old when they died.

For a few years following their deaths, Mr. Beesley’s aunt,
Adeline Souer, came to live with them.

In 1932, Mr. Beesley’s father married Josephine Savage Wolfe
who had three children: Adelide, Alvin and Francis. Mr.
Beesley was close to Ms. Wolfe.

Mr. Beesley graduated Kearny High School in 1940, and went
on to work at du Pont’s as an assistant chemist and attended
Newark Technical College until he enlisted.

LIFE CHANGES

Dec. 7, 1941 was a day that “will live in infamy” for Americans
as it was the day the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, killing

1,177 people stationed in Hawaii,
and bringing the U.S. into WWII.

That day spurred many men, including Mr. Beesley, to enlist in the military.

“There wasn’t any reason not to go,” Mr. Beesley said.

When he told his family he wanted to be a pilot, they laughed.

“They said ‘you ain’t going to make it,’” he said. “But I fooled them.”

He enrolled in the military in early 1942, and began training a few months later.

Photos
 1 2

In December 1943, Manasquan resident Ellis
Beesley’s plane was shot down while he was
completing a mission in Italy during WWII. He
was subsequently taken by the Germans a
prisoner of war. Photo by RYAN MAYER, STAR
NEWS GROUP
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Mr. Beesley graduated on March 25, 1943.

After graduation, Mr. Beesley requested to be a dive bomber, and was sent to train for that position.

In the summer of 1943, Mr. Beesley was deployed and served in North Africa and Italy. He was a 2nd Lt. with
the 524th Fighter Bomber Squadron, 27th Fighter Bomber Group and 12th Air Support Command.

According to Mr. Beesley, dive bombers did not have any “real” dive bombing training because they were not
allowed to do the vertical dives in the U.S.

“You do it yourself,” he explained. “You learn fast.”

Mr. Beesley’s mission throughout the war was to interrupt transportation by bombing or strafing sites such as
bridges, convoys, trains and ships. He liked to shoot trains.

“It gives you a little thrill,” he said about why he liked shooting trains.

Strafing is the practice of attacking ground targets with a low-flying aircraft.

THE LAST MISSION

Little did Mr. Beesley know, but Dec. 5, 1943, would be his last mission. He had completed over 40 missions.

That day, Mr. Beesley dove bomb a bridge in Anzio, Italy when he saw a truck and German soldiers.

“All of a sudden I went to shoot them and they shot me first,” he said.

As the plane was falling, Mr. Beesley jumped out, with his British parachute opening just before he landed in
the water.

If Mr. Beesley had been wearing an American parachute it would have expanded, making it more difficult for
Mr. Beesley to unhook and get out of it.

“I think that’s what saved my life,” he said about the parachute.

Mr. Beesley swam to shore and went to a house, where soon after he was captured by the Germans. He was not
seriously injured.

Getting shot down was the scariest part of Mr. Beesley’s time in WWII, he said, because he did not know what
was going to happen.

“They could have done anything,” he said. “You hear of atrocities here and there. You don’t know what’s going
to happen once you’re captured.”

The Germans took him to another home, where they gave him a steak. Mr. Beesley was hesitant to eat it as he
thought it could be poisoned.

To joke around with Mr. Beesley, the soldiers kept swapping steaks, and allowed him to choose what steak he
wanted.

“You know what, if you don’t eat today, you eat tomorrow...If you don’t eat the next day you’re dead anyway,
so what’s the difference,” he recalled the German soldier saying.

Mr. Beesley said “you’re right. I’m dead one way or another so I might as well eat.”

One German soldier who spoke English did not speak kindly of Adolf Hitler and did not like the war. These
comments allowed Mr. Beesley to relax.

Back home, the Beesleys heard their son was missing in action on Dec. 6, 1943.
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Soon after the news, his mother went to a psychic who told her that her son was a good swimmer, which he
was, and that he was shot down over water, swam to shore and was OK. Mr. Beesley was on the swim team in
high school.

The psychic’s entire story would turn out to be true.

A PRISONER OF WAR

In Europe, Mr. Beesley was transported by truck and train to several different camps before landing in Oflag 64,
in Szubin, Poland, which was a camp for ground officers.

Prior to going to Oflag 64, Mr. Beesley went to a camp in Berlin for interrogation. It was there that he received
his first shower.

“I said this is a gas chamber, so long,” he said, but they were not gassed.

“[The Germans] figured the more prisoners they could get, the more bargaining they could do,” he said. “They
weren’t giving anyone away except a smart ass or something.”

He then traveled to Oflag 64, which was isolated, with nothing for miles, Mr. Beesley said.

Mr. Beesley recalled prisoners digging a hole to escape in Oflag 64, which began prior to Mr. Beesley’s arrival.
To hide the tunnel, a stove was placed over it.

While there, his job was to store the soil from the hole in ceiling rafters.

The tunnel was never completed.

While in the camps, the prisoners did not have to work, and spent a lot of time talking or partaking in
activities, such as reading, playing cards and bridge or going to a play, he said.

For food, Mr. Beesley said they received a Red Cross parcel, which consisted of food and cigarettes. These
parcels were delivered less frequently, and eventually stopped, as the war went on, he said, noting they were
not fed well.

“If you had cigarettes, you were in,” he said since people, including him, would trade cigarettes for food. He
did not smoke.

A few months after being in Oflag 64, Mr. Beesley was transferred to Stalag Luft III, in Sagan, Germany, in May
1944, which was a camp for air force servicemen.

In Stalag Luft III, he was on the escape committee. People could escape, he said, as long as “he didn’t
jeopardize somebody else,” which is why the committee liked to know information about an escape.

On Jan. 27, 1945, the Germans rounded up the prisoners at Stalag Luft III and prepared them for a march to
Moosburg, Germany. They each received a Red Cross parcel.

According to Mr. Beesley’s war journal, the day after the march began they “tried to rest up. Some boys went
crazy, some froze, and we had a shooting on the way. If a person sat down, he fell asleep and froze. I kept
going but I walked off the road.”

Mr. Beesley and his friends attempted to save the Red Cross parcels and stored the cigarettes, he said.

He and friends escaped several times by hanging back as the line of marchers walked on. As they continued to
walk they told those who asked that they were sick and trying to catch up to the group.

The German soldiers did not try to stop those who escaped, he said. Mr. Beesley assumed it was because they
did not like Hitler, but went a long with what he did because “if you don’t go with Hitler you’re dead.”
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Along the way, they would go to houses and trade cigarettes for food, and shared the food with each other. The
German people were “sympathetic,” he said, and did not like Hitler.

Mr. Beesley and his friends were repeatedly caught, but “we talked our way out of it.”

“People said ‘you can’t do that.’ Don’t believe it,” he said. “If you don’t try nothing you don’t get no place.”

The last time they were caught they were brought to Stalag VII A, near Moosburg.

When they reached Moosburg, Colonel Alcart, an American, told prisoners he had the name of prisoners on the
march and if their name was not on the list of people who entered the camp on the first day they would be
court martialed. Mr. Beesley and his friends’ names were not on the list.

While in Moosburg, the Americans liberated the prisoners and Mr. Beesley was not court marshaled.

Mr. Beesley said Colonel Alcart would court marshal people because he wanted to keep everyone together so no
one would get hurt.

“I never figured me living through any of it,” he said.

Mr. Beesley returned to the U.S. in 1945, and was told to get out of the army because if he did not, and the
colonel decided to move forward with a court marshal procedure, he could lose “everything,” he said. So, that
is what Mr. Beesley did. He got out of the army on Aug. 14, 1945.

LIFE AFTER WORLD WAR II

Soon after he returned home, Mr. Beesley met his future wife, Eileen Farrell, at an ice rink. They married three
years later in 1948.

A few years later, he tried to return to the military, but threw out the papers once he saw Colonel Alcart.

“If I got underneath [Colonel Alcart] in the airplane, he’d send me up without a motor,” he said.

Mr. Beesley never returned to the military.

In 1951, the Beesleys had their first child, Ellis, and in 1955 they had their second child, Philip.

The Beesleys raised their children in Kearny, and summered in Manasquan. In 1962, they bought a house on the
lagoon, which was a dream of Mr. Beesley’s.

Mr. Beesley worked as fireman in Kearny and as an electrician.

Upon leaving the fire department in 1985, the Beesleys retired to their home in Manasquan, where they have
lived since.

In October 2012, their home was destroyed by Hurricane Sandy. It has since been gutted and renovated.

The Beesleys moved back into their home a few weeks ago.
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