
WALLY LAYNE’S WARTIME LOG

Pilot Officer Wally Layne was a member of a 97 Squadron Pathfinder 
crew which was shot down over Germany in September 1943. Layne 
became a prisoner, and was not liberated until May 1945. 

Layne’s book was one of thousands of such logbooks issued by the 
War Prisoners’ Aid section of the YMCA. A humanitarian gift of 
brilliant simplicity, they were used by prisoners to record their lives, 
and so give shape and meaning to the otherwise endless days. 

TALES FROM THE ARCHIVE
RAF PATHFINDERS ARCHIVE - New & Historical Items, No.5 – 22 February 2018

IN THIS ISSUE ...

Very few aircrew managed to 

evade capture after being shot 

down over Occupied Europe or 

Germany, and most ended up 

being incarcerated for the rest of 

the war. 

Many things, some official and 

some unofficial, helped maintain 

the morale of the prisoners, but 

one of the simplest and  most 

effective was the ‘Wartime Log’.

These were small sturdy 
books which fitted into a 
greatcoat pocket and thus 
could be easily carried 
around. They became 
scrapbooks of life in the 
camps, and, although 
there were personal 
touches, they were a 
collaborative effort and 
many prisoners joined 
in making them, such as 
artists and calligraphers.

Right: caricature of Wally 

Layne, at his favourite hobby 

- fishing. Left: titlepage, and 

below: cover



MAPS IN THE LOGBOOK
 
Layne’s logbook contains two maps, 
one of which appears on the right. 
What is very touching is that his 
home town of Grantham is marked 
- this is where his wife Joan lived, 
who was expecting their first baby. 
The map is stripped-down and 
unsophisticated, so the marking of 
Grantham is of great significance. By 
seeing the whole area of Europe on 
such a small scale, Layne was able to 
place himself in relation to his wife 
even though they were separated by 
thousands of miles.

This map would almost certainly 
have been copied from or into other 
men’s logbooks. It would have been very easy to memorise, and possibly could have proved useful in an escape attempt. 
It is noticeable that six main rivers are marked. These could have been used as guides for someone on foot heading for 
the North or Baltic Seas. However, it is fairly obvious that the map was more useful for fantasising about escape than for 
guidance during the real thing. 

VALUE OF THE LOGBOOKS

The logbooks had two critical, interconnected functions: to 
sustain morale, and to foster a strong group identity amongst 
the prisoners. Morale and group identity were needed to survive 
the feelings of boredom and impotence brought on by captivity. 
On two occasions Layne chose to have copied into his book a key 
quotation from Winston Churchill’s ‘In Durance Vile’, from My 
Early Life, the book about his captivity during the Boer War. That 
Churchill had survived, and later become Britain’s revered war 
leader, helped Layne to survive his own incarceration.

The preciousness of the logbook to Layne is vividly illustrated 
by the fact that it was the one possession he kept on the forced 
marches of PoWs, in appalling wintery conditions, in early 1945. 
Conditions were so bad that prisoners were even throwing away 
food in order to keep going.

The logbooks, although small and seemingly unimportant, 
contribed greatly to sustaining the morale of aircrew in the 
prisoner of war camps of Germany and Poland. Incidentally, the 
particular camps in which Layne spent his imprisonment, such as 
Sagan and Fallingbostel, are marked on the map above.

With thanks to David Layne for the use of the images.


