
IN MEMORY OF THE LAST CREW 

of 

LANCASTER BOMBER W4270 
 

 

 

This is part of the story surrounding the seven young men of the above aircraft who on the night of 18th 

February 1943 lost their lives while flying over England. It is by no means the whole story, and due to the 

nature of the available information, or rather the unavailability of some information at the time of the 

research, will no doubt contain some assumptions that may in due course prove to be inaccurate. It has 

however been compiled with the best efforts of a number of people whose names appear through out, to 

honour and cherish the memories of these men who died for óKing and Countryô in those dark days of 

1943, when it was far from clear what the outcome of the war against NAZI tyranny would be. 

 

 

 

 

To those who are quick to spout the rhetoric of óFreedom of speechô I would say only this, remember the 

price paid by those who bought you this órightô. For freedom is often the most expensive commodity of 

all. Use it well. 

 

 

While some of the story is by its nature sad, this presentation is intended as a celebration of the lives of 

the crew, short though they were. If you can share in the pride of their achievements and feel you know 

them in some small way then its aims will have been fulfilled. Staunton in the Vale will always feel that 

these young men are a part of the village in spirit and of its history, I hope the village and the memorial 

can be a focus for all who are, and may be involved in the future. 

Ian Hinks 

7th March 2008. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

MEET T HE LAST CREW OF LANCASTER W4270 
 

    
 

SGT. HERB 

WARNE 

 

SGT. ARTHUR 

HITCHON  

 

SGT. JACK  

PREECE 

 

SGT. JAMES 

WHITEHEAD  

 

   
 

SGT. THOMAS 

NEWTON 

 

SGT. JOHN 

COAKER  

 

SGT. EDDIE 

LOVEROCK  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

MR SID BAGGALEY,  THE BEGINNING  and then some! 
 

 
Sid Baggaley 

 

 On the night of 18th February 1943 just as Sid Baggaley, a local Farmer was retiring for the night he 

became aware of the sounds of an aircraft in trouble. Looking out of his bedroom window he saw an aircraft 

that had an engine on fire, the aircraft passed low over the top of his house and a few seconds later there was 

the sound of a crash. Later that night members of the RAF arrived at the farm house asking for his help in 

getting to the site of the crash as it was in an area that was difficult to find the route to. Sid was able to show 

them the way there and described how the aircraft wreckage was laying in one of his fields. The crew had been 

killed but had been thrown clear and they were collected by the RAF recovery team and probably taken to the 

Medical Centre at nearby RAF Bottesford. 

 The wreckage was later removed by the RAF and Sid was left to wonder just who these young men had 

been that unfortunately lost their lives that night in one of his fields. While working the fields one day Sid came 

across a small square of metal painted black on one side and placed it for safe keeping in one of his out 

buildings hoping one day to learn more about the crew and what had happened, due to wartime security he had 

been told nothing by the authorities. 

 The story leaps forward now, Sid became friends with Mrs Di Ablewhite, his Chiropodist and knowing 

she was interested in archaeology one day late in 1999 handed her the piece of metal asking her what she made 

of that then. He went on to reveal that it came from a wartime aircraft crash and that he had never forgotten that 

night and could her group find out more information. Di hastily scribbled some notes into her work note book. 

The years had clouded Sidôs recollection of that night a bit though and as the note book reveals the details were 

to set them off in the wrong direction for a while until further evidence was uncovered. 

 Sid thought it had been a Wellington bomber and that it had taken place in about 1940/41. The men had 

been thrown clear possibly due to an explosion, either in the air or on impact. There had been 5 or 6 men, one 

possibly Canadian, and they had been on a training flight. He had seen an engine on fire as it flew over his 

house. 

 That was what Di and her group Farndon Archaeological Research Group (FARI) had to go on. They 

started by researching Wellington crashes in 1940/41 using Mr Chorleyôs series of books Bomber Command 

Losses of World War 2, after much work nothing was coming to light so they expanded their search parameters, 

they eventually came across the most likely contender. A Lancaster, W4270 of No.61 Sqn had crashed in the 

area of Staunton in the Vale where Sidôs field lay on the night of 18th February 1943. There were no other 

crashes that matched; this must be the one, now to prove it. (Years after Sid had died his daughter and Grand 

daughter, Barbara and Annie, found a farm diary for 1943. In it written in the space for 19th February were the 



words ñBig four engine plane crashed in the nightò) Hind sight is a wonderful thing, Wellingtons had two 

engines, it would take a lot of work to prove what that line could have done in seconds. 

 

 
 

Further entry noting investigating officers visit 

 

 The square of metal was taken to the Newark Aviation Museum, and due to an RAF Section/Reference 

number being stamped on it they could state it was from a Lancaster, they were also able to show where it came 

from on the aircraft, due to a screw plug that was part of the piece. It came from just behind the bomb bay and 

the plug would be removed to take an eye bolt for tying down the aircraft in strong winds. 

 Mr Chorleyôs books provided details of what had taken place and listed the crew names. The 

Commonwealth War Graves Commission web site provided further details of where they were buried and some 

details of a personal nature such as ages and parents names. Later a field walk was organised and a large 

quantity of small pieces were recovered, some of these were also able to be identified by various sources 

including The Aviation Heritage Centre at East Kirkby in Lincolnshire, home of Lancaster bomber ñJust Janeò 

and by people who had worked on the Battle of Britain Memorial Flightôs (BBMF) Lancaster, PA474. 

 A report of the findings of the project was prepared in time for the 2000 Millennium. As a result of the 

research the village of Staunton in the Vale erected a memorial to the crew next to the village church over 

looking in the near distance the site of the crash. A Lancaster propeller blade was donated for the memorial by 

the Lincolnshire Aircraft Recovery Group (LARG), stone for the plinth by Mr and Mrs Staunton of Staunton 

Hall in whose grounds the church stands, and brass plaques with the details were purchased with donations. 

 There things stood, shortly after more information concerning the accident came to light, and some of 

those involved one day hoped to be able to find out more and maybe find photos of the crewmen. Time passed, 

some of the information was again put on display in 2003 and received some coverage in the local press. More 

time passed when in 2007 the village started thinking of holding a fund raising event to be spent on the 

restoration of parts of the church. 

 It was decided to hold a Snowdrop walk day in the grounds of Staunton Hall in February of the 

following year. As part of the dayôs activities, Di was asked if the Lancaster information could be put out as one 

of the displays, so now seemed to be the ideal time to carry out further detailed research to answer many of the 

open questions. 

 In late October a small group of people consisting of Di Ablewhite, Barbara and Annie (Sidôs kin) and 

Ian Hinks (ex-BBMF) set about this task. What was wanted were Photos of the crew, Headstone photos in lieu 

of them, contact with relatives and as much other information as could be wrung from all sources. Contact was 

made with the churches in the areas that the crew had come from, as well as local history groups and some local 

newspapers, asking for publicity with a view to finding if there were any relatives of any of the men still in the 

areas concerned, also for photos of the headstones in their care. Notices were also placed on several aviation 

web sites, notably the Nanton Lancaster site by an old acquaintance Peter Whitfield. Other sites picked up on 

these posts and things began to snowball. 

 Most who were involved would probably agree from then on things at times became a blur as 

information was pouring in from all sides on occasion. Contact was made with the relatives of Arthur Hitchon, 

the Flight Engineer on the crew. They provided photos, the first face to emerge, and other family documents 

and a lively correspondence ensued. Some of the headstone photos were collected and then contact was made 

with friends and a relative of one of the Gunners, John Coaker. They would provide photos when they had 

collected them, so a little longer wait, but then there would be another face to see. News from Nanton in 

Canada was that there was a photo in a book commemorating the war dead of Saskatchewan of the pilot, Herb 

Warne, three out of seven, this was beyond the groups wildest dreams. A photo of James Whiteheadôs 

headstone on the web site of The Scottish War Graves Project completed the seven headstone photographs. 



There is no doubt that the more that was uncovered, the more personal was becoming the connection to the 

crew, particularly finding out the names they were known by, but probably the most emotional were seeing 

their likenesses, more than a few quiet tears were shed, at the same time, a sense of joy at bringing their 

memories out into the open again. 

 By the middle of January 2008 with the snowdrop day on 17th February fast approaching, much work 

was being done to collate all the information and prepare a presentation for the public. There also arose the 

need to involve the relatives and friends of the crew closer in all that was happening. The Snowdrop day was 

going to be too busy to give the attention that any relative or friend would deserve, so we also planned a 

gathering a couple of weekends before. Due to the distances involved, it was only the Hitchons who could 

attend. Arthurôs nephew, David and niece, Kathryn, along with their spouses came down on the 3rd February 

from Lancashire and were shown all the places of relevance. RAF Syerston where they took off, RAF 

Bottesford where they were trying to land, the crash site field and the memorial next to the church. Di had set 

up a display in her house of the information and artefacts which we were able to present after a bit of lunch. A 

very full and rewarding day for all involved. David Hitchon works for the brewers of ñLancaster bomberò Beer, 

so continuing the family connection with the Avro classic. 

 By now you might have noticed the significance of the date of the Snowdrop walk day, Sunday 17th 

February, the day before the 65th Anniversary of the crash, a poignant ócoincidenceô or fate? Iôll leave the 

reader to decide. Down in Leusdon there was to be a simultaneous memorial service for John Coaker in which 

Snowdrops were to be transplanted onto his grave, thus bringing the two villages closer together. 

 Just a couple of days before the Snowdrop day, contact was made with family of one of Jack Preeceôs 

relatives in Australia, who has a daughter living in Cambridge. Family of a relative of Eddie Loverock was also 

aware of the events. The photo of Herb Warne in the memorial book was of a small size and so the authors had 

again been contacted to try to obtain a larger format copy, this arrived the day before the display, a fine colour 

portrait. Di, Barbara and Annie spent much of Saturday setting things up in the church, a friend of Diôs, Alan, 

along with his spouse were bringing along a set of radio equipment as used in Lancasters to add to the display. 

There would also be a group of WW2 enthusiasts, some who were friends of Annieôs coming along in period 

dress to show everyone the types of clothing and equipment that the crew would have worn. Some of the Lady 

members, WAAF and WRVS would put the final touches to the atmosphere. 

 Earlier a mild panic had been started amongst the group setting up the display, when the Snowdrop 

organisers suggested that there might be between 5 and 6 hundred people turning up, people had been ringing in 

virtually non stop to find out more about the event. If only we had known what reality would bring. The 

weather forecast had been good for days and so the day arrived, crisp, clear, and bright. The gates were due to 

be opened at 11am, so the final touches were put to the display and a bacon sandwich grabbed before the fray 

began. Before the last bite was taken the first of the public arrived, the rest of the day is a blur. No, honestly, a 

constant sea of faces passing through the narrow area of the church that the displays occupied, many questions 

were answered and anecdotes exchanged, information leaflets handed out, each member caught in their own 

little areas hardly able to swap a word through out the day. Finally 4 pm arrived, and the last of the public was 

leaving, where had the day gone, most of us were in a bit of a state of shock, still trying to reconcile what had 

taken place. Early estimates were that over a thousand people had attended; later checks on gate receipts would 

show that over 1100 adults had paid to come, there was no charge for children, so close on 1500 people was the 

estimate of final attendance. Oh, that doesnôt include those who could not make it on the day and turned up on 

Monday asking to see the displays left up in the church. 

 As with all things done to a schedule, the day after an event more information comes to light, this was 

the case here. On the Monday, family of the Pilot Herb Warne contacted Di, saying they had heard through one 

of the book authors that a village was having a memorial display to the crew. They provided many useful 

documents over the next couple of days including Herbôs Flying log book and letters, both personal and official 

concerning events. From these and other information it was possible to create a much more detailed account of 

the crewôs lives between September 1942 and their deaths on 18th February 1943, a detail in one document 

tying in with a detail in another sometimes answering several outstanding questions. 

 More relatives and friends have expressed their intentions to visit the memorial when time and 

circumstances permit, this will in some cases mean journeys from as far a field as Canada and Australia. Should 

they wish all the friends and relatives of the crew will be placed in contact with each other and it is hoped that 

the relationship with each other and the village of Staunton in the Vale will continue that forged during wartime 

by the members of the crew of Lancaster W4270. 



 Off and on over the next six months work on tracking down more information, more obituaries and the 

elusive four crew photos. The RAF still hold Personnel Records for this period and they can only be released to, 

or with the permission of next of kin. Canadaôs laws are different and after 20 years records of deceased service 

persons can be released to anyone. This is how we were able to get copies of Herbôs records and they revealed a 

host of information concerning where he trained, dates etc., details of enlistment and of the crash as well as 

much more. With the contacts we now had with some of the families we were able to get the permission to see 

Arthur Hitchonôs records which again revealed masses of details of his time in the RAF.  

 August saw a visit by relatives of Jack Preece to the Memorial next to the church in Staunton, they were 

hosted by the group and shown what details we had uncovered to date, a very pleasant day was had by all. By 

September 2008, enough clues about where to look next had been gathered. It was now worth while going on a 

trip to Bridgwater, the Leusdon area and to the archives at Kew. First stop was Bridgwater where searching the 

Newspaper archives revealed Jack Preeceôs obituaries and notices, but disappointingly still no photo. Next stop 

was to the records office at Newton Abbott in hope of finding details on John Coaker from Leusdon. This was a 

disappointing part of the journey turning up nothing.  

 The next day the destination was Kew to look through documents that had been identified as possibly of 

interest. We knew that some units took photos of airmen and courses that passed through the stations they were 

on, but to be honest, what we were expecting to find were documents such as Operational Records Books 

showing day to day details of training flights as well as any details of combat operations against the Axis. This 

is just what we found; they revealed that both Gunners had flown in combat to Berlin while at a training unit. 

They also showed the details of Herbôs two operations as second pilot once they arrived on No.61 Sqn. Many 

details were found covering several of the training units that they had gone through and the Anti-submarine 

operations they flew in between training units. Then, a box containing a large book covering 1940 to 1945 was 

collected from the archives desk, once it was taken out and the first page opened, total disbelief; a photo of 

crews on the first training course at No.19 Operational Training Unit at RAF Kinloss. Could it be possible that 

there were more? Indeed yes, page after page of photographs going all through the war. Turning to the pages 

covering the period that we knew some of our crew were there and low and behold, here they were. Arranged 

by trades were group photos including Herb among the pilots, Jack Preece with the Observer/Navigators, James 

Whitehead and Thomas Newton among the Wireless Operator/Air Gunners and finally John Coaker with the 

Air Gunners. In one fell swoop we now had photos of six of the seven crew members; the only outstanding 

photo was Eddie Loverock.  

 At the end of the year Jackôs relatives sent for his service records, unfortunately due to a mail 

forwarding mix up the records went missing and they had to be requested again which would take a few more 

weeks before the hard working records staff could get them copied again. 

 Meanwhile desperation was setting in regarding the final photo, were we to be defeated, a feeling of 

letting the crew down was on us. It was decided to have one last go and again contact local newspapers around 

the area of Matlock where Eddie had come from. We wrote to three papers late in February 2009 and a couple 

of days later we heard from representatives of the Peak Advertiser, a local free paper. They would run the 

request for help in tracing his photo in the letters to the Editor section. 

 7th March 2009, a red letter day, this is the day that the seventh and last crewmanôs photo was found and 

included in the presentation, seventeen months of searching was over. A Lady who was due to get engaged to 

Eddie, or Ted as she knew him had the accident not happened contacted us through the Peak Advertiser to say 

she still had three photos of him which she kindly let us copy. 

 Another week later and Jack Preeceôs records were also made available to us once more a treasure chest 

of information came to light and has added greatly to our understanding of events. Once a detail has been 

uncovered, reference to books or information on the internet can take a small point and expand it into 

paragraphs, this then is what happened and what follows is a result of a lot of work, a good deal of time and the 

resources available early in the 21st Century. Oh and a good deal of luck, or maybe it was the boys lending a 

hand. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



STAUNTON in the Vale LANCASTER CRASH 

 

Lancaster Mk1 W4270 QR- ? of No.61 Sqn. R.A.F. Syerston, Notts. 

 

18.2.1943 

 

Sgt Thomas H  Warne   R/102085 RCAF (P) Pilot  óHerbô 

Sgt George  A   Hitchon  576765  (FE) Flt. Eng. óArthurô 

Sgt Robert    J   Preece              1174086  (N) Obs.  óJackô 

Sgt James    M  Whitehead 975551  (AB) Wop/AG 

Sgt Thomas R   Newton 1119116  (Wop) Wop/AG 

Sgt John   Coaker  1276786  (MuG) AG  óJohnô 

Sgt Edward  J   Loverock 950159  (RG) AG  óEddieô 

  

 

 Whilst on a Cross country training flight W4270 crashed at 2256 following an engine fire about 2 miles 

NW of RAF Bottesford, Leicestershire. The aircraft came down a mile from the village of Staunton in the Vale, 

Lincolnshire. Sgt Warne RCAF, who is listed as a Warrant Officer 2 on the CWGC site was buried in Newark-

upon-Trent cemetery, his crew were laid to rest in their home towns and villages. 

 

Staunton in the Vale Memorial to the Crew of W4270 

 

 
 

 

      



W4270 ACCIDENT REPORT (side 1) 

 



W4270 ACCIDENT REPORT (side 2) 

 



TRANSCRIPTION OF REPORT DETAIL BLOCK  
 

Starboard Inner engine caught fire in circuit. Fire seen to spread towards 

cabin ï Aircraft floated down and crashed. E/O: Apparently due 

to fractured Con Rod. Invest: Due to loss of control 

by pilot as result of sudden fire in air. Possible that a petrol 

tank exploded prior to impact. Flaps and U/C being down had direct 

bearing and contributing  factor to loss of control. Pilot inexperienced on type. 

 
E/O = Engineering Officerôs comments. 

Invest = Investigating Officerôs deduction as to why the aircraft crashed. 

 

Basically what they are saying is that the sudden fire while in the circuit to land at RAF Bottesford caused a loss of control so that the aircraft crashed. 

Because the Flaps and Undercarriage were down, ready for a landing this contributed to the loss of control. 

 (When an aircraft is coming into land they are flying slow and are normally closer to the point of loosing control than if they were higher, flying 

faster with Flaps and U/C up. So that if something should go wrong it is more likely to end in a crash than if they were higher up and had room and time to 

sort things out. This is why Take off and landing are considered the most dangerous parts of any flight). 

 There was a possibility that the fire could have caused one of the fuel tanks to blow up before the actual impact, but they are not sure or they would 

not have said ñpossibleò. They also noted that the pilot, Herb, was inexperienced on type. This is just a statement of fact as he had only had about 16 hours 

solo in daylight and 15 hours solo flying time on the Lancaster at night. 

 

Rest assured there is nothing in this report that apportions blame donôt be confused by some of the terminology used; it just 

records what most likely happened from the available evidence in the opinion of the Investigating Officer. Nothing more than 

that. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



W4270 ARTIFACTS RECOVERED FROM FIELD WALK OF CRASH SITE  

 

 
 

PART OF RIM OF W ING MOUNTED RETRACTABLE LANDING LAMP  

 

 
 

FUSELAGE REAR BOMB BAY AREA TIE DOWN POINT  

Sidôs original piece kept safe for 56 years 

 



 

 

 
 

ENGINE COWLING QUICK RELEASE FASTENER  

 

 
 

PAXELINE BLOCK FAIRLEAD SUPPORT  

 

 



 

 
 

 

ENGINE CONTROL RUN COG FROM LANCASTER W42 70 

(ONE OF 34) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

HERB WARNEôS ROUTE TO OTU. 

 

 Herb was born Thomas Herbert Warne on 13th February 1920 in Fletwode, Saskatchewan to Isabel 

and Samuel Warne. Isabel was from Glasgow, Scotland and Samuel came from Cornwall, England, so Herb 

was the son of Émigrés who became Canadian citizens. Herb had 2 sisters, Janet and Francis as well as 2 

brothers, Arthur and David; David also became a Pilot flying Beaufighters in the Middle East eventually 

returning safely to Canada.  

 Between 1926 and 1931 Herb attended Regina Public school for Grades 1 to 5. He then went on to 

Kennedy Public school, Grades 5 to 8 and finally to Kennedy High school, leaving aged 18 in 1938. In 

between 1938 and 1939 Herb worked in Farming for Mr. R. Warner. His service records show he attended 

Normal school during 1939-40, and then worked as a Teacher at Fletwode school no. 411 until he went to 

Normal to Join the RCAF. At some time Herb also took a correspondence course in English and Mathematics 

from the University of Saskatchewan. 

 At the RCAF recruiting office on 13th January 1941 Herb filled out an application form volunteering 

for aircrew, a General duties Pilot. He then reported to the Recruiting centre in Regina, Saskatchewan on 12th 

April 1941 where he was interviewed by F/O K. J. Macdonald. In the Interview report Herb is described as 

Age 21, Height 5ô10 1/2ò and Weight 140lbs. F/O Macdonald thought him a ógood typeô, intelligent and 

sincere with good educational qualifications; reserved and somewhat slow in response, suitable for any 

aircrew position. He had a confident approach, was of medium carriage (bearing), clean, neat and 

conservative of dress; was of slender build with clear slow speech, deliberate of response and an alert but 

reserved manner. In summery he thought Herb Average, not suitable for a Commission, best suited for Pilot 

or Observer training for which he recommended him. 

 As a Canadian enlisting in Canada there would be a few variations from his RAF counterpart, Herb 

did  his training in Canada while many of those joining up in England would be shipped off to various parts 

of the Empire or to the USA after ITW, although some would be trained in the UK.  

 Thomas Herbert Warne was attested at Regina, Saskatchewan by Flt.Lt. Stewart on 2nd May 1941 

allocated service number R102085 with the rank of AC2, Aircraftsman 2nd class. 

 

No.2a M.D. (Manning Depot) Penfold, Alberta. 

 After attestation Herb next headed to No. 2a M.D. at Penfold staying here until the 9th of June. A 

Manning Depot is an administrative holding unit. 

 

No. 4 T.C. Training Command, Regina, Alberta. 

10th Jun 1941 until 15th July 1941.  

Each of the Training Commands consisted of ITS, EFTS, SFTS and numerous other training units. Herb was 

streamed into No. 4 T.C. from here he was passed down the training program by being sent to No. 4 I.T.S. 

 

No. 4 I .T.S. Initial Training School, Edmonton. 

16th July 1941 until  19th August 1941. óLô Flight, Course 31. 

It was here that he would learn Airmanship, navigation, Morse code amongst other subjects and be 

subjected to hours of P.T. and Drill. Still want to learn to fly? ñYou betò. During WW2 Blatchford Field 

became an RCAF Training station under the British Empire Air Training Scheme opening in June 1941. No. 

4 ITS as a ground school was located off station at the University of Alberta. Herb and his course mates were 

photographed on the 9th of August 1941 along with their Instructors. After successfully completing Initial 

training Herb was promoted to LAC, Leading Aircraftman, he would have said goodbye to some of the 

people he had become friends with as not all would have made the grade. Next stop learning to fly; from now 

on he would be carrying an extra kit bag stuffed with flying gear, helmet, 2 flying suits, gloves, boots etc.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
óLô FLIGHT, COURSE 31. No.4 I.T.S. EDMUNTON, ALBERTA. 

9TH AUGUST 1941. 

Herb is 5TH from Left in the Second Row from the Top  



No. 18 E.F.T.S. Elementary Flying Training School, Boundary Bay, British Columbia. 

20th August 1941 until 11th October 1941 Pupil Pilots Course No. 36.  

 

 Here Herb would get his hands on an aircraft for the first 

time. Single engine bi-plane training aircraft, Tiger Moths, 

would be his mount to start with. After meeting his Instructor, 

the Instructors were all civilians, he would be taken up into the 

air, shown various basic manoeuvres then be expected to repeat 

them. A lot of his time would be taken up with ground studies 

learning the theories of flight and navigation etc. Once he could 

do the basics to the satisfaction of his Instructor he would be 

sent off Solo. The first solo had to be achieved by a set 

maximum amount of Dual training or else the prospective pilot 

would be chopped from the course and sent off to train for some 

other job. Once the solo was complete he would be sent up on 

his own to practice, then more dual would show him other skills 

which he could go off and practice. At various stages he would 

be tested by the Chief flying Instructor or his stand in, satisfying 

them was the only way to progress. Other nearby airfields and 

landing strips would be used for parts of the training due to the 

number of aircraft operating. It is sad to relate, but from now on 

Herb would experience the loss of friends and fellow trainees as 

the result of the many accidents that would occur to 

inexperienced Pilots as they strove to master the intricacies of 

flying. There would again be many who just could not pass the 

course.  

 

No. 4 SFTS Service Flying Training School, Saskatoon, Saskatchewan. 

12th October until 3rd January 1942. 

 

 When the Air Force had decided what a pilot was going to 

end up flying they would send him to the appropriate SFTS, 

anyone slated to fly multi-engine aircraft would move to an SFTS 

with twin engine aircraft, many sent here had had visions of a life 

as a Fighter pilot dashed when they realised they were continuing 

their training on aircraft such as the Avro Anson or Cessna Crane, 

although a faint hope of ending up on Beaufighters or even 

Mosquitos could be maintained most would end up in Bomber 

Command or Coastal command. So now was the time to learn the 

art of flying aircraft of a larger size with an extra engine, 

repeating many of the tasks of the earlier instruction, being 

shown new ones and practice, practice, practice. Again there 

were stage checks and ground exams, all must be passed 

satisfactorily. The biggest test by far though was surviving. 

Many hundreds of young men were to die long before reaching 

this stage of training. 

 No. 4 S.F.T.S. was part of No. 2 Training Command, 

building work started at Saskatoon in 1940 on 5 large hangars, 

classrooms, barracks, workshops, a hospital and a control tower. 

The usual form for the runways would be a triangular shape 

allowing take-off and landing into wind no matter where it was 

blowing from. There were two relief fields operated to reduce 

traffic; No.1 at Vanscoy and No.2 at Osler, Saskatchewan.  



 After successfully completing these schools Herb was a qualified pilot, he had not been selected for a 

commission so he would wear the chevrons of a Sgt, with his prized wings on his left breast. These were 

awarded at the prestigious Wings Parade, where if possible family and friends would attend to witness events. 

 

ñYò Depots and RAF Train ees Pool. 

4th January 1942 until 23rd January 1942 

 Herb had now reached the stage of his training where he was to be sent overseas, not all of the recently 

qualified would be going with him, a certain number were retained to help with the training of those still to 

come into the ever increasing training program. Herb was placed on the strength of No. 1 ñYò Depot at Halifax, 

Nova Scotia.  A ñYò Depot was an Overseas Transit Depot where personnel were held to await a place in one 

of the convoy of troopships. These convoys were prime targets for the German U-boats as thousands of trained 

men would be crossing to the UK, the loss of any ship containing these men would be a massive blow to the 

war effort. On the 18th January Herb was attached to No. 3 ñYò Depot, at RCAF Debert, about 50 miles North 

of Halifax, from photos of Herb with his siblings and information from his relatives we know he had some 

home leave before boarding a ship for England. According to his service records, he had 10 days plus travelling 

time, so it is likely this leave fell between the 4th and 18th of January. The last part of his time in Canada was in 

the RAF Trainees pool ready for embarkation on board ship. From entries on Herbôs records he probably set 

sail on Convoy SC66 on the 23rd January 1942 out of Halifax bound for Liverpool. This convoy arrived on the 

9th February after a 17 day voyage, the convoys tended to take a roundabout route to avoid the U-boat threat. 

During this period, known as the ósecond happy timeô by U-boat crews, they were wreaking havoc on shipping 

with the USA not long in the war and woefully, even negligently unprepared. Luckily for Herb, a lot of the 

combat was going on off the East coast of the USA diverting U-boats from the Atlantic convoy routes, small 

compensation for those caught in the slaughter. 

 

 
David  Arthur   Herb 

 Francis  Janet 

HERB WITH HIS BROTHERS AND SISTERS BEFORE GOING OVERSEAS. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



PHOTO USED IN SASKATCHEWAN MEMORIAL BOOK  

AGE SHALL NOT WEARY THEM  

 

 
 

THOMAS HERBERT WARNE 

(HERB) 

 

No. 3 P.R.C. Personnel Reception Centre. Somerset House, Bath road, Bournemouth, England. 

10th February 1942 until 14th April 1942. 

 After disembarkation Herb would have boarded a ñquaintò little British train, tiny compared to the 

massive Locomotives of the Canadian railways. If travelling at night he would have to get used to being in a 

blacked out carriage with no view of where they were going. No. 3 P.R.C. was the reception centre that 

personnel coming from Canada reported to on their arrival in the UK, and was in the South coast town of 

Bournemouth. Here he would be held with ever increasing frustration until being allocated a place at the next 

training unit. Because he was one of those who had learned to fly abroad he would go to a (P)AFU. 

 

No. 14 (P)AFU (Pilots) Advanced Flying Unit, RAF Ossington, Nottinghamshire, England. 

14th April 1942 unti l 16th June 1942. 

 

 These organisations were to help Pilots who had learnt to 

fly abroad get used to flying in the UK area; after all, some of the 

trainees had only flown in Californian sunshine over vast flat 

plains, not really an image of what was to come. Canadian winter 

flying would have helped, but even there the land was vast and 

empty compared to the crowded and enemy threatened skies over 

Britain. This unit operated Airspeed Oxford trainers another 

classic work horse of the training organisation. While with this 

unit Herb was attached to No.1520 B.A.T. Flight, Beam 

Approach Training from 16th May to 23 May 1942. Beam 

Approach was an electronic system that allowed the Pilot to 

follow Radio beams beeping in his headphones enabling him to locate and land at an airfield in Instrument 

Flying conditions, i.e. low cloud or at night by means of automatic signals.  Once the AFU course was 

complete, he would know that he was Bomber Command bound and that he was heading for No. 19 OTU 

Operational Training Unit at RAF Kinloss. An important stage in the training program because here Herb 

would meet up with the various other air crew trades and form his crew. 



 
Herb Warneôs Application and Attestation Records. 

 



  
Herb Warneôs Application and Attestation Records.  



 
Herb Warneôs Application and Attestation Records. 

   



 
Herb Warneôs Selection Interview Record. 

 



ROBERT JOHN PREECEôS ROUTE TO OTU. 

 

 Robert John Preece was born in Bridgwater on 7th June 1920, the only child of Herbert Preece and 

Daisy (nee Mitchell). He was an Old Morganian having attended Dr. Morganôs Grammar school before 

leaving and taking up a staff position as a Clerk with British Cellophane. He was working here when he 

joined the RAF on 22nd July 1940. He attended No.12 A.C.S.B. (Aircrew or Aviation Candidate Selection 

Board) where he was tested, assessed and accepted for training as an Observer. On enlistment he was 

described as 5ô4ò tall, with brown hair, blue eyes and of Fair complexion. It is probable that his height 

weighed against him becoming a Pilot; there were minimum and maximum requirements, to put it 

bluntly, if you didnôt fit the aircraft you didnôt get in. As a Clerk though he would be an ideal candidate 

for an Observer where his written and numerical skills would come to the fore. At this time the family 

were living at Newbury House, 11 Wembdon Road, Bridgwater, it would be here much later that on his 

last leave he would bring his pilot and friend Herb Warne, but more of that later. 

 

No.2 R.C. (Recruit Centre), RAF Cardington. 

23rd July 1940 to 11th January 1941. 

 As soon as Jack was enlisted he was placed on the strength of No.2 R.C. at RAF Cardington with 

the rank of AC2, Aircraftsman 2nd Class, this does not necessarily mean he ever went there though. He is 

recorded as óReserveô; this probably meant he was left at home to wait calling forward to begin his 

training. The overloaded training system was struggling to cope with the vast numbers that had come 

forward and it took some time to catch up. 

 

No.1 R.W. (Receiving Wing), Torquay. (Babbacombe), Devon. 

11th January 1941 to 15th February 1941. 

 Finally on the 11th January 1941 Jack was sent to the Torquay area quite probably to Babbacombe 

where he was issued his uniforms and other equipment. He spent the next four to five weeks on basic 

training awaiting a place at an I.T.W. 

 

No. 4 I.T.W. (Initial Training Wing ). Paignton, Devon 

15th February 1941 to probably 11th June 1941. 

 Most I.T.W.'s were located in seaside towns where the hotels had been requisitioned by the Air 

Ministry; here they would learn Airmanship amongst other subjects and be subjected to hours of P.T., 

Drill and plenty of óBullô. Jack was probably here until 11th of June 1941, his records fail to say exactly 

when he finished here, but this is when he was promoted to L.A.C. Leading Aircraftsman, a promotion 

that usually took place at the end of Initial Training after passing the examinations. At the end of this 

period he would be at the peak of fitness ready and raring to get on with his training. This could have 

been at any number of Observer or Navigation Schools at home or all over the Empire; Jack was 

eventually sent to Canada. 

 

No.2 P.D.C. (Personnel Despatch Centre), Wilmslow, Cheshire. 

No date recorded. 

 Wilmslow was an Overseas Drafting Station, again Jackôs records fail to record the dates for this 

entry, but it is here that the details of getting him on a convoy across to Canada would be arranged. He is 

recorded as arriving in Canada on 26th August 1941, three convoys fit this arrival date, ON7 departed 

Liverpool on the 15th, ON8 departed Liverpool on the 16th and ON9 departed Liverpool on the 20th. This 

means there was a period from his leaving I.T.W. until he boarded his ship that had to be filled. He could 

have spent this time at Wilmslow, a holding unit or on leave. The records donôt show this period in detail, 

but he would certainly have had a period of Embarkation leave prior to sailing, probably about 10 days. If 

he was lucky, he could have had more time with his family, if unlucky, he could have been filling in as a 

guard or dogs body desperately hoping for a ship. After a danger strewn journey across the Atlantic he 

would be glad to set foot on Canadian soil at last. 

 

 

 



 

No.33 A.N.S. (Air Navigation School), Mount Hope, Hamilton, Ontario, Canada.  

27th August 1941 to 20th December 1941. 

 Situated about 12 miles south 

of Hamilton, Mount Hope was to 

house a number of units during the 

war. 33 A.N.S. was established not 

long before Jack arrived there. Here he 

would learn the intricate skills needed 

to guide an aircraft safely through the 

skies to its target and back again, Map 

reading, óDead Reckoningô, Astro 

Navigation with a sextant, obtaining 

ófixesô through radio bearings etc. The 

unit was equipped with Avro Anson 

aircraft, which, after hours of ground school, he would get airborne in along with other trainees. They 

would take turns in carrying out various tasks and exercises criss-crossing the country side in good 

weather and as winter approached in the harsh conditions that prevail in Canada at this time of year. It is 

highly likely that at some stage they would find themselves in ówhite outô conditions groping their way 

along. At times such as this they would hope that they had kept an accurate track and breathe a sigh of 

relief on gaining clear air again. The pilots on these flights could be Instructors, ñscreenedò pilots or 

trainee pilots, themselves progressing through the Training Program. Many young men would fail to 

progress any further, some could not grasp the intricacies of Ariel navigation, and others would fall 

victim to poor weather, mechanical failures or just plain bad luck. These to this day lie buried in 

cemeteries all across Canada and the rest of the countries involved in the Empire Training Scheme. Jack 

completed training at Mount Hope on 20th December 1941 and was posted to a Bombing and Gunnery 

School for the next stage of his training. 

 

No.31 B&GS (Bombing and Gunnery School), Picton, Prince Edward County, Ontario. 

21st December 1941 to 3rd February 1942. 

 The camp was created over a six-week period in the autumn of 1940. Canadian National Railways 

brought in 600 rail cars full of building material to Picton for the construction of Camp Picton or Picton 

Heights as it was known at the time. In April, 1941, hundreds of officers and airmen of the Royal Air 

Force arrived at Picton station to take over the Bombing and Gunnery School where Six week courses 

were offered for observers and air gunners with up to five classes being run concurrently. The Picton 

B&GS was operated by the Royal Air Force, while 10 other bombing and gunnery schools across Canada 

were under the control of the Royal Canadian Air Force. When completed it offered aircraft hangars, 

runways that were up to 2500 feet long, 5 bombing 

ranges and accommodation for up to 1000 officers and 

airmen. The unit operated Avro Anson, Bristol 

Bolingbroke (a Canadian Blenheim), Fairey Battle, and 

Westland Lysander aircraft. Jack would have flown in 

the first two types and maybe either of the other two. 

Jack arrived at Picton just before Christmas of 1941; 

here he would learn the skills of a Bomb Aimer. At this 

stage of the war an Observer was the Navigator and 

Bomb Aimer of a crew, he would also assist the pilot 

as required, later on these jobs would be divided 

between 3 men as the complexity of equipment and 

tasks increased. On the 2nd of February 1942 he passed 

out and was promoted to Sgt, he also received the 

coveted Observerôs half wing to wear on his left breast. He would now look forward to getting back to the 

UK and getting onto an operational squadron, this would still be a good while away as there were many 

phases left to his training.  



 

No.1 ñYò Depot, Halifax, Nova Scotia.  

3rd February 1942 to 7th March 1942. 

 Jackôs path now started to follow that of his future pilot Herb Warne, he was ótaken on the 

strengthô of No.1 ñYò Depot at Halifax. A ñYò depot was an Overseas Transit Depot where personnel 

were held or attached for administrative purposes to await a place in one of the convoy of troopships. 

Here thousands of men would kick their heels trying to avoid boredom and frustration until they got a 

berth on a ñBlightyò bound ship. The entry on his records states ñ1 óYô depot at 31 B&GSò though, so 

maybe Jack spent his time waiting at Picton while being on the strength of No.1 óYô depot for 

administration purposes.  Jack only had to wait just over four weeks before getting a ship out of Halifax 

in convoy HX179, setting sail on the 9th March, now he would run the U-boat gauntlet for the second time 

on the 13 day voyage. Convoys took a roundabout route across the Atlantic, the fast Liner troopships such 

as the Queen Elizabeth and Queen Mary could sail on their own at full speed to avoid U-boats crossing in 

5 or 6 days. Weather could delay the convoys and add the misery of seasickness to the dangers of a U-

boat infested ocean. Jack finally made it back to the UK arriving at Liverpool on the 22nd March and 

landed on the 23rd, he would have struggled down the gang plank with his kit bags bulging with presents 

for the family, things that were in short supply in war time Britain. 

 

No. 3 P.R.C. Personnel Reception Centre. Somerset House, Bath road, Bournemouth, England. 

24th March 1942. 

 Just as Herb Warne had done Jack went to No.3 P.R.C. a reception centre at Bournemouth, in fact 

Herb was still here when Jack arrived, and would be for another three weeks, so it is possible that they 

met. As he had done his training overseas, Jack should have gone to an (O)A.F.U. to get further training 

in operating in the European skies. He would be held here until a place became available. There is no 

mention of this in his records, but they also show he did not get to No.19 O.T.U. until 31st August, this is 

a mistake, we know he got there about 17th June and the course ended about 24th August, so it looks like a 

couple of entries on his records have got fouled up during transcription by a clerk at some stage. 

 

 (O).A.F.U . (Observers) Advanced Flying Unit 

 Possibly mid April to Mid June 1942. 

 

 Although it is not recorded on Jackôs records he would have 

gone to one of the (O)A.F.U.s to bring his skills into line with the UK 

operating conditions. Some of the Observers would have trained in the 

clear sunny skies of the USA and South Africa; even Canada had 

large open skies compared to the congested and dangerous skies over 

the UK. So here they would get a few weeks extra training to get up to 

speed ready for a posting to an O.T.U. Once Jack had finished with 

this stage he would have found out that he was Bomber Command 

bound as soon as he saw that he was heading to Kinloss and No.19 

O.T. U. 

 

               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          Jack Preece 

 



 

JAMES MILTON WHITEHEADôS ROUTE TO OTU. 

 

 James was born in Cambusnethan in 1920 and was the only son of Willie and Janet Reid 

Greenshields Whitehead (nee Wilson). His mother and father were married on 31st December 1918 in the 

Constabulary buildings at Newmains. Janetôs father George Wilson was a Sergeant in the Lanarkshire 

Constabulary. James was named after his paternal Grand father and was probably brought up to be a hard 

working God fearing young man, his photo has the look of a man who knows his place in the scheme of 

things, proud and confident in his abilities. I would expect that he stood out among his peers and that 

when he went to enlist would be considered ideally suited to becoming air crew. At the time of his death 

James would have been in the RAF for about 1 1/2 years, this would mean he had joined up about mid 

1941. Unless he initially joined up as some trade other than Air Crew and then later re-mustered, or else 

some other event happened to delay his progress through the training system. After selection he would, 

like most of the others, have attended an I.T.W. The only information we have on James comes from the 

CWGC site, his headstone and two small death notices in the Wishaw Press. A few more details of his 

later training from OTU onwards come from entries in Operational Records Books.  

 

ITW Initial Training Wing,  

Without access to Jamesô service records it is impossible for us to know the exact route he took 

through training until he met up with the rest of the crew at O.T.U. However it is here that he would learn 

Airmanship amongst other subjects and be subjected to hours of P.T., Drill and plenty of óBullô. After 

Initial training he would have to wait for a place on a course at Radio School where he would start the 

process of learning the trades of Wireless Operator/Air Gunner. 

 

R.S. Radio School. 

 There were several Radio schools around the country and again without access to Jamesô service 

records we donôt know which he attended. The syllabus at each would be fundamentally the same where 

he would learn the skills needed to be a Wireless Operator. Over the next ten months or so he would have 

to reach, in stages, a set level of proficiency in all the allocated tasks. The sort of things he would learn 

would be Radio theory, maintenance, radio procedures and of course Morse 

code. Failure in any area would result in a minimum of back coursing, if not 

scrubbing from the course and re-mustering to another trade. On completion 

of the training here Thomas was awarded the óSparksô upper arm patch 

(shown here), at this stage of the war there was no Wireless Operator 

Brevet. He would also probably been promoted to L.A.C. (Leading Aircraftsman). The next step on his 

journey would be to a Gunnery school. 

 

B&GS Bombing and Gunnery School. 

 Like Radio Schools there were multiple Bombing and Gunnery schools, and again we donôt yet 

know which one James attended. Once here though he would be taught all the skills necessary to be an 

Air Gunner. The sort of things taught would be Aircraft recognition, ballistics theory, gun maintenance 

and stoppage drills on a number of in use machine guns and various 

types of gun turrets. There would then be the practical skills of shooting 

on the ground and in the air. Whilst in the air there would be camera 

shooting as well as shooting at a towed drogue target. Towing these 

drogues was a job carried out by pilots on a rest tour; rumour had it that 

they would rather face the Luftwaffe than some of the more wildly 

shooting trainee gunners. By mid June 1942, when all was completed 

and the course passed James was awarded his Air Gunner Brevet and 

promoted to Sergeant on 7s 6d per day. Next stop off to an OTU to join 

with other aircrew trades and form a crew. It is now that he would know 

he was Bomber Command bound when he got his orders to proceed to 

No. 19 OTU at RAF Kinloss, Scotland.  

 



THOMAS NEWTONôS ROUTE TO OTU. 

 

 Thomas Raine Newton was born about mid January of 1922 and was the second son of Herbert 

and Gertrude. From the age of 10 months Thomas was brought up by his Aunt and Uncle, Mr. & Mrs. A. 

Aberdeen of 5 Broome Lane, Ushaw Moor, Durham. Thomas attended Ushaw Moor council school as a 

youngster and was a keen footballer winning many medals. As well as football, Thomas was a member of 

the Ushaw Moor Church Lads Brigade. After he left school he served his time as an apprentice painter 

and prior to enlisting in the RAF was working at Bearpark Coke Works. At the time of his death Thomas 

had been in the RAF for 2 ½ years according to his obituary, this would mean he had joined up about 

August of 1940. This is quite a long time to reach the stage he did, so it is possible that he initially joined 

up as some trade other than Air Crew and then later re-mustered, or else something happened to delay his 

progress through the training system, probably the usual bottle neck. Thomasô brother was in the Durham 

Light Infantry and had been at Dunkirk as well as with the 8th Army in North Africa. The information on 

Thomas comes from Obituaries and the CWGC. Without access to his service records it is not possible to 

trace his path through the training program exactly until he joined up with his crew at the O.T.U.; but the 

following would cover it in general.  

 

ITW Initial Training Wing,  

As we have already seen with most of the others of our crew Thomas would have gone through 

the mill at I.T.W. Like James Whitehead after Initial training he would have to wait for a place on a 

course at Radio School to start the process of learning the trades of Wireless Operator/Air Gunner. 

 

R.S. Radio School. 

 Also like James without access to Thomasô service records we donôt know which Radio School he 

attended. His time here would likely have been very similar to the experience that James Whitehead went 

through; it is possible that they were at the same school and knew each other. On completion of the 

training here Thomas was awarded the óSparksô upper arm patch (shown below), was promoted to L.A.C. 

and got ready for the next step on his journey which also would be to a Gunnery school. 

 

 
 

Wireless training rig 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

B&GS Bombing and Gunnery School. 

 Once again Thomasô time here would be similar to the experiences of James Whitehead and if we 

follow the premise that they were at the same Radio School, it is just as likely that they then went on to 

Bombing and Gunnery School together. So again around mid June 1942, when all was completed and the 

course passed Thomas was awarded his Air Gunner Brevet, promoted to Sergeant and got his orders to 

proceed to 19 OTU at RAF Kinloss. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



JOHN COAKERôS ROUTE TO OTU. 

 

 John was born around late 1920 early 1921 to George and Edith Coaker of Leusdon, Poundsgate a 

small Hamlet on the edge of Dartmoor. A few years later a younger brother Walter was born and they 

grew up surrounded by the beautiful hills, valleys and pasture land that makes up this part of the world. 

The photos show them at play in an almost Swallows and Amazons way, I wonder how many times they 

fell in the Dart.  

 

 

 

 

John (right) with younger brother Walter  John (again right) with friends on the River 

Dart  

 It is only natural then in this farming area that on leaving school John went to work on a nearby 

farm belonging to Mr. Hannaford at Sherrill. At this time farming was very much a horse dependant 

industry and the photos show John handling some of the farms horses around harvest time. 

 
 

 

John, working for Peter Hannaford at Sherrill on Dartmoor 



Once war was declared there was a policy of bringing women onto the land, The Womenôs Land Army, 

to release manpower for the Armed Forces.  

 Sometime towards the end of 1941, John volunteered for air crew and was accepted for training as 

an Air Gunner. He then probably had to wait a while to be called forward, maybe as much as 6 months to 

begin his journey that would lead him to join the crew of Herb Warne and bombing raids on the German 

capital. 

 

I.T.W. Initial Training Wing.  

 Without access to Johnôs records we have no way of knowing exactly where John did his training, 

but, once again, like all recruits into the RAF John had to go through I.T.W. Starting the process of 

learning his trade as an Air Gunner by learning Airmanship amongst other subjects and being subjected to 

hours of P.T., Drill and the usual óBullô previously described. At the end of this stage of his training he 

would find out where he was going next and to which school he would attend. 

 

A.G.S. Air Gunnery School. 

 We donôt know which Gunnery school John attended, but below is a description of what took 

place at No. 10 A.G.S. at RAF Walney, north of Barrow. Other Gunnery schools would have run on 

similar grounds. 

Courses averaged 40 pupils made up of all ranks from LAC to Sergeant with 5 courses in progress at any 

time. Training started on the ground in a turret trainer.   Then, still on the ground, two parallel tracks were 

laid, one with a powered turret moving backwards and forwards and the target on the other track moving 

in the opposite direction, this simulated air to air firing.  All shooting was out to sea!  When competent, 

pupils were taken up in the Boulton Paul Defiant aircraft to shoot from the rear-powered turret at drogues 

and targets in the sea. Many different aircraft were used by the Gunnery Schools, but they served the 

same purpose as the Defiant mentioned. The trainee dipped the tips of the bullets he was to fire in paint so 

his accuracy could be assessed when the drogues or targets were inspected.  Later, cine-gun cameras were 

used as well. With this course passed John received his Air Gunner half wing and was promoted to 

Sergeant, next step No. 19 O.T.U. at Kinloss where he would meet the men who would form a crew of 

Bomber Command. 

 

 

 
 

A Gunnery Training Room 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



THE ORIGINAL CREW FROM OTU TO HEAVY CONVERSION FLIGHT  

 

19 OTU Operational Training Unit, RAF Kinloss, and Forres, Scotland. 91 Group, Bomber 

Command. 

17th June 1942 until 24th August 1942. Course No. 41. 

 RAF Kinloss was the H.Q and Forres was a Satellite airfield, both were situated on the Southern 

side of the Moray Firth. In good weather this is a beautiful part of the world, but in bad weather the 

surrounding mountains could be a treacherous area to trap the unwary. Once here all the newly arrived 

aircrew were put together and told to get on with finding a crew, a bit haphazard seeming, but it seemed 

to work most often.  

 19 O.T.U. were flying Armstrong Whitworth 

Whitley MkV, twin engine bombers, these aircraft would 

soon stop flying on operations with Bomber Command. 

This version used Rolls Royce Merlin engines and had a 

crew of five. So Herb needed someone to navigate, drop 

bombs, work the Wireless equipment and an Air Gunner 

for the rear turret. At the stage of the war when the crew 

were here the separate specialisations of Navigator and 

Bomb Aimer were just coming into existence. Instead of an 

Observer doing all the tasks, now one would Navigate and 

another drop the bombs, although some Wireless 

Operator/Air Gunners were trained for the later role, as we will see James Whitehead was one of these. 

Jack Preeceôs records show that on 23rd July he was now mustered as Nav óBô, he would still wear his óOô 

brevet though. Crew composition changed often during the war, but from records these positions were 

filled by the following men chosen by Herb for his crew; 

 

Sgt. Jack Preece,   Observer (O)      the Navigator. 

Sgt. James Whitehead  Wireless Operator/Air Gunner (WOP/AG),  the Bomb Aimer. 

Sgt. Thomas Newton  Wireless Operator/Air Gunner (WOP/AG),  the Wireless operator. 

Sgt. John Coaker  Air Gunner (AG)    the Tail gunner. 

 

 The other gunner would normally join later 

on in the training scheme along with a Flight 

Engineer when they moved on to Heavy Bombers. 

After a period of ground school Herb would have 

gone up for some dual flying with an Instructor on 

board. Once he had demonstrated he could do 

circuits and landings he would be allowed to fly 

solo, now the crew would fly various exercises to 

meld them together as a team, they would fly cross 

country navigation 

flights, bombing 

range flights, air to 

air gunnery and 

practice evading 

fighter attacks etc. 

Eventually they would put all these things together on exercise flights at 

the end. Sometimes crews under training would support the Main Force 

on an operation as well. Details of the period they were here are included 

in the 19 O.T.U. Operational Records Book appendix of this book. Once 

this was all completed they would then likely move to a Heavy bomber 

Conversion Unit, under normal circumstances that is, however things 

were not normal. Five crews including Herbôs were temporarily attached 

for Coastal Command duties. 



 
HERB WITH SOME OTHER PILOTS O N 41 COURSE. 

 

 
JACK PREECE WITH OTHER OBSERVERS ON 41 COURSE 

 



 
JAMES WHITEHEAD AND THOMAS NEWTON WITH  

OTHER WOP/AGs ON 41 COURSE. 

 

 

 
JOHN COAKER AND OTHER GUNNERS O N 41 COURSE. 


