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The men of No. 234 (Madras Presidency) Squadron pose for a formal group portrait with a Spitfire Vb at
North Weald, 1944. The author is seated at the right-hand end of the second row.

All for a Caterpillar
Ray D. Stebbings

I joined the Caterpillar Club on 15th
January 1945. I know I couldn’t remember very much about it at the time,
and even a lot less now. However, I
kept a diary in a small exercise book
given to me by a Swedish YMCA man
who came to inspect, as did the International Red Cross on occasions.
I imagine the day was much like any
other — a good breakfast in the officers’
mess, perhaps in silence after a boisterous, noisy evening, and too much beer
the night before. Anyhow, pilots on
operations did get real eggs whereas
the rest of the station had to stomach
powdered egg. A drive down to “dispersal” to the squadron Nissen hut and
exchange a few grunted greetings with
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the other chaps. “What’s the form?”
one would ask. “Dunno” would be the
laconic reply.
Some would pick up reading matter,
some would take a few deep breaths of
pure oxygen from a cylinder and mask
at the ready (pilots for the use of). Others would start a card game. The conversation might turn to the previous
evening in the mess or in the local pub.
As the air of expectancy (or tension,
because that’s what it was) built up, the
conversation and laughter got louder
and louder. It’s remarkable how jolly
we could become.
All the time there was a wariness
and alertness creeping in amongst the
majority of pilots. Not with all though.

Some, it seems, were quite clueless
about what was going on about them.
The flight sergeant in charge of the
ground crew working on the aircraft
dispersed about the perimeter, known
as “Chiefy”, would enter and chalk up
on the board the availability of aircraft
on the “squadron strength”, in other
words the serviceability or unserviceability of each particular aircraft. We
were No. 234 Squadron, equipped with
North American P-51 Mustangs, and
stationed at RAF Bentwaters, in Suffolk.

already on their feet before the commanding officer entered the flight
room. “OK chaps, show on, briefing
11.00 hours and early lunch 11.45”. A
quick confirmation, glance at the board
and on our way over to the intelligence
officer’s (the “Spy’s”) briefing room.
Usual pandemonium, from the few
clueless ones: “Who’s on?”, “Am I on?”,
“Which kite have I got?”
Briefing consisted of a detailed
weather report, seldom accurate, exact
route on a large wall map. One hundred and fifty bombers targeting Landreeveer, Solingen, and Bochum, and
bombing from 20,000 feet, seventeen
squadrons of fighters, top cover, flank
cover, or whatever, at 26-30,000 feet!
Bombers from anywhere in East Anglia
or Yorkshire, taking off at 10.00 hours,
laboriously climbing up and up with
full bomb loads to cross out over
Bournemouth, and reach the French
coast near Bordeaux at the desired altitude. We fighters were to pick them up
as they cross into Germany, stay with
them, and bring them out again. The
bombers could log up to eight hours,
but with our speed, later take-off and
earlier landing, probably less than three
hours.

Ray with a Mustang III, to which 234 Squadron
converted after D-Day.

The fact that one’s particular aircraft
was withdrawn as u/s did not necessarily mean that there was no flying.
There might be a shortage of pilots due
to any reason like missing on operations, forced landing away from base,
sick or on leave. So the flight commander could be seen toying with the
chalk, trying to make up a flight of six
pilots and aircraft should there suddenly be a “show” on. Two flights of
six make up a squadron of fighters.
The telephone would ring in the
squadron commander’s office, and ears
would strain for any part of his conversation over the phone. The alert were

Ray (on the right) with squadron colleagues and
another Mustang.
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We were briefed on the proximity of
any known German anti-aircraft batteries on our planned route. A pep talk
and encouragement from “The Boss”,
prepare maps, study the route and details of operation, and then off to an
early lunch in the mess. The “show” is
not mentioned — “careless talk costs
lives” was displayed everywhere on
placards. Back to the flight line after
lunch to get into flying gear and out to
the aircraft. We know our time for
take-off so we sit in the cockpit all
ready to go. All eyes are on the squadron leader’s plane. All aircraft are
plugged in to a starter-acc trolley, and
as soon as the blades of the prop turn
on the CO’s plane, thumbs-up to the lad
on the starter-acc and “push the tit”!
We taxi along the peri-track onto the
runway in use and line up three vics of
four aircraft, and away we go. Roaring
down the runway, each vic of four,
closely following the section in front.
Wheels selected up the second they
leave the ground and quickly form up
in squadron formation for the long
climb to rendezvous.
The long slow climb through cloud
in tight formation with piston-engined
aircraft is very arduous, especially No.
4 in each of the three sections. The lead
section climbs on course and the two
wing sections vary their course one degree port and one degree starboard respectively, hopefully still within sight,
and able to re-join when emerging out
on top of the cloud.
The weather was lousy, 10/10ths
cloud all the way up, and once on top,
the sections spread out in the usual
“finger” formation. We never saw the
bombers, anything up to 10,000 feet
below, somewhere in the clag stooging
on to drop their loads. Only by careful
timing could we wheel and turn to
cover and protect the sky above the
bomber streams.
Turning a whole
squadron’s three “finger sections”
spread out well over a quarter of a mile
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of sky is a very complicated manoeuvre. Actually only one pilot is flying —
the squadron leader — and the two section leaders are flying on him. The
other three pilots in each section fly on
their section leader (that is to say, formation is maintaining a position relative to standstill). The No. 4 in each
section has to keep an eye on both his
section leader and also on the No. 3.
Radio silence was broken. “Huns
up!”, but without knowing the position
of the caller, and poor visibility, one’s
neck had to gyrate through about 180
degrees frequently to search one’s angle
of vision in the formation. In these
turning and twisting conditions, the sky
can be full of aeroplanes and empty
within seconds. The German ack-ack
was always very accurate, and at any
altitude, if one maintained a straight
and level course for any length of time,
shells would burst very close indeed.
“Scarecrows” were also put up by the
Huns: a special shell would burst with
huge flame and black smoke to unnerve pilots thinking it was an exploding aircraft due to a direct hit.
So, it was this scene when it all happened, suddenly and unexpectedly, a
million-to-one chance, or so it is said.
Later, in the “Bag”, I wrote a diary, as
mentioned before, and I will now quote
verbatim from that. My memory still
remains very hazy, so whether what I
have written is strictly accurate or
partly a figment of my imagination I
will never know.
January 15th 1945: Don’t remember
much about the accident. It seems that
some clueless clot wasn’t flying his correct position, and with his finger well
in, he knocked me for six. I don’t think
it was one of my own squadron by information I received later. A shaky do
in any case! I remember (or thought I
did) a fleeting glimpse of the other
aeroplane as I looked out of the port
side. It was too late. The collision took
place as I heaved on the stick. I was

thrown violently about in the cockpit
and received a hard knock on the head
losing my senses rapidly. I could not
stop the plane from tumbling and spinning hopelessly out of control, and the
cockpit controls were useless. I tried to
pull myself together, during what
seemed ages, but must have been a
matter of split seconds. I managed to
reach over and yank the hood emergency release (the red handle on the
starboard side of the canopy).
Centrifugal force was hurling me
outwards, and the hood caught me on
the head, cutting open my eyebrow,
and ripping off my helmet. Fortunately
it probably disconnected my oxygen
and radio leads. I fumbled for safety
straps and then realised I was falling
through cold space. I could see absolutely nothing! I tried to see out of my
eyes, but nothing registered. In this
same second I was tearing at my harness for the parachute release, which I
must have operated successfully, because I was jerked out of my dreams by
a sickening thud as the straps tightened
round my legs. I looked up, or thought
I did, because I could still see nothing at
all.
All was quiet, and I felt very cold. I
imagined I heard the whistling noise of
an aircraft screaming by, but I could not
lift my head to have a look. I was feeling very tired and happy. Yes, happy!
I know I was breathing heavily, probably labouring in the rare atmosphere up
above 20,000 feet! I was saying to myself “You’ve had it, old son. This is the
Dreaded End!” Then I knew I was
swaying violently, and I wondered if I
was being sick. I thought I was. I could
still see nothing, but by the increased
swaying (probably turbulence) and intense cold, I now knew I was descending through 10/10 cloud.
Bump! I hit the deck and crumpled
up face down. I don’t know how long I
stayed like this.
I was dreaming
strange dreams, and I heard sirens wail-

ing more than once. When I lifted my
face out of the snow I saw “pink”
through blood-filled eyes, I felt the big
swollen egg that was my right eye, and
felt the gash and the frozen snowcrusted blood. I was quite sure I had
lost the sight of that eye. I shifted my
legs and tried out my limbs. All OK,
but for a badly sprained ankle.
Then I realised that home was a long
way off, and here I was lying in a field
of snow with fog all around, and darkness descending rapidly. I gathered up
my `chute and dropped it in a large
ditch quite close to where my blood
made a bright patch on the white tablecloth of snow. I also got into the ditch.
I felt very weak, and wondered what to
do. I cut strips of parachute silk to bind
my aching head, and finally, using my
little escape compass (trouser buttons,
one on top of another), I set off in a
westerly direction towards the lines.
I walked across fields of snow, seeing many large jack hares. I kept away
from buildings and roads, and finally
came to rest in a small copse. My leg
was giving me hell, and I was damned
cold. I swallowed a Benzedrine tablet,
and sucked some barley sugar from my
iron ration box. I wasn’t feeling too
good. I should have holed up in that
wood until the next day, but I hobbled
on across open spaces. I soon realised I
was all in, and turned towards some
farm buildings in search of a barn or
some sort of cover.
All the dogs in Germany commenced barking at the same time, and a
woman came out of the nearest building. I noticed she wore clogs, and as I
was caught, I went up to her and asked
where I was, thinking perhaps I was
just in Holland (not far wrong, as the
crow flies) but no, it was Germany all
right. I said “Zie helfen mir und ich
helfen zie”, and she beckoned me to
enter the house. I went inside to find a
dirty room full of young people and
children. The woman sent most of
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them outside and cut me some black
bread which she smeared with bacon
grease. I flopped into a wooden chair
and felt that my luck was in. The eldest
lad approached me and opened up a
conversation in French. He was a soldier on leave from the front, and had
spent several years in France, and now
thought the war would soon be over in
favour of the Allies. I was preparing to
settle down with this family (I had already produced my silk-handkerchief
map to find where I was, and was demanding “Où suis-je? Wo bin ich?”)
when in stamped a fully-armed soldier
of the Wehrmacht with bayonet fixed.
They had been too smart for me, and no
longer seemed kind hospitable people,
so I limped hurriedly away with my
guard.
We walked a long way, it seemed,
and my leg caused me considerable
pain — the sweat ran down my back in
spite of the cold. (Walking in front of
his bayonet, I surreptitiously searched
my pockets, and chewed up my petrol
coupons). Finally, we came to Geldern
where I was turned over to the local
police. First we went round to see the
Superintendent of Police, then agonising steps all the way to the Burgermeister. He was not home, so back through
the town to the doctor’s. He was out
too, but his wife showed us to the surgery. There we sat in silence until the
doctor’s wife brought me a weak cup of
tea. I was very grateful. The doctor
arrived and silently looked over my
wound, tied it up again, and issued instructions to the policeman to take me
up to the hospital. I could hardly stand
now, and the sturdy officer of the law
had to help me along. In the hospital
surgery I was surrounded by fat inquisitive nuns who fingered my clothing and gave me a good looking-over.
They tore the legging off my flying
boots, which could be detached leaving
the fur-lined shoes. The black suede
leather was lined with fur and silk, in
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which was hidden files and other escape aids. The nuns had obviously seen
them before. They also took my Mae
West which I kept on under my battledress tunic for extra warmth.
The policeman emptied my pockets
but failed to get my watch which I had
cunningly transferred to my right wrist.
(But he confiscated my cigarette case
with attached lighter, which my cadet
students had presented to me when I
was a flying instructor in the U.S. Army
Air Corps in Alabama). The doctor arrived and the nuns washed and prepared the eye gash. They pulled down
my pants and gave me the needle in the
rump. The doc used a sulphanilamide
powder blower and stitched up the cut
without a word. (I did try a bit of German and French with him and asked if
he was using Prontosil, a German discovery, but no response). We left, and I
almost hung on the neck of the cop until we reached the local pen where I
spent the remaining hours of darkness
in a tiny cell with a board for a bed. I
did not sleep and I had some pretty
horrible dreams. I ached all over. I
thought of my wife and baby son, of my
home, and thanked God I was still alive
and well.

My wife Effie

A Pilot’s Wife’s Tale
1939-1945
Effie M. Stebbings
Ray has written with great clarity his
experiences as a PoW in enemy hands
and life as a fighter pilot in the RAF. I
have no such heroic stories to tell, I was
never in uniform (apart from Red
Cross) and never in the Forces, and
never really exposed to great danger or
discomforts.
Neither did I set foot on any airfield
and become part of the organisation,
and understand what was happening
by living in any of the areas to which
Ray was posted. Only once I met some
of Ray’s fellow pilots, and that was on
his return from America July 1943 and
remustering at Harrogate. I had a few
days’ break from dispensing in Market
Harborough and visited him. After two
years away it was quite a celebration.
So I only knew how Ray was feeling
and progressing through the many letters he wrote to me — some 300 in all!
Some letters were censored, and some
went missing, but it was a means of
keeping in touch, and most were full of
enthusiasm and vivid descriptions of
places and people — I remembered
them all and had the pleasure of seeing
some of these people and places when
we visited Alabama in 1989.
Many people suffered and at the
height of the bombing of cities, whole
streets disappeared overnight, and
thousands of civilians were killed or
maimed. If one survived, perhaps your
house was bombed and most of your
possessions destroyed — it was a common occurrence.
I never ceased to hate and resent the
impact that hostilities had on my life —
though I gather some people enjoyed it.
There was always the black market for
goods on ration, and some managed to
make money. But at the back of my

mind there was the constant anxiety for
Ray’s safety — fighter pilots on active
service had in many cases, only survived a few sorties, and as time went
on, it looked as if Britain must be overrun by the Nazis and in spite of frantic
efforts, our country was so ill-prepared.
Most people by this time were either
in the Forces, or gave of their spare time
in some civilian defence role. It gave
the illusion that “something” was being
done, but really against the might of
German armour, it was pathetic, and
not much better than the TV series we
now see, “Dad’s Army”. Fortunately,
the armada of boats on the French
coast, waiting to bring the invaders,
was destroyed by our air force, and the
weather, and Hitler turned his attention
to Russia instead.
Ray and I discussed the fact, that in
the event of invasion — and being overrun, my chances of survival were nil, as
with my brunette colouring, I hardly
fitted in with Hitler’s idea of a masterrace of blondes — it was not reassuring!
But I am jumping ahead in time, and
my testing time did not come until
nearly the end of the weary six years of
war. I think I must say that no-one
went around in a continual state of misery. There was a great sense of communal tolerance and understanding,
and everyone endeavoured to crack
jokes, anything for a laugh.
In the beginning, after hearing the
declaration of war over the wireless
(not called “radio”), no-one knew what
to do, or expect, and apart from hearing
the wail of air-raid sirens immediately
afterwards nothing happened. I was
due to leave my grandmother’s home,
where I had lived for eleven years, and
take up a dispensing job in Luton. After a telephone call to my new boss-tobe, it was decided that if we were all
still alive, I was to report next week instead — so at twenty-two I set out to
earn a living and for the first time, independence.
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The pharmacy was small, and run
on a shoestring, and I learnt strict stockcontrol and had to order daily. This
was made more difficult as wholesalers
had their problems, and were often out
of stock also. It was situated on one
side of the street which skirted the SKF
roller bearing factory, and I felt very
grand as I had to show a pass to guards
at night, that I had reason to be in the
area. Also the house, where I was living was nearby. In addition, everyone
had an identity card (I remember the
number to this day: DPOK2824) which
had to be carried always, together with
a gas mask, supplied in a brown cardboard box and cord to hang over the
shoulder.
A light ack-ack battery (anti-aircraft)
was stationed on the flat roof of the factory, I think it must have been in action
as Luton was bombed more than once,
and a hat factory was blasted one night,
and in the morning on the telephone
wires were scraps of millinery fluttering in the breeze.
I stayed here until I left to get married on April 30th 1941. Ray had
passed his finals after years of study,
taking his exams in rooms open to the
sky where could be seen contrails of the
Battle of Britain. As a qualified pharmacist, he joined the firm of Stiles
Pharmacy, Market Harborough, Leicestershire. It was now considered possible to marry, and we took a threemonth lease on a three-roomed flat in
Leicester, 15 miles away.
The restraints of wartime dictated
that with clothes rationing, the usual
bridal gown was out of the question,
but my grandmother and aunt saw to it
that my turquoise model dress came
from the best shop in Kettering, likewise my going-away outfit, of wine
coat and smart hat, and soft mushroom
pink wool dress were appropriate. The
church at Loddington was decorated
with potted palms and ferns, and blue
grape hyacinths and flowers all down
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the aisle. It was a cold day, and as I sat
beside my Uncle Edgar in the taxi, I
inhaled the sweet smell of the pink
roses I was clutching in my arms, and
wondered what the future held in store.
I knew without doubt Ray would become a fighter pilot. He had told me
that long ago.
My grandmother had also organised
a reception, held at the Carey Guest
House, Kettering. My mother and three
grandmothers with other relatives were
present, and we eventually boarded the
train for Leicester and our new leased
flat in de Montfort Square. I still feel
guilty that I allowed this little oasis in
time to be overshadowed by anxiety of
how long we should be together. Our
budget was extremely tight. Our only
luxury a twopenny tram ticket to
Bradgate Park on Sunday. There literally was nothing left over for buying a
newspaper, a haircut, or anything after
paying the outgoings. There was no TV
in those days, and the daily drilling of
soldiers in the square below was the
only sight to be seen from the flat windows.
I had already learnt the lesson of
economy, making do, and going without, but I begrudged the long day of
being apart from Ray, and nothing particular to do. He left at 8 o’clock in the
morning, and was lucky to be back by
seven at night.
Of course, the dreaded envelope
eventually arrived, and Ray had to report to Lord’s cricket ground, St John’s
Wood, London.
It was just three
months after our marriage, and just before we had signed the lease for another
three months on our flat. In another
three months Ray was being violently
sick aboard an unescorted ship on the
way to Canada, and so over the border
dressed in civilian clothes into America.
This was a ploy used as the US were
not at that time participating in the war.
So Ray was to remain there for two
years (until Summer 1943) in the United

States Army Air Corps in Alabama.
First, undergoing very strict training, he
gained his wings, and then as a flying
instructor with a commission.
Perhaps whilst talking about America I should add that the States only
came into the war openly when Japan
bombed Pearl Harbor in Hawaii, and
caused such great losses of men and
ships, December 7th 1941. Ray was still
being trained as a pilot, and was able to
observe the general effect this catastrophe of war had on the Americans. They
were very angry, and became united in
their intention to defeat any aggressors
very quickly. It was of course, not so
easy, but it did help to relieve the pressure on the beleaguered Britain.
As for me, as soon as we left Leicester, I had the good fortune to be employed at the Stiles Pharmacy. Women
were now being conscripted, but because, although unqualified, I had
taken the place of a man in a reserved
occupation, I was exempted. It was a
wonderful old-fashioned country business. Mr Percy Stiles was a great character. He and his son Maurice, and
daughter Margaret, were all qualified
pharmacists, and all worked together.
They were also kind to me, and I
worked with a will to please them and
pass the time.
I lived either with Ray’s parents at
“Ferny Lea”, Kettering, or in my grandmother’s house, going by train each
morning to Market Harborough. As
time went by the pressures of war made
transport either impossible or at best
erratic. Everything was rationed, there
was no petrol without coupons, no food
without coupons, and even then such
small amounts. We now eat in a meal
what was the amount for a week.
Therefore, to ensure I arrived at
work on time, I was invited to stay at
the Stileses’ home during the week, going back to Kettering on Saturday
nights and half-days. This procedure
worked very well. Mrs Stiles was a par-

tial invalid, fat and jolly always, as far
as I was concerned, smiling. The house
was modern, and well kept with a living-in maid. I thought this was a great
luxury. Margaret was probably ten
years older than me, and we worked
together both in the business, in their
garden, at home, and we became
friends. She was short and stout like
her mother, and behind her thick
glasses she had lovely bright blue eyes.
So I was learning yet another lesson to
live under various roofs and accept
change.
With the news that Neil was missing
in 1942, Ray asked to be transferred
back to the UK for operational duties.
This was another unexpected twist, as I
had already started to pack intending to
go to America, as Ray seemed so firmly
and happily established there.
On his return, he was posted to
various places for further training
courses, before joining a Spitfire squadron. Although time together was very
infrequent, I was only at Stiles for another eight months, as I was expecting
the birth of our first-born.
Hospitalisation was quite a revelation to me. It was the first time I was
forced to be living in the company of
thirty other women. For three days my
baby refused to arrive. Other women
were producing their offspring, and
there was I, unused to pain, and really
not comprehending what to do for the
best, baby-less. In spite of everything,
Michael Paul was a perfect specimen of
seven and a half pounds, arriving on
March 29th 1944. The eyes of his father
lit up with pleasure when he arrived
(resplendent in his uniform) and saw
his son for the first time. After ten
days, I was only too happy to leave.
My baby and I had to share yet another roof. It was the home of Mary
Woods, the schoolmistress of the little
village of Braybrooke. She is another
lady to whom I shall always be grateful.
She had heard through her father that I
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was looking for somewhere to live. He
was a gentleman who came into the
Stiles Pharmacy once a week to be
weighed and for his prescription, and I
had invariably attended to his needs.
Unfortunately for him, he died rather
suddenly, and Mary was glad of some
company.
We pooled our rations, and housework, and got on famously. Like me,
she knew nothing of baby care, and I
had to read up the latest textbook. A
great pleasure to me had been the fact
that my mother was at the house to
greet me, and she stayed a while before
returning to Northenden, near Manchester.

I was not at Braybrooke too long, as
Ray and I managed to scrape together
money to buy a house — 100 Roundhill
Road, Kettering. It was our own roof
over our heads — at least over mine
and Paul’s. Furniture, carpet and lino,
was on strict coupon rationing, and was
all utility, and stamped as such with a
nasty black mark! There was no choice
except in dark or light oak (probably
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facsimile) so second-hand furniture was
very acceptable.
Paul was ten months old when the
telegram came. The strange thing was
that for a split second I didn’t comprehend what it meant. Only the look of
pity on the man’s face as I shut the front
door with its little Victorian panels of
stained glass did I know. It wasn’t necessary really to tear the envelope open,
and read the words — the vital words
— “Missing, presumed killed”. The
rest of the words were just so much
window-dressing.
I knew I must use the telephone —
his parents — my grandmother. I can’t
remember Paul’s whereabouts; perhaps
he was safely tucked up in bed.
Everyone was very supportive. I
used to take Paul to my grandmother’s
house, and have a main midday meal
there. My aunt and uncle just enjoyed
Paul’s company, the little chap was at
his winsome best, and was only too
happy to be amused by adoring adults.
In the meantime, I sank deeper into
the well of self-pity, and my baby was
no comfort to me, and only a source of
worry. How was I going to look after
this child? How to educate? I had no
qualifications, no means of earning
money and no money in the bank. Did
it mean I had to rely on the charity of
others?
Great kindness was yet to be showered on me. A school friend who was a
teacher in Rothwell, three miles away,
came after school every day, and stayed
with me every night for at least three
weeks, perhaps even more. It was a
wonderful gesture of unselfishness, and
friendship, and was a lifeline of help
and support. Then I had a paying
guest, it was a financial help, and Sally
was cheerful young lady who worked
in a bank in Kettering and went back to
her home 14 miles away in Northampton each weekend.
I felt I had to earn, and deserve the
money she paid for her lodging, so I

made the best of the meagre rations for
her evening meal, and I had access to
fresh fruit and vegetables through my
grandmother. There was extra washing
and ironing to do, and the house
needed an extra polish.
So time passed (eight weeks) until a
Red Cross printed card came. It was
addressed in Ray’s own writing and of
course, dated some time back. He had
escaped being killed in the air, dare I
hope he was still alive? Still alive in the
chaos of the last few weeks? The excitement was almost too much to bear,
and all I could do was wait.
Then came the phone call from Wescott. Yes, he was in England! All I had
to do was wait again for another call,
which came on May 12th from the station at Kettering. Unable to do or think

of anything, just on some cloud, way
above the ordinary routine of life.
The telephone bell rang, he was at
Kettering station. He was only minutes
away, just minutes. I don’t remember
leaving the house, or my feet touching
the ground as I raced over the familiar
pavements, until I saw a crouching figure, bent under the weight of a kitbag
on his back, and wearing a motley assortment of uniform.
It was Ray! Safe in the embrace of
each other’s arms it was a joyous dream
come true. Amongst other things I
must have offered to help carry the kitbag home. Home we went together.
Miracles do really happen!
With thanks to Dr Lois Pihlens for the gift to
the Museum of her parents’ memoirs. — Ed.
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Spitfire Vb BL924 AZ-G “Skagen Ind” prepares to take off at RAF Station Ibsley on 10 April 1942.
Pilot Officer Aksel Svendsen is at the controls.

Danish Spitfires at War
Mikkel Plannthin

About fifteen years ago, I was visiting a friend in Portsmouth. As he was working during the day, I spent the working hours in different museums in the area. One of these
museums was the Tangmere Military Aviation Museum. Entering the Merston Hall, I
was surprised to encounter a replica of a Spitfire having the Danish flag and the name
“Valdemar Atterdag” painted on the fuselage. For me, this day marked the beginning
of ongoing research into the Danish men and women who joined the RAF and other air
forces during the Second World War. Part of the story is that of the Danish Presentation
Spitfires. This article tells the story of these aircraft and the Danes who flew them.
On 9 April 1940 at about 4 am, German forces crossed the Danish border. Two hours
later, the German ambassador received the Danish surrender and the Danish High
Command gave the order to all units to cease fighting. In surrendering practically
without resistance, the Government attempted to safeguard as much sovereignty as
possible during a German “peaceful occupation”. As a consequence, and in contrast to
the situation in other countries under German occupation, most Danish institutions continued to function relatively normally until 1943. In London, the surrender divided the
Danish community. The Danish ambassador to the United Kingdom, Count Edouard
Reventlow, continued to serve the government in Copenhagen in spite of the German
occupation. He maintained this position until the fall of 1941, when Denmark signed
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the Anti-Comintern Pact, a treaty initially between Nazi Germany and the Empire of
Japan, which many Danes felt compromised Danish neutrality or what remained of it.
In contrast to the ambassador, influential members of Danish community advocated
more active support for Britain. Among these was the former planter Werner Michael
Iversen, who had returned from Malacca to London in 1939.
On 30 September 1940, the activist members of the Danish community in London
formed the Danish Council. The council collected funds and did propaganda work in
the Danish exile community through the newspaper Frit Danmark (Free Denmark) during the war. From the very beginning, the council maintained a recruiting office for
Danish nationals of which Werner Michael Iversen became commanding officer. The
office’s primary task was to recruit men for the East Kent Regiment (the Buffs), of which
the King Christian X was honorary colonel, and women to the Auxiliary Territorial Service. In addition, the office also facilitated the recruitment of volunteers to the RAF and
WAAF. In total, about 1,000 Danish men and women volunteered for service in the British forces during the war. Of these about 110 served in the RAF and WAAF.

The Dream: A Danish Squadron
In the summer of 1941, a delegation of the Danish Freedom Council in London travelled
to North and South America to visit Danish communities on that continent. At this
point in time, the first Norwegian fighter squadron, 331 Squadron, had been formed.
Even earlier Belgian, Dutch, Polish, and Czech pilots were flying in national units under
RAF control. French and Greek pilots were soon added to the list. The Free Danes
longed to be part of the fight too, but their situation was different than that of the other
countries. No formal government in exile existed, and the Danish armed forces had not
evacuated to Britain, as was the case for the Norwegians for instance. During the journey, the delegation presented a plan to collect funds to establish a Danish fighter squadron and — if possible — man it with Danish pilots or pilots of Danish origin. In consequence, a number of Danish fighter funds were set up in both North and South America, aiming to collecting £65,000 or enough funds for at least 12 Spitfires. In Britain and
Northern Ireland, the Danish Council’s fund began operating towards the end of October 1941.
The Danish initiative was by no means unique. In 1940, while the air war was raging
in the skies over Southern England, a large number of Spitfire Funds were set up all
over the world by corporations, counties, organisations and the like. The aim was to
raise money for aircraft production. The tradition of donating money for weapons for
the armed forces was not new. For centuries armament had been supplied by private
initiative. In these dark hours, as the German forces were planning to cross the Channel, the idea caught on again. During the war, Spitfire Funds all over the world donated
more than £20 million.
The Danish collection did not meet the council’s expectations in the end. At the last
meeting of the Fighter Fund Committee on 26 March 1942, the donations had totalled
£35,574. The result of the collection in the United States was disappointing, and the
council members felt let down. Following Pearl Harbor, Danish-Americans had shifted
their support to the new rather than the old country. About half of the donations originated from Britain and Northern Ireland. The second largest contribution was from
Danes in Argentina donating £6,877 followed by communities in South Africa and Can-
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ada. At this point, the council realised that they would not be able to establish a full
Danish squadron. They simply could not muster enough money or trained men. Instead they aimed to establish a Danish flight within an existing squadron. On 9 April
1942, a total of £38,000 was donated to the British authorities. Eventually, this sum increased to a total of £40,113 or enough money to fund eight Spitfires.

The Donation
At the beginning of March 1942, Max Jensen, who was a member of the Fighter Fund
Committee, had approached Lord Leathers, the Minister of War Transport, who was a
personal friend, if he would ask Prime Minister Winston Churchill to accept the Danish
donation in person. The Foreign Office supported the initiative, stating that the presence of the Prime Minister
. . . would give great pleasure and encouragement to the Danes, who have really
done very well in collecting this substantial sum. The Danes are making a considerable contribution to the Allied cause. [. . .] In this country the Danes are cooperating actively in the war effort. The most important contribution is that of
the 3-4,000 Danish seamen, but there is also a small contingent of Danes in the
‘Buffs’, and some volunteers in the RAF, recruiting being encouraged by the Danish Council.
On 9 April 1942, the second anniversary of the German occupation of Denmark, the
result of the collection was presented to Prime Minister Winston Churchill at No. 10
Downing Street. The delegation consisted of representatives of the Danish Council in
London, including Captain Werner Michael Iversen and Pilot Officer Jørgen Thalbitzer.
On this occasion, the Prime Minister said,
We shall never pause in our struggle, nor will our great American and Russian allies, and I have very little doubt that the day will come — perhaps sooner than it
would be prudent or sensible to hope — when Denmark will be free from the grip
in which she has been held, and when she will resume her independent, honoured, and ancient place among the free peoples and States of Europe. [. . .] We
never have forgotten those days, nor have we forgotten the longer days in the
past when our armies served together. We shall do our utmost to repay your
country with good results. Good weather is needed to turn this splendid cheque
for £38,000 into the first heavy thunder drops of the storm which has to beat upon
this odious tyranny.
The event was widely reported not only in the Danish newspaper in London, Frit Danmark, but also in newspapers around the world. The next day, the first three Spitfires
were presented to the Royal Air Force and No. 234 (Madras Presidency) Squadron at a
ceremony at RAF Station Ibsley.
Present at Ibsley were notable members of the Danish community. Jørgen Thalbitzer, who had also attended the event the day before, was one of two Danish pilots
serving in this unit who demonstrated the aircraft in the air. Thalbitzer had been born
on 22 May 1920 in Copenhagen. He had been interested in aviation from early age, and
in 1939 he had been the youngest Dane to qualify as pilot at the time. He experienced
the German occupation at first hand in April 1940, but on 26 December 1940 he left
Denmark under the guise of being tobacco merchant and travelled to Istanbul. On the
journey, he was accompanied by Sigfred Johannes Christophersen, who was later
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dropped by parachute over Denmark as an SIS agent, and, having been withdrawn, lost
his life while training as pilot in RAF. From Istanbul they travelled via Cyprus, Suez
and Cape Town to London. The exact time of arrival in London is not clear, but on 9
April 1941 he spoke in a broadcast to Denmark by the BBC. He served in the Royal Air
Force from the beginning of May 1941 and was commissioned on 28 October 1941.
The other pilot was Pilot Officer Aksel Svendsen (or Axel, a spelling he also used).
Svendsen too had been born in Copenhagen on 21 April 1922, but unlike Thalbitzer he
grew up in England. The family had moved to Exeter, Devon in 1928 where his stepfather, Svend Iversen, became director of the Danish Bacon Company. At the outbreak
of war, aged 17, he volunteered for RAF, but he did not pass the necessary tests. In
1941, he made a second successful attempt. He got his pilot’s wings on 11 July 1941 and
was commissioned at the same time.

The Spitfires
The three aircraft presented at Ibsley were Spitfire Vb BL831 AZ-K; BL855 AZ-U; and
BL924 AZ-G. All three aircraft were taken on charge at No. 4 MU Ternhill on 16 February 1942 and went to No. 234 (Madras Presidency) Squadron on 5 April, where they
were used in operations from RAF Ibsley over France, often piloted by one of the Danish pilots of the squadron. The aircraft were baptised “Skagen Ind”, “Niels Ebbesen”,
and “Valdemar Atterdag.”
While the identity of the three initial presentation Spitfires seems clear, the precise
combination of presentation name, aircraft serial and identification letter is more uncertain. This part of the article re-examines the evidence.
The words “Skagen Ind” had become the motto for the collection of funds among
Danes in the British merchant marine. The seamen’s dream was yet again to be Inbound
(Ind) to Skagen (or the Skaw), the northernmost tip of Denmark, with the Danish flag
waving from the stern, returning to a liberated Denmark. This sentiment was encapsulated in the words “Skagen Ind”. As early as 9 November 1941, the Danish newspaper
Frit Danmark reported that “Skagen Ind” had been chosen as the name of a Spitfire.
In most Danish sources the name “Skagen Ind” is associated with BL831, but in their
book Gifts of War: Spitfires and Other Presentation Aircraft in Two World Wars (2005), Boot
and Sturtivant list no less than three Spitfires to have been named “Skagen Ind”: BL830,
BL831, and BL924. There is evidence for this. As for the first two, the Air Ministry Form
78s (aircraft movement cards) clearly indicate this. As for the last it is documented in a
photo of the aircraft. Nevertheless, I find it unlikely that more than one aircraft actually
bore the name, and the photographic evidence strongly suggests that this aircraft was
BL924. The only existing photo of a Danish presentation aircraft, in which both name
and serial are visible, is a photo of BL924 as “Skagen Ind”. The photo is part of a series
of photos of the presentation ceremony on 10 April 1942, which also includes a number
of photos showing Svendsen on the wing of “Skagen Ind”. According to his logbook,
held at the Tangmere Military Aviation Museum, it was Svendsen who took BL924 into
the air on this day. Hence, there is no doubt that BL924 was presented to the RAF as
“Skagen Ind”. From 10-24 April 1942, Svendsen logged 25 flights in BL924 and only five
in other aircraft, including one in each of BL831 and BL855. Due to the many sorties
flown in the aircraft, it is highly unlikely that BL924, indeed any of the three aircraft,
was re-named (and re-painted) within their first two weeks in the squadron. By the
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same logic, therefore, one can dismiss BL831 as having been named “Skagen Ind”. Both
aircraft were lost on 24 April.
BL830’s connection to the name “Skagen Ind” is a mystery. This aircraft was taken
on charge at No. 6 MU Brize Norton on 14 February 1942 and allocated to 129 (Mysore)
Squadron on 8 March: a month before the Danish donation. The aircraft was never allotted to No. 234 Squadron. Therefore, it could not have been one of the initial three
aircraft. Furthermore, a Danish pilot never — I am quite sure — flew the aircraft, which
was the whole point of the donation in the first place. I have to acknowledge that the
aircraft’s Form 78 clearly states “Skagen Ind”, but I believe this to be an error by either
the clerk filling in the Form 78 or the man responsible for painting the names on the aircraft according to the form.
The second Spitfire was called “Valdemar Atterdag” after the King of Denmark
from 1340 to 1375. In this context, the name is most commonly associated with BL924 as
also noted on the aircraft’s Form 78. Since this aircraft was most likely “Skagen Ind”,
either BL831 or BL855 must have been named “Valdemar Atterdag”. The most obvious
theory is that BL831 and BL924 somehow got mixed up, and BL831 — not BL924 — was
named “Valdemar Atterdag”.
The third aircraft was named “Niels Ebbesen” in honour of the 14th century Danish
national hero. In 1340, he killed the German Count Gerhard III of Holstein. The murder
eventually led to the end of Denmark’s rule by the Counts of Holstein and King Valdemar IV Atterdag taking the Danish throne. All sources associate BL855 with the presentation name “Niels Ebbesen”. The RAF Museum does not hold a copy of Air Ministry
Form 78 for BL855. Therefore, I have never been able to verify if the form associates
BL855 with “Niels Ebbesen”.

Aksel Svendsen on the wing of Spitfire Vb BL924 AZ-G “Skagen Ind” at RAF Ibsley, 10 April 1942.

My evidence, so far, suggests that the three initial Danish presentation Spitfires were
BL831 AZ-K “Valdemar Atterdag”; BL855 AZ-U “Niels Ebbesen”; and BL924 AZ-G
“Skagen Ind”. If this was the case, then the replica Spitfire BL924 AZ-G that was in
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Tangmere’s Merston Hall, which I visited many years ago, ought to have borne the
name “Skagen Ind”, not “Valdemar Atterdag”.
In 1943, the Council donated additional four Spitfires. According to the minutes of
the Working Committee of the Danish Council they were given the names “Denmark
4”, “Denmark 5”, “Denmark 6”, and “Denmark 7”. According to Boot and Sturtivant an
eighth Spitfire, named “Holger Danske” was donated before the end of the war. Holger
Danske (or Ogier the Dane) is a legendary character, who is supposed to have been one
of Charlemagne’s knights. According to the Danish popular tradition, Holger Danske
was said to be asleep in Kronborg Castle (Elsinore in Shakespeare’s Hamlet), his beard
grown attached to the stone table. Here he would sleep until the day the country found
itself in peril, at which time he would rise up and save the nation. Boot and Sturtivant
further suggest that a Handley Page Hampden was a presentation aircraft. This is not
the case. Hampden AN156 XA-K of No. 489 (RNZAF) Squadron did indeed have a
Danish flag and the inscription “King Kristian-D X” painted on the fuselage, but this
was the private initiative of the Danish pilot, Flight Lieutenant Henning Pedersen; it
was not an official presentation aircraft.

Into Battle
The Danish Spitfires were soon to see battle. BL831 and BL924 were the first to become
operational. On 16 April 1942 at 14.45 hours, Sergeant Fisher took off in BL831 with
eight other aircraft to act as high cover to six Hurricane bombers. Eight of the aircraft
became detached from the main formation and were attacked by German Bf109 fighters.
Pilot Officer Bland was posted missing from this operation. At 20.05 hours, Svendsen
took off in BL924 on his first operation with 234 Squadron, a scramble patrol. The next
day, all three Danish Spitfires were in the air. Svendsen, Thalbitzer, and eight other pilots participated in a rodeo over the Cherbourg peninsula. Svendsen was flying in
BL924, and Thalbitzer in BL831. They were acting as top cover for 118 and 501 Squadrons (the Ibsley Wing), in an offensive operation in the area. Three pilots were engaged
in battle with Fw190s from JG 2 and damaged one German aircraft. Later in the afternoon, Pilot Officer Drinkwater took off in BL855 on an escort to six Bostons attacking
Cherbourg harbour. Over the following days Svendsen and Thalbitzer took off together
in BL924 and BL831 respectively on several operations, while Drinkwater piloted BL855.
On 24 April 1942, the RAF carried out two circus operations over Northern France.
In Circus 133, six Bostons of 88 Squadron were to bomb the airfield at Abbeville. The
Ibsley Wing, operating from Tangmere, was acting as escort. Over the French coast at
Cap Griz Nez, the wing was intercepted by Fw190s from II/JG26 from Abbeville/Durat.
Four Spitfires were shot down. Svendsen in BL924 and Flight Lieutenant Vivian Eugene
Watkins in BL831 were among the pilots posted missing in action. The 234 Squadron
Operations Record Book records:
The Squadron operating from Tangmere together with 501 and 118 Squadrons
carried out a fighter sweep over the French coast at Berck sur Mer. Seven of our
aircraft became separated from the main formation when reaching the French
coast and attacked from above and astern by 20 F.W.190s. Black and Red Sections
(F/Lt. Watkins (U.S.A.) F/Sergt. Fisher, (CAN) P/O Svendsen, (Danish) and Sgt.
Machan (Canadian) are missing from this operation.
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The German pilot who shot down Svendsen was one of three pilots claiming a fighter in
the area that day. The first was Staffelkapitän of 4th Staffel, Oberleutnant Kurt Ebersberger, who claimed his 20th and 21st victory. The second was Oberleutnant W. F. Galland, brother of the famous Adolf Galland, claiming his 6th victory. The third was
Oberfeldwebel Herman Hoffmann, also claiming his 6th victory. I am not able to further narrow down the German pilot, but it is clear that 234 Squadron was unevenly
matched in the air. Not only did the Germans fly more powerful aircraft, Fw190A-2s,
they were also very experienced pilots of Hauptmann Hans Jochen Müncheberg’s
“Abbeville Boys”.
This is the end of Svendsen’s story and also the end of both “Skagen Ind” and “Valdemar Atterdag”; all were lost that day. Svendsen had been at the squadron for three
weeks, and flown twelve missions in eight days. He was only 20 years old. Svendsen’s
death must have taken its toll on Thalbitzer. They were friends and had been so since
flying training. The squadron had been hit hard. On 27 April 1942, it was withdrawn to
regroup at RAF Station Portreath in Cornwall. Of the three Danish Spitfires only BL855
was left. Thalbitzer continued flying with the squadron, but seldom in BL855. The aircraft was damaged on 25 April 1942 when Sergeant W. J. Marshall forgot to close the
side door of the aircraft while taking off. He crashed and the aircraft was repaired at
Westland Aircraft.
On 7 June 1942, a third Dane, Jens Ipsen, arrived at the squadron. Ipsen was born on
7 November 1913 in Sønder Hygum, Denmark. He was educated at Aarhus Business
School before the war graduating with honours in 1937. During a visit in Paris he volunteered for the French Foreign Legion, but eventually he came to serve in the RAF,
training with Svendsen and Thalbitzer. While in training at RAF Sutton Bridge, he
crashed in Hurricane I V7004 breaking a leg. He spent a month in an RAF hospital. It is
very likely that he was the third Danish pilot who was meant to demonstrate the aircraft
at the presentation of the Danish Spitfires on 10 April 1942. On 15 June 1942, Ipsen and
Thalbitzer took off together on a patrol operation, Ipsen’s first at the squadron. During
the next weeks they were to fly a number of mainly convoy patrol operations together.
This changed on 27 July 1942. Thalbitzer took off on a mass rhubarb over northern
France accompanied by eleven other aircraft. They carried out low-level attacks on a
number of targets between Plouescat and Guissény in Brittany. They were intercepted
by German fighters and also hit by flak and machine-gun fire from Landerneau. Thalbitzer’s aircraft was hit and his engine stopped. He managed to make an emergency
landing near Plouescat. He was unhurt, but was soon taken prisoner by the Germans.
He was one of four pilots shot down on the mission. This was the end of Thalbitzer’s
time with 234 Squadron.
He was imprisoned in Stalag Luft III (No. 629), where he joined the team of escapers.
As a result he ended up in a punishment camp at Schubin, Poland (Oflag XXIB). In
March 1943, he was among more than thirty prisoners to escape from the camp. Thalbitzer had teamed up with Lieutenant Commander Jimmy Buckley of the Fleet Air Arm,
who had chaired the escape committee at Schubin. Their plan was to reach Stettin on
foot and to board a Danish vessel, but on reaching Stettin they ran out of luck, as there
were no Danish vessels in port. Instead they jumped on a freight train for Rostock, but
had no better luck there. In the end they boarded a vessel in Flensburg. They eventually arrived in Copenhagen where Thalbitzer left Buckley in the ship. By coincidence he
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met his father in a train station, and briefly had the chance to tell his story. On the night
of 28/29 March 1943 Buckley and Thalbitzer attempted to cross the Sound between
Denmark and Sweden in a small open boat, but they disappeared possibly being
swamped by a wave or run down by a larger vessel. The body of Buckley was never
found, but Thalbitzer’s body washed ashore some months later. He was identified by
his signet ring.
Ipsen continued operations at the squadron only hours after the loss of Thalbitzer.
During the following months he carried out 45 operations, mainly convoy patrols. On 6
October 1942 he was joined by yet another Danish pilot, when Flying Officer Michael
Randrup was posted to the squadron. Randrup was born on 20 April 1913 in Moscow,
where his father owned a plough manufacturing company. Following the Russian revolution, they settled in Britain, where Randrup grew up. From an early age he had been
interested in flying, getting an “A” license in July 1936. He attempted to join the RAF
before the war, but was rejected as he was not British subject. Instead the attended the
College of Aeronautics in Chelsea and established an air charter company with his
cousin, later Air Transport Auxiliary pilot Ivan Christian Randrup. Following the German occupation of Denmark, he was accepted for Royal Air Force.
On 26 October 1942, Randrup took off in BL855 on his first operational mission. It
was the only time he flew this aircraft. He was not posted at the squadron for very long.
On 1 January 1943, he proceeded to Air Service Training Ltd at Hamble as test pilot and
in 1944 he was attached to Royal Aircraft Establishment, Farnborough.
Only three days later, on 4 January 1943, Ipsen was posted to No. 1 Personnel Despatch Centre, West Kirby, to be transferred to Malta in June 1943. Ipsen was the last
Danish pilot to fly BL855, on 7 November 1943. No Spitfire in RAF service was flown by
more Danish pilots than this aircraft. Thalbitzer, Ipsen, and Randrup had used it operationally, while Svendsen had flown her once on a non-operational flight. Eventually,
BL855 was converted to a Seafire Ib and renumbered NX920, arriving at Lee-on-Solent
on 20 May 1943 and allocated to 761 Squadron, Fleet Air Arm.
Thus, at the beginning of 1943 the first four Danish pilots had left 234 Squadron and
so had the last of the first three Danish Spitfires. Several Danish pilots would follow
during 1943-1944: Jørgen Kjeldbæk, Niels Juul Rysensteen Buchwald, Vagn Christensen,
Erik Flohr Jacobsen, and Kjeld C. J. Pedersen — but I have no information about further
Danish Spitfires being posted to the squadron. The Danish Council had dreamed of a
Danish Spitfire Squadron. No. 234 Squadron was the closest to this they got, even if it
never saw more than a single three-aircraft Danish section in the air at the same time.
The initiative did not change the course of the war, but it was a boost to the morale in
the Danish community, and an important symbol of resistance to Nazi occupation.

We thank Mr Plannthin for writing this article especially for The Tangmere Logbook. His sources
included Danish National Archives files 10194, 0180-037/126; British National Archives files AIR
27/1439, AVIA 15/2486, FO 371/32439; Mansfield, A., Barney Barnfather: Life on a Spitfire Squadron;
Ash, W. and B. Foley, Under the Wire: The Wartime Memoir of a Spitfire Pilot, Legendary Escape Artist
and ‘Cooler King’; Boot, H. and R. Sturtivant, Gifts of War: Spitfires and Other Presentation Aircraft in
Two World Wars; Churchill, W. S., End of the Beginning; Foreman, J., The Fighter Command War Diaries Vol. 3, January 1942 to June 1943; La Cour, V., Danmark under besættelsen; Sørensen, J. S., For
danmarks ære, danskere i allieret krigstjeneste 1939-45; Thalbitzer, B., Med R.A.F. for Danmark: Historien om Jørgen Thalbitzer; Walpole, N., Dragon Rampant: The Story of No. 234 Fighter Squadron. —Ed.
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Donavon Smith,
Tangmere’s Second USAF Squadron Commander
Reginald Byron

From the No. 1 Squadron Operations Record Book for July 1950:
On Wednesday evening 12 July all the members of the squadron attended a
“Sundowner” given by the squadron commander as a reward for their efforts
during the months of May and June. It was a typical “G.I.” affair with iced
canned beer and hot dogs as refreshments. Judging by the rapid disappearance
of the beer and hot dogs, a fairly good time was had by all.
As Robin Olds was finishing his tour as
an exchange officer at Tangmere in September 1949, Major Donavon F. Smith,
another USAF exchange officer, had
just arrived at Tangmere. Like Robin
Olds, Don Smith would take command
of No. 1 Squadron after a period of familiarisation.
On the entry of the United States
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into the war, nineteen-year-old Don
volunteered and was accepted for pilot
training with the Army Air Corps. He
began his primary flying training at the
end of March 1942 and made his first
solo landing in a PT-19A after 7 hrs 16
mins of instruction. He formally completed pilot training on 9 October 1942
and was commissioned the same day.

He was assigned to single-seaters
and to the 56th Fighter Group, 61st
Fighter Squadron, flying P-47s. The
56th was transferred to the Eighth Air
Force in England in January 1943, and
introduced Thunderbolts to the European theatre. Don flew his first operational sortie, escorting B-17s to an industrial target in Belgium, on 4 May.
Smith remained with the 61st
Fighter Squadron, and with Thunderbolts, for the next two years, serving
two full tours of duty. He flew 385
hours on 123 operational sorties and
was credited with eight enemy aircraft
destroyed in the air (including three
Me110s shot down on a single mission
over Emden, Germany on 11 December
1943, for which he was awarded the
Distinguished Service Cross); another
probable aerial victory; and two enemy
aircraft destroyed on the ground. Still
aged only 21, Don was promoted to
major in September 1944 and served as
CO of the 61st FS from the 26th of that
month to 10 January 1945.
Rotated Stateside in March, Don had
an interesting variety of postings, including one at the headquarters of the
Army Air Forces in Washington, DC.
In May 1946 he was assigned to Strategic Air Command at Selfridge Field in
his native state of Michigan as commander of his old squadron, the 61st.
During that time, he converted to P-80
Shooting Stars.
In 1948, he was operations officer for
the 56th FG when it undertook the first
west-to-east trans-Atlantic crossing by
jet aircraft along the northern air route
from the United States to Europe, involving 16 of its F-80s in a friendly race
with the Vampires of the RAF’s No. 54
Squadron flying the same route from
east to west. Don Smith played a big
part in the organisation of this exercise,
surveying the route in advance and ensuring the availability of ASR facilities
and sufficient quantities of jet fuel and
other necessities at vital points. He was

one of the flight commanders, as well.
On arrival in the UK, the USAF’s transAtlantic team made an official courtesy
call at RAF Odiham, 54 Squadron’s
home station, before proceeding to their
final destination in Germany.
A year later, Don took up a USAFRAF exchange and was posted to
Tangmere from August 1949 to September 1950. After three months’ settling-in, he was appointed commander
of No. 1 Squadron from the beginning
of January 1950, a post he held until the
end of August. During his time here,
he logged 114 hours on Meteors.
On his return to the States, he served
with Air Defense Command in various
roles, then in 1956 came back to Europe
as a full colonel to command the F-86Fequipped, nuclear-capable 21st FighterBomber Group at Chambley-Bussières
Air Base, France. This was followed by
a 2½-year staff assignment at SHAPE in
Paris. Smith returned to the US in July
1960 and was assigned as director of
North American Air Defense Command
Operations, 25th NORAD Region, and
then as commander of the 325th Fighter
Wing flying F-106 interceptors.
In October 1966, as a brigadier general, he was appointed chief adviser to
the Republic of Vietnam Air Force and
later served as director of operations for
the Seventh Air Force in Saigon. During this time, Don supported his old
friend Robin Olds’s idea for Operation
Bolo, designed to lure the enemy into
aerial combat. Stateside once again in
May 1968, he was appointed to a succession of increasingly senior positions:
vice-commander of the Ninth Air Force,
commander of the Nineteenth Air
Force, commander of the Alaskan Air
Command, and finally commander of
the Sixth Allied Tactical Air Force.
Don Smith was promoted to major
general in August 1969 and to lieutenant general in July 1973. He retired in
November 1973 but died less than a
year later, aged just 51.
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At top, Smith is seen as an aviation cadet in 1942, and in “Ole Cock II”, P-47D-11 HV-U 42-74272 at
Halesworth, Suffolk, in March 1944. The Flint Journal managed to mistake his name in their story describing his 1948 trans-Atlantic flight. On the left, Don is in the cockpit of F-80A 44-85033. The middle
line-up is at RAF Odiham, with Don’s aircraft in the foreground; the view at the bottom was taken at
Selfridge Field some time after the trans-Atlantic flight (note change in F-80 code letters from FN to FT).
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The Distinguished Service Cross was the U.S. Army’s second-highest decoration. Don is seen at Tangmere
with (left to right) T. R. Burne (OC 1 Sqn), Peter Wickham (OC Flying), and Stanley Vincent (AOC 11
Group), December 1949. Middle: Smith as CO 1 Sqn with his fellow pilots, Tangmere 1950. Bottom: Don
as CO of the 21st Fighter-Bomber Group, France, 1957; in the cockpit of an F-4 Phantom, 1967 or 1968.
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Jets over the Atlantic

The RAF’s trans-Atlantic aircrew at Odiham with Vampires before departure in July 1948. Left to right:
Flt Lt Jeep Heale, Flt Lt Ricky Wright, Flt Lt Frank Woolley, Sqn Ldr Buck Courtney, Sqn Ldr Bobby
Oxspring (Team Leader), W Cdr D. S. Wilson-MacDonald (Force Commander), Sqn Ldr Micky Martin
(Met Mosquito), P1 Bill Wood, P1 Taffy Evans, P2 Roy Skinner (Flt Lt Colin Colquhoun is absent).

Two of the six Vampire F.3s flown across the Atlantic to give aerobatic displays in the U.S. and Canada are
pictured at Greenville AFB, South Carolina, in July or August 1948.

The inscription on this group photograph, from the collection of Donavon Smith’s family, reads “Meeting of
pilots of USAF jet F-80 Shooting Stars and the British RAF jet Vampires at BW-1 Nassarssuak, Greenland
on 20 Aug 48, on return flights to home bases after making the first jet flights across the Atlantic.”
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Letters, Notes,
and Queries
Life at Tangmere, 1954-55
Following completion of a five-year
mechanical engineering apprenticeship
in October 1953, I was conscripted into
the Royal Air Force at the age of 21 to
serve my two years’ National Service. I
was put through the obligatory eight
weeks’ square-bashing at RAF Bridgnorth and duly sent to RAF St Athan in
South Wales for 19 weeks to train as an
airframe fitter, where I passed out as a
junior technician. With this behind me,
I was told that I had been posted to
Tangiers, however this was hurriedly
corrected to RAF Tangmere in West
Sussex, not far from my home in Brighton.
On arrival at Tangmere in July 1954,
I was told to report to the warrant officer in charge of the Aircraft Servicing
Flight, which was housed in the middle
of three large hangars positioned on the
north side of the airfield. This was the
first time that I had set foot on an RAF
operational station and as I approached
the building with a great deal of trepidation, I saw aircraft for the first time in
various states of disassembly. I asked
where I could find the warrant officer
in charge and was told that “Mr
Jennings” was in a small office off the
main hangar.
As I was not too many weeks away
from my original square-bashing, my
military manner was still very correct
and so I knocked on the door and stood
to attention. A voice from within
shouted “Come in and shut the door.”
This I did and rightly stood to attention
again. W/O Jennings, sitting behind a
desk, appeared to be a man of many
maturing years and I thought that he
had probably been in the RAF all of his
life. To my surprise, he told me to relax
and offered me a chair, which was a
form of human kindness that I had not
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witnessed during the whole previous
eight months of my military career.
At first I was given quite menial
tasks to perform, but with my civilian
engineering knowledge and my newly
acquired RAF technical training behind
me, I quickly learnt what was going on
and soon found the trust of Sergeant
Rigden and Corporal Irvine.
They
called me “Peck” and it was not long
before Corporal Irvine told me to call
him Don — quite different from any
corporal that I had ever met before.
Every day, aircraft would arrive
with some fault or another, which were
corrected by teams in the hangar but
our team always seemed to get the major servicing jobs. We would frequently
jack up an aircraft, drain the hydraulic
and pneumatic systems, remove the
undercarriage, change the seals and
reassemble everything before returning
the aircraft “spick and span” to its
squadron. Sgt Rigden and Cpl Irvine
became known as the “Crack Team”
and had always been used to being
given the sticky jobs. I had been accepted to work alongside them and
later found out that this was on the recommendation of Mr Jennings.
When I had finished my course at St
Athan, I had got married and my wife
continued to live with her parents in
Brighton. Being stationed at Tangmere
made it very easy for me to visit her
several times a month and I soon found
out that there were others stationed at
Tangmere who also had wives and
families living around the Brighton
area. So, on the train home there would
be a group of us all comparing notes
about our service life and the various
work that we did at Tangmere. We
were all below corporal rank and were
not entitled to married quarters on the
camp. Then one day, we were informed that in order to relieve some of
the billet spaces on camp, we could all
apply to live out and travel each day to
Tangmere. So, off I went to see Mr

Jennings, who immediately put the
wheels in motion to ensure that I did
not lose out on this scheme.
It was all worked out for us that if
we provided our own transport from
Tangmere to Barnham railway station,
then the RAF would provide us with a
free railway pass to and from Brighton
and that we would get a living-out allowance to compensate us for the meals
from the cookhouse to which we were
no longer entitled. We did, of course,
have to get up early in order to be at
our place of work by 8.00 am each day
and we also had to continue to stay on
camp overnight to do guard duties and
when it was our turn on the Duty Crew.
However, I must say that we were not
very often called upon to do regimental
parades. We all bought bicycles to
make the journey to and from Barnham
and we had to cycle in all weathers.
The RAF also arranged for us to be allowed to leave our cycles free of charge
at Barnham railway station overnight
and at weekends.
My wife and I moved into rooms at
my mother’s house and my life took on
a pattern similar to that which I had
before I was called up to do my National Service. I would leave home at
6.30 am, catch the 6.55 am train out of
Brighton to Barnham, collect my bike
and pedal the three miles to Tangmere
in convoy with the others. We would
then arrive at our places of work in
time to join those who lived-in or who
had arrived from the nearby married
quarters. All in all, this was a good
scheme, which made my National Service quite likeable and both my wife
and my mother were very happy that I
was home again.
As time passed into 1955, I began to
feel that I was really enjoying my life as
an airframe fitter in the RAF and when
one day I was summoned to the office
of the Wing Commander (Engineering),
I wondered what I had done wrong.
Wing Commander Thomas was a short

tubby man and, like Mr Jennings, he
was very polite and asked me to sit
down. After some enquiring questions
about my life at Tangmere, he suddenly
said, “Have you ever considered an
extended career in the RAF?” The answer in my head was “Not on your
Nellie,” as I had had a very acceptable
job as a production engineer in civilian
life which by Government decree my
employer had to keep open for me,
unless I did not return after the two
years’ obligatory National Service. I
did not say this to W/C Thomas, but
came out with something like “I would
have to think about that, sir”. He continued, “You are just the type that we
need in the RAF and with your past
training we would promote you immediately to corporal.” He accepted that I
would need time to think it over, but
added “It’s a wonderful life for a young
man like you.”
I left his office with a head as big as
a football and I returned to work only
to find that Mr Jennings and Sgt Rigden
were waiting to hear my answer. It
would appear that both were in on the
act prior to my call to see the wing
commander. I travelled home to Brighton that evening thinking that this
could be something that I would certainly enjoy. However, my wife soon
brought me back to earth as she had no
aspirations to be a serviceman’s wife
and being posted away from her parents who also lived in Brighton. So the
very next day, I somewhat reluctantly
informed Mr Jennings of my decision
which he passed onto the wing commander and I never heard anything
more. So, I continued to work on the
Meteors of all three squadrons and I
became very involved with the servicing of the hydraulic and pneumatic systems, which I enjoyed immensely, because it often involved taking off the
complete oleo legs to routinely change
the piston seals. Little did I know that
this work would set me up for a very
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rewarding career in civilian life after
leaving the RAF.
A further moment of joy came for
me during the summer of 1955, when
the very first Hawker Hunter aircraft
arrived on the airfield and Sgt Rigden’s
team was detailed to give it an initial
once-over. Chiefy Copass was quite
excited when it was taken into the hangar of No. 1 Squadron and together
with a team of engine fitters, we painstakingly took it apart in sections. What
was so fascinating was the fact that the
aircraft actually came apart into two
pieces. The rear part of the fuselage,
together with the whole tailplane, was
disconnected just behind the engine
and was wheeled away to be looked at
in another part of the hangar. This was
quite weird as it left the cockpit, wings
and engine standing there alone on its
legs. This then allowed the engine to be
detached and taken elsewhere. Our
team was then left with a skeleton that
contained only the wings and cockpit
standing on the undercarriage. One-byone, parts were dismantled according
to the engineering manual, with other
trades such as radio, armament and
instrument fitters eagerly doing their
bit. Over several days, we all reassembled the aircraft, whilst a civilian film
crew recorded each piece of the action,
for what we believed was for future
training purposes. At the end of the
activities, I remember that the film director gave me and the engine fitter £5
each, which was more than my wages
were for a whole week. One-by-one the
Meteors of No. 1 Squadron were replaced by the new sleek-looking Hunters and they became quite common in
the ASF hangar at Tangmere. However, I have one regret in that I left the
RAF before the film had been processed
and I have never seen a showing of it,
despite quite intense enquiries.
As the months passed during the
latter part of 1955, I began to look forward to the 28th of October, which was
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to be my release date from National
Service. Other National Servicemen
that I had known at Tangmere had left
amidst a haze of euphoria, as they
could not wait to pass through the main
gate for the last time. I did not feel like
that as I had enjoyed my time in the
Royal Air Force and particularly that at
RAF Tangmere. Maybe it was because
that I had been three years older than
most other National Servicemen of my
era. Or, perhaps it was because that I
had lived off-camp and did not endure
the total rigours of service life. Or
perhaps it was because that I had
worked within such an enjoyable engineering team that was well led by Sgt
Rigden. Or, maybe the affection that I
will always hold for dear old Warrant
Officer Jennings, who set me off on the
right footing from the very first moment I had arrived at RAF Tangmere
back in July 1954.
—David Peckham
If any of our readers knows of a copy of the
Hunter training film to which Mr Peckham
refers, please contact the Editor.

Answer to Photo Quiz, Autumn 2015
Our photo depicts a Canadair CL-13,
the licence-built North American Sabre.
This one was the sole example of Mark
3, works number 19200, modified to
test the Avro Canada Orenda 3 turbojet
engine. In 1953-54, Jacqueline (Jackie)
Cochran set four FAI World Records in
this aeroplane at Edwards AFB: the
15/25 km straight course (1,067.68
km/h), the 100-km closed circuit
(1,050.15 km/h), the 500-km closed circuit (950.032 km/h), and a new world
altitude record (14,377 m). She was also
the first woman to “break the sound
barrier” when, in a dive, she reached
Mach 1.04 in this aeroplane.
Part Four of the McCairns escape story will
appear in the next issue.
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Robert Wardlow Oxspring, DFC** AFC
1919-1989
As a squadron leader in 1948, “Bobby” or “Oxo” Oxspring commanded the
flight of Vampires that made the first transit of the Atlantic by jet aircraft, for
which he received the Air Force Cross. His wartime career was marked by
three awards of the Distinguished Flying Cross, and his postings included
periods at Westhampnett, Merston, Deanland, and Tangmere.
Portrait by Cuthbert Orde, 1940

