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      FOREWORD
by Marshal of the Royal Air Force
Sir Michael Beetham GCB, CBE, DFC, AFC

      
      The year 2012 is a significant one in the history of the RAF. First, it marks the centenary of the formation of the Royal
         Flying Corps, the forerunner of the RAF. Secondly, it has seen the dedication and unveiling by Her Majesty The Queen of the
         long-overdue Bomber Command Memorial in Green Park, central London. Now, thanks to the enthusiasm of Lord Ashcroft, 2012 sees
         the publication of a splendid new book that champions the gallantry of RAF and other aircrew over the past century.
     

      
      Heroes of the Skies is Lord Ashcroft’s fourth book on the subject of bravery and in his writing he displays a great passion for courage, in general,
         and gallantry medals, in particular. It has been known for some time that Lord Ashcroft has built up the world’s largest collection
         of Victoria Crosses (VCs), which are on display in the gallery bearing his name at the Imperial War Museum. However, this
         book reveals that Lord Ashcroft has also amassed some quite remarkable groups of medals for gallantry in the air – well over
         eighty in total.
     

      
      As Heroes of the Skies makes abundantly clear, behind every decoration is a wonderful story of one man’s bravery, usually in the face of great adversity.
         Most, though not all, medals for gallantry in the air are the result of courage against a wartime enemy. Such bravery is invariably
         linked to qualities that Britain and the Commonwealth nations value so highly: loyalty, duty, sacrifice, service, patriotism
         and more.
     

      
      
      When the Battle of Britain began in 1940, I was a schoolboy staying for the summer in Hilsea, just outside Portsmouth, where
         my father was in charge of an Army training battalion. I saw the German aircraft coming in to bomb the harbour and the Hurricanes
         and Spitfires cutting into them. It was spectacular and I said to my father: ‘That’s for me.’ The following year, after turning
         eighteen, I volunteered to join the RAF, trained as a bomber pilot and, in 1943, joined 50 Squadron flying Lancasters. At
         the time the main focus of the bombing campaign was against the industrial cities of Germany, including the capital, Berlin.
         It was a gruelling campaign and I completed a tour of thirty operations during 1943/4.
     

      
      As a result of my own wartime experiences, I am delighted to see that the bulk of Lord Ashcroft’s collection of medals for
         gallantry in the air is made up of awards to Second World War airmen and, in particular, that it includes three VCs (from
         a total of nineteen) that were awarded to members of Bomber Command.
     

      
      I got to know Lord Ashcroft through my role as President of the Bomber Command Association and as a result of his very considerable
         support, including a substantial donation, for the Bomber Command Memorial. It therefore comes as no surprise to me that he
         has decided that all his author’s royalties from this book are to be donated to the Royal Air Force Benevolent Fund. Once
         again, this is a cause dear to my own heart, particularly as the charity has agreed to care for and maintain the Bomber Command
         Memorial in the future.
     

      
      I commend Lord Ashcroft for his generosity, just as I commend his book to one and all. By writing Heroes of the Skies, Lord Ashcroft has done a great service to all our airmen who have risked and, in some cases given, their lives for their
         country, their sovereign, their comrades and for greater freedom. This is a book to be cherished and savoured.
     

   



      
      
      PREFACE

      
      It was Leonardo da Vinci, the Renaissance painter, sculptor and inventor, who said: ‘When once you have tasted flight, you
         will forever walk the earth with your eyes turned skyward, for there you have been, and there you will always long to return.’
         Mark Twain, the American author and humourist, wrote: ‘The air up there in the clouds is very pure and fine, bracing and delicious.
         And why shouldn’t it be? – it is the same the angels breathe.’ While Sir Walter Raleigh, the official historian of the RAF
         (rather than his namesake, the Elizabethan courtier), said: ‘The engine is the heart of an aeroplane, but the pilot is its
         soul.’
     

      
      All three men have one thing in common: they capture a wonderfully romantic image of flying. I have long been fascinated by
         a special human trait – bravery – that can also conjure up great images of derring-do. So when flying and courage combine
         – as they do repeatedly in this book – it makes for a heady mix.
     

      
      This book is the result of my admiration for bravery and my desire to champion the courage of others. It is based on my collection
         of more than eighty groups of gallantry and service medals to airmen that span nearly a century, from the First World War
         to the present conflict in Afghanistan. It has also been written to mark the 100th anniversary of the Royal Flying Corps,
         founded in 1912 and the forerunner to the RAF.
     

      
      The write-ups in this book vary considerably in length. In some cases, there is an abundance of material on an individual
         in the form of his pilot’s logbooks, diaries, letters, military records, lengthy citations and other sources. In other cases, there is little in existence that details his life, career or
         the details of his gallantry. In rare cases, it is not known today if a medal recipient is alive or dead. If anyone reading
         this book can fill in some of the gaps, I will endeavour to update individual entries for future editions of my book.
     

      
      Heroes of the Skies is being published in conjunction with a six-part Channel 5 documentary series that I am presenting. The series examines
         some heroic pilots whose decorations are not part of my collection. There are write-ups on four such pilots in this book and,
         on each occasion, the individual’s panel giving his details contains an asterisked footnote to indicate that his medals are
         not part of my collection. To avoid any confusion, however, the four pilots whose decorations I do not own are Douglas Bader,
         George Beurling, Francis ‘Gabby’ Gabreski and Robin Olds.
     

      
      Each individual’s write-up in the book has a panel preceding it that gives the medal recipient’s name and the rank he held
         when first decorated, along with the highest rank (if different from the original one and listed in brackets) he held during
         his military career. The panel also has information on the service, or services – RAF, Army, Royal Navy and Royal Marines
         – in which the medal recipient served. Furthermore, it gives the name of the gallantry medal, or medals, with which he was
         decorated and the date, or dates, that these were formally announced in the London Gazette, the UK’s official publication for such announcements. The decorations are listed chronologically rather than in seniority.
         The exception to this is the award of a second (or, in rare cases, a third or fourth) identical award (or Bar) when this decoration
         is listed immediately after the first, or subsequent, awards. I have included all decorations but not appointments to assorted
         Orders, such as the CBE, although I have tried always to refer to such awards in the write-up itself. In some cases, where
         two, or more, men were decorated for the same action, they are given a joint write-up.
     

      
      
      A small number of the medal recipients who feature here also appeared in my book Victoria Cross Heroes. I make no apology for telling the astonishing stories of these brave men for a second time in Heroes of the Skies.
     

      



      
      
      1

      
      BUILDING THE COLLECTION

      
      THE ORIGINS OF A PASSION

      
      As a teenager, I was fascinated by flying and I read extensively about the Wright brothers and their first flight. I regard
         staging the first powered flight as one of modern mankind’s greatest achievements. I would love to have been an eyewitness
         on 17 December 1903 when the American brothers, Orville and Wilbur, flew the Wright Flyer from a primitive air strip four miles south of Kitty Hawk, North Carolina. The aircraft, adapted from gliders which the brothers
         had trialled over the previous three years, made four brief, low-altitude flights that day, just three days after their first
         attempt at flight had ended in an immediate crash-landing and damage to their aircraft. Each of the four successful flights
         ended with a bumpy and unintended ‘landing’. The last flight, with Wilbur at the controls (the brothers took it in turns to
         fly), saw the aircraft travel 852 feet and remain in the air for fifty-nine seconds. This was sufficient to enter the record
         books and in Washington, DC, the respected Smithsonian Institution later described the Wright Flyer as ‘the first powered, heavier-than-air machine to achieve controlled, sustained flight with a pilot aboard. It flew forward
         without losing speed and landed at a point as high as that from which it started.’
     

      
      My boyhood admiration for the Wright brothers stemmed more from their courage than their technical ability to design their
         aircraft. I have had a lifelong fascination with bravery and I am a great believer in another Mark Twain quote: ‘Courage is
         the mastery of fear, not the absence of fear.’ I have no doubt that the Wright brothers had a fear of flying but they conquered this fear. When I read about their exploits, I wondered what
         must have been going through their minds as they took off for a (short) journey into the unknown. By this time, they were
         achieving heights and speeds that, if something went wrong (and it often did during the early days of flight), the pilots
         were likely to be killed or seriously injured. I wondered how many advancements in life had started because someone was willing
         to risk his, or her, life in the interests of scientific or technical progress. I eventually credited the Wright brothers
         with beginning a process that led from early aircraft flying to the first human space flight, all in less than sixty years.
     

      
      I marvelled, too, at just how rapidly flying developed from the first flight in late 1903 to the Great War of 1914–18, when
         air combat was very much a part of the conflict. I had an immense respect for the airmen of the First World War, including
         those who literally dropped their bombs by hand. I took a special interest in the fighter aces (a pilot credited with five,
         or more, aerial victories), who took to the skies time and again in single-engine biplanes with only a primitive machine-gun
         for protection. Inevitably, these early aircraft were relatively cumbersome and were easy targets from the ground and the
         air. As a result, these men had a short life expectancy, even if they were the most skilled and experienced of flyers. Yet
         sometimes they flew missions not just every day, but several times a day. Some of the technical advances during the war were
         intriguing, too: with machine guns mounted behind the propeller, one of the earliest problems was to devise a way of firing
         through the propeller without the bullets hitting the blades and bouncing back, thus endangering the pilots.
     

      
      As a schoolboy, I have to admit that it was the infamous ‘Red Baron’ who caught my imagination more than any of the British
         aces of the day. Manfred von Richthofen, who served with the Imperial German Air Service during the First World War, is arguably
         the best-known pilot of all time. He was the ‘ace of aces’, being credited with eighty confirmed combat victories, a superior tally to any other pilot. Yet even the Red Baron,
         who flew a red Fokker triplane, could not survive the war: he was shot down and killed near Amiens, France, on 21 April 1918.
         I have always been able to recognise courage by the ‘enemy’: I am certainly not naive or jingoistic enough to suggest that
         only the British or Allied forces were capable of showing great bravery in war, whilst the enemy was cowardly. For me, the
         concept of bravery is not, and never will be, limited to just one side in a battle or conflict.
     

      
      I also took an interest in some of the pioneering pilots of the inter-war years. After the war, the public became fascinated
         by flight and at fairs and shows, particularly in the US during the 1920s, pilots would be the star attractions showing off
         their skills and their aircraft to an admiring audience. Such were the advances in aviation technology that on 20/21 May 1927
         Charles Lindbergh, the American aviator and explorer, was able to make the first non-stop transatlantic flight in a fixed-wing
         aircraft from New York’s Long Island to an airfield on the outskirts of Paris. Once again, I tried to imagine what was going
         in Lindbergh’s mind as he flew his single-seat, single-engine monoplane, Spirit of St Louis, for 3,600 miles and nearly thirty-four hours non-stop. He had simply a magnetic compass, his airspeed indicator and luck
         to keep him going as he flew through snow and sleet in an epic journey that captured the imagination of the American public.
         It is little wonder that Lindbergh was known as ‘Lucky Lindy’, because his chances of survival when he set off must have been,
         at best, negligible. Lindbergh was also a US Army reserve officer, and the rewards for his exploits included the Medal of
         Honor, the nation’s highest bravery decoration.
     

      
      I also enjoyed reading about the exploits of some of the great women pilots. I could not learn enough about the life and times
         of Amelia Earhart, the American aviation pioneer. Earhart was the first woman to receive the US Distinguished Flying Cross
         (DFC): the decoration was awarded for becoming the first woman aviator to fly solo across the Atlantic Ocean. Earhart set
         many other flying records before, during an attempt to circumnavigate the globe in 1937, her aircraft disappeared over the
         central Pacific Ocean near Howland Island on 2 July 1937. Her body was never found but she was officially declared dead nearly
         two years later. I also took an interest in the exploits of Amy Johnson, the daring English aviatrix. Either flying alone
         or with her husband, Jim Mollison, Johnson set numerous long-distance flight records in the 1930s. She flew for the Air Transport
         Auxiliary during the Second World War only for her Airspeed Oxford aircraft to come down in adverse weather conditions and,
         when a rescue attempt failed, she drowned in the Thames Estuary on 5 January 1941.
     

      
      So my early fascination with flying involved people getting into the air, then staying in the air over long distances, both
         of which involved substantial courage. However, once flying became more ‘routine’, my great interest turned almost exclusively
         to military aviation and the experiences of pilots in war situations. Yet, I was also gripped by the exploits of test pilots,
         who carried out flights that involved a high degree of risk.
     

      
      I was enthralled by the exploits of the airmen of the Second World War, just as I had been by their counterparts during the
         Great War. As a boy, I loved reading about the wartime adventures of our Spitfire and Hurricane pilots. I was engrossed by
         the exploits of fighter pilots during the Battle of Britain and I was fascinated by the ‘Dambusters’, the name given to 617
         Squadron for its exploits during Operation Chastise. Pilots flew in dangerously low to drop ‘bouncing bombs’ to target German
         dams on 16/17 May 1943.
     

      
      As readers of my three earlier books on gallantry will know, I developed an interest in bravery when I was about twelve years
         old. I was born the year after the end of the Second World War and the momentous events of the 1939–45 conflict inevitably
         filled many family conversations when I was a child. I was also inspired by the courage of my father, Captain Eric Ashcroft, who as a lieutenant had been wounded as he ran onto Sword Beach
         as part of the D-Day landings of 6 June 1944. Gradually, this interest in bravery, in general, developed into one for gallantry
         medals, in particular, and I bought my first Victoria Cross (VC), Britain and the Commonwealth’s premier award for gallantry,
         in 1986. Although originally intended as a one-off, this purchase eventually led to me building up the world’s largest collection
         of VCs, now totalling more than 170 such decorations. As the collection grew, I specialised in VCs from certain fields and
         these included trying to build a collection of VCs awarded to airmen during both the First World War and the Second World
         War. Today, for example, I own three of the six VCs that were awarded to fighter aces during the Great War.
     

      
      As the collection grew, I became increasingly determined to put it on public display. I looked into the possibility of building
         a new gallery for my VC collection. After lengthy behind-the-scenes discussions, I was able to announce in July 2008 that
         I was donating £5 million for a new gallery at the Imperial War Museum. This would be used to house both my VC collection
         and the VCs owned by, or in the care of, the museum. After an incredible amount of hard work from my staff and the museum’s
         staff, I am delighted to say that the new project – bearing my name – was unveiled on schedule in November 2010. It was opened
         by HRH The Princess Royal and, ever since, it has been enjoyed by hundreds of thousands of people. Admission to the gallery
         is free and I would urge everyone to visit it and to savour the gallantry of our bravest servicemen, including our airmen
         from the two world wars.
     

      
      My VC collection on display at the Lord Ashcroft Gallery includes twelve ‘flying VCs’. The first I bought was in November
         1988 at a Christie’s auction. It was the decoration that had been awarded to William Leefe Robinson, the first British pilot
         to shoot down a German airship over Britain during the First World War. In October 1989, I privately bought the VC that had been awarded to Roderick ‘Babe’ Learoyd for bravery during a pinpoint bombing raid over Germany in August 1940.
     

      
      I only started to build up a collection of medals for gallantry in the air in the autumn of 1990. On 15 September, Sotheby’s
         held a special aeronautical sale at the RAF Museum, Hendon, north-west London. The catalogue contained the decoration that
         had been awarded to William Rhodes-Moorhouse, the first ever VC awarded for action in the air. Among many other flying groups
         included in the same catalogue were a number of items which also took my fancy, namely ‘Ginger’ Lacey’s Distinguished Flying
         Medal (DFM) and Bar, ‘Pick’ Pickard’s Distinguished Service Order (DSO) and two Bars, and Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC),
         along with the DFMs to William Rich and Walter Ellis who had both flown with Learoyd on his VC mission, and the Military Cross
         (MC) to Sydney Dowse who had become a prisoner of war (PoW) and one of the men involved in the ‘Great Escape’. Eventually,
         I bought all these medals and this set the ball rolling. After that sale, I was constantly on the lookout for outstanding
         flying gallantry groups, particularly those relating to the Battle of Britain and the ‘Dambusters’ raid. Today I own more
         than eighty groups of medals for gallantry in the air, including twelve VCs.
     

      
      In 2009, I became involved in the appeal to have a permanent Bomber Command Memorial erected in Green Park, central London.
         I donated a substantial amount – more than £1 million – because I wanted to right a wrong. Rarely, if ever, can any group
         of servicemen have been more deserving of a memorial to their courage and self-sacrifice than members of RAF Bomber Command.
         I felt that a new monument would be a fitting tribute to men who helped to shape the world we live in but whose bravery, until
         now, has not been properly recognised.
     

      
      Bomber Command consisted of some 125,000 volunteers from Britain, the Commonwealth and Allied countries who had to endure
         some of the most terrifying combat conditions of the Second World War. Indeed, Bomber Command was the primary British fighting force that took the war directly to Germany, destroying vital infrastructure and supply lines – but
         at a very heavy price. The average age of the aircrew was just twenty-two and the youngest were only eighteen. Three out of
         every five airmen became casualties and the more detailed statistics tell their own story: 55,573 men were killed, 8,403 were
         wounded and 9,838 were captured and held as prisoners of war. The losses of Bomber Command were greater than those of any
         other service – accounting for 10 per cent of all British fatalities – yet, perversely, its members have been the only Second
         World War servicemen not to have been publicly honoured by their country. During the war, no fewer than nineteen Victoria
         Crosses were awarded to men of Bomber Command and the recipients of the gallantry award included Guy Gibson, of 617 Squadron
         and ‘Dambusters’ fame. Among the various statistics that relate to the aircrews, one particular fact upset me greatly: half
         of the casualties from Bomber Command have no known grave (although they are commemorated on the Runnymede Memorial, near
         Windsor, Berkshire). One of the reasons that there had never previously been a permanent memorial to Bomber Command was that
         there was so much controversy after the war about the tactics used to bomb German cities. Inevitably this led to a large number
         of deaths and injuries among the civilian population. My view on this controversy is simple: the bravery of the RAF men should
         never be confused with the politics of their superiors. These airmen went to do their duty as they were ordered, and time
         and again they showed great courage to achieve their objectives.
     

      
      The Bomber Command Association; John Caudwell, the entrepreneur; Richard Desmond, the publisher and businessman; and many
         others deserve praise for a successful £7 million appeal. On 28 June 2012, I was present when the Queen unveiled the memorial
         and I felt incredibly proud to see the project – also intended to be in memory of the civilian victims of the bombing – come
         to fruition while some Bomber Command veterans were still alive. It was a day full of emotion and one that I will never forget.
     

      
      MEDALS FOR GALLANTRY IN THE AIR

      
      Until early in the twentieth century there were no gallantry medals specifically for flying – because there was no flying.
         During the First World War, awards of the VC were for exceptional bravery in the face of the enemy, regardless of which member
         of the Armed Forces an individual served. This meant that VCs were awarded to members of the Army, the Royal Navy and the
         Royal Flying Corps and, after April 1918, to the RAF.
     

      
      The RAF came into being on 1 April 1918 and remains the oldest independent air force in the world. By early 1918, it became
         clear that air power would play a significant role in future conflicts and, in turn, that many people would therefore display
         enormous gallantry in the air. With this in mind, shortly before the formation of the RAF, a committee was constituted by
         George V to advise the King on whether a special decoration was needed for the new service. After George V concurred with
         the committee that new decorations did need to be instituted, the King decided they should be ‘brought out’ for his birthday.
         The London Gazette recorded on 3 June 1918, the King’s fifty-third birthday, that the Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC), Distinguished Flying
         Medal (DFM), Air Force Cross (AFC) and Air Force Medal (AFM) had been instituted. However, it was not until 17 December 1918
         that the King signified his approval in writing, with a Royal Warrant instituting the four awards. Furthermore, it was not
         until 5 December 1919 that the warrant was published in the London Gazette.
     

      
      According to the new clauses, the DFC was to be awarded to the RAF and other services for ‘an act or acts of valour, courage
         or devotion to duty whilst flying in active operations against the enemy’. The decoration was originally awarded to officers
         of Britain and the Commonwealth. In the RAF, the award was initially made to commissioned officers and to warrant officers.
         During the Second World War, it was also awarded, among others, to Royal Artillery officers from the British Army who were
         serving on observation duties. Since the Second World War, the award has been made to Army and Royal Navy pilots. A Bar is
         added to the ribbon for holders of the DFC who receive further awards of the decoration. Since the DFM was discontinued in
         1993, the DFC has also been open to other ranks beyond officers and warrant officers. However, since 1993 the DFC is no longer
         eligible to personnel from other Commonwealth countries. The DFC was awarded to a woman for the first time in 2008: to Flight
         Lieutenant Michelle Goodman. During the Great War, around 1,100 DFCs were awarded. Furthermore, seventy first Bars were awarded
         and three second Bars. During the Second World War, some 20,354 DFCs were awarded (more than any other decoration of the conflict).
         In addition, there were approximately 1,550 first Bars and forty-six second Bars. Finally, there were 964 honorary awards
         to aircrew from non-Commonwealth countries.
     

      
      According to the 5 December 1919 Royal Warrant, the DFM was, like the DFC, awarded to the RAF and other services for ‘an act
         or acts of valour, courage or devotion to duty whilst flying in active operations against the enemy’. A Bar was added to the
         ribbon for holders of the DFM who received further awards of the decoration. The DFM was awarded to other ranks, rather than
         commissioned officers. However, as stated above, in 1993 the decoration was discontinued. During the First World War, approximately
         105 DFMs were awarded, and two first Bars. The Second World War saw 6,637 awards of the DFM, along with sixty first Bars.
         The only award of a DFM and second Bar was to Flight Sergeant Donald Kingaby in November 1941.
     

      
      According to the 5 December 1919 Royal Warrant, the AFC was initially awarded to officers and warrant officers of the UK’s
         Armed Forces, as well as personnel of other Commonwealth countries, for ‘an act or acts of valour, courage or devotion to
         duty whilst flying, though not in active operations against the enemy’. After the Second World War, this was extended to include
         Army and Royal Navy officers. A Bar is added to the ribbon for holders of the AFC who receive further awards of the decoration.
         The decoration, along with the AFM, can be compared with the George Cross (GC), in that it is awarded for courage not in the
         face of the enemy. Since the AFM was discontinued in 1993, the AFC has also been open to other ranks as well beyond officers
         and warrant officers. However, since 1993 the AFC is no longer eligible to personnel from other Commonwealth countries. Approximately
         680 AFCs were awarded during the Great War. During the Second World War, 2,001 decorations were awarded, with a further twenty-six
         first Bars. Wing Commander H. J. Wilson was awarded a unique second Bar in 1944 and a further fifty-eight honorary awards
         were made to the aircrew of non-Commonwealth countries.
     

      
      The AFM was initially awarded to personnel below commissioned rank of the UK’s Armed Forces, as well as personnel of other
         Commonwealth countries, for ‘an act or acts of valour, courage or devotion to duty whilst flying, though not in active operations
         against the enemy’. A Bar was added to the ribbon for holders of the AFM who received further awards of the decoration. As
         already stated, the AFM was discontinued in 1993.
     

      
      Back in August 1855, at the time of the Crimean War, Queen Victoria established a bravery award designated the Conspicuous
         Gallantry Medal (CGM), for petty officers and seamen of the Royal Navy, and non-commissioned officers and privates of the
         Royal Marines. As a result of the introduction of the VC, however, the CGM quickly fell into abeyance but, in July 1874, the
         Queen reinstituted the award to recognise acts of gallantry from the Ashantee War. In November 1942, George VI extended availability
         of the CGM to British and Commonwealth warrant officers and airmen ‘for acts of conspicuous gallantry whilst flying in active
         operations against the enemy’. A highly prized decoration, second only to the VC – and, indeed, occasionally granted on the back of a recommendation for a VC – the CGM for services in the air is extremely rare, a little over 100 having
         been awarded up until the reorganisation of the honours’ system in 1993, when it was discontinued.
     

      
      The creation of gallantry medals solely for airmen did not, of course, prevent an aircrew member from being awarded other
         gallantry medals, particularly those decorations that ranked higher than the DFC, DFM, AFC and AFM. Aircrew have always, for
         example, been eligible for the VC for acts of supreme bravery along with other gallantry awards that were felt, for whatever
         reasons, to be more appropriate than medals for gallantry in the air.
     

      
      Nineteen VCs were awarded to airmen for courage during the First World War and thirty-two VCs were awarded to airmen for gallantry
         during the Second World War. As air VCs have only, in practice, been awarded during the two world wars, this means that the
         total number of air VCs in existence is fifty-one. Of the fifty-one recipients of air VCs, twenty-five gave their lives during
         the action, or actions, which resulted in the award and six others were subsequently killed in (further) action. It is said
         that ‘old men make wars, but young men have to fight them’ and, if this is true, then the air VCs might be cited to back up
         the theory. Of the fifty-one airmen who received the VC, the oldest was thirty-four and the youngest just eighteen. All but
         six were in their early twenties and the average age was just twenty-four.
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