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ROBERT ADAMS 1921-2003

Eix-pilot aided
foreigners

who hid

BY KELLY HAGGART

obert Adams, past presi-

dent of a society set up to

honour and assist individu-

als who risked their lives
helping Allied airmen evade cap-
ture during the Second World War,
died in Toronto this month of can-
cer. He was 82.

Mr. Adams was a 22-year-old
Canadian pilot on loan to Britain’s
Royal Air Force when his plane
was shot down after bombing a
German ship in southern Greece.
Stout-hearted pecple on two small
islands in the Aegean, risking tor-
ture or execution for their actions,
sheltered the six-man crew for a
meonth until they were rescued.

After the war, Mr. Adams
founded a chain of tool-rental
stores in the Toronto area called
Adams Rent-All, which he sold
when he retired in 1989.

In 1965, Mr. Adams joined the
newly formed Canadian branch of
the Royal Air Forces Escaping So-
ciety. The .group vowed to assist
the citizens who had helped Allied
airmen who fell into their midst
escape or evade capture; thanks to
their courage, almost 3,000 men
had made it back to safety.

“The object of the society is to
remember,” the group’s literature
says, “and to aid our helpers who
may still be suffering the results of
imprisonment and torture at the
hands of the enemy, and to main-
tain the very strong friendships
that developed during those
years.” _

(Ernest Bevin, Britain’s foreign
secretary in 1945-51, told the first
chairman of the group’s British
chapter: “Your society does a
dainned sight ‘more-good in Eu-
rope than all my ambassadors
rolled together.”)

John Dix,
the Escaping Society’s Canadian
branch, 'said that, “in most cases,
we only knew our helpers a week
or less — we were just passing
through. But the nature of the re-
lationship and the tension of the
times were such that they became
lifelong friends. We never forgot
them,
ada every year, we kept in touch.
We owed them a debt of honour.”

Flight Lieutenant Adams and his

i

. crew of four Britons and an Aus-

tralian left their base in Benghazi,
Libya, on the night of Nov. 6, 1943,
scouting for targets to bomb. They

. spotted a German ship anchored

off Naxos, an island in the Cy-
clades group south of Athens.

After dropping 16 bombs, one of
the plane’s two engines was hit by
German flak. “Luckily, it kept
going for 10 minutes, which gave

a fellow member of

we had them over to Can- -

soldiers

us time to make a getaway,” Mr.
Adams told his daughter, Patricia
Adams. “Then it conked out and
we had to slowly descend.”

He ditched his disabled Welling-
ton bomber flawlessly into the sea.
The crew escaped through
hatches, and a dinghy and a para-
chute popped out of the aircraft
before it sank within 30 seconds of
hitting the water. The men pad-
dled ashore to the island of Sifnos,
half a kilometre away.

“After complaining about our
cigarettes being wet, we slept in
the parachute under an olive tree,”
Mr. Adams recalled. “In the morn-
ing, we were discovered by a girl
riding by on a donkey. She went to
fetch her father [George Karavos],
and he went and got someone who
could understand English and who
decided we weren't German.”

The initial suspicion was mu-
tual. When Mr. Karavos took the
men to his home and offered them
water, they were afraid to drink it,
until the farmer reassured them by
taking a first sip.

The six men were hidden first in
a mountaintop monastery on Sif-
nos, and then in a cave used as a
goat pen on the neighbouring is-
land of Serifos. Their presence was
kept from local children, in case
they unwittingly tipped off the
German patrol that visited the is-
lands several times a week from
the nearby occupied island of

Milos.

“During the war, 180 people on
Sifnos died because they didn't
have enough to eat,” Mr. Adams

said. “But the locals made a big
fuss over us, bringing food and
cigarettes.”

The men spent 10 days in the
monastery, with a stream of hun-
gry people climbing the steep path
to bring them bread and cheese,
oranges, figs, retsina and handfuls
of precious, rationed cigarettes.

Then the Sifnos chief of police,
Demetrius Bakeas, who was de-
termined the men should not be
captured, arranged for them to go
to Serifos, because “there are peo-
ple there who can help you.”

A fisherman took them under

cover of darkness to Serifos. There,
housed in the goat pen, they found
five British commandos spying on
German troop movements. Condi-
tions were primitive in that cave
for the next 20 days, but the spies
had a wireless and were able to ar-
range the air crew's rescue. A
Royal Navy gunboat disguised as a
Greek fishing vessel picked them
up and, moving by night, took
them to safety in Cyprus.

All six men survived the war,
and later learned they had suc-
ceeded in sinking that ship in

-Society. Mr.

yet they gave us everything.

Naxos harbour.

Mr. Adams kept in touch with
his helpers after the war, with his
letters translated for him by a
Greek neighbour in Toronto.

“l remember being taken to
Greek community functions,” Pat-
ricia Adams recalled. “And every
Christmas Dad would send a par-
cel to the school -on Sifnos, with
paper and pencils, and little dime-
store gifts for the children. Putting
that package together every year
was very emotional.”

“Bob was a very great guy, with
a great sense of humodtr,” said Roy
Brown, secretary of the Escaping
Adams was treasurer
of the society at his death, and
served as president in 1995-96.

“We have about 100 members
now across the country, who are in
their 80s and beyond,” Mr. Brown
said. “Most of our helpers are in
the same or worse shape, so we're
not bringing them over as we did
up until five or six years ago. But
we still help out when we see a
helper in need.”

Robert Watson Adams was born

on Jan. 22, 1921, in Windsor, Ont., .

where his father, Dr. Frederick
Adams, was the medical officer of
health for more than 20 years. If he
had returned to base that night
after the raid on Naxos harbour,
he would have received the cable
informing him of his father’s death
back home.

After graduating from Windsor’s
Kennedy Collegiate in 1939, Mr.

Adams worked in a bank before

enlisting in June, 1941. A few
weeks later his older brother,
Coulson, was killed during training
in England, shot down by a Ger-
man night fighter
sneaked across the Channel. His
other brother, John, was also a
bomber pilot killed in action, shot
down during a raid on Hanover,
Germany, just a few months be-
fore the war in Europe ended.

Robert Adams’s story was fea-
tured in a CBC-TV documentary in
1966, when a Telescope camera
crew followed him and his wife,
Joan, back to Sifnos, where they
received a hero’s welcome.

“Those Greeks had nothing to
gain and eéverything to lose,” Mr.
Adams told the show’s associate

that had-

A young Robert Adams: ‘Those Greeks had nothing to gain and everything to lose. They were starving, and

producer, George Ronald. “They
were starving, and yet they gave us
everything. They were superb. . . .1
don’t think they know just how
kind and generous and how brave
they were.”

Mr. Bakeas, who had moved to
Athens after retiring from the po-
lice force, returned to Sifnos for
the emotional reunion held 23
years after he helped save Mr. Ad-
ams’s life. Earlier, he had written
to “my dear friend” in Canada: “It
is-not possible for me to forget the
danger which connected us in
those terrible war days. We shall
be always waiting you.”

In addition to his wife, Mr.
Adams leaves his children John,
Patricia and Mary, sons-in-law
Lawrence Solomon and Steve
Douglas, and granddaughters
Essie and Catharine.

Robert Watson Adams, chain-
store founder and past president
of the Canadian branch of the RAF
Escaping Society; born in Windsor,
Ont., on Jan. 22, 1921; died in
Toronto on Feb. 10, 2003.
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