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                                        Something that you may have overlooked as a useful present this past Christmas. Hmmm. Perhaps not for me! 

 

  
 

Geoff Slayton 

  
 Geoff (left) with Johnny Mudd walk to their Spit fire XVIs in 1949. Note the RAP codes                     Geoff with his Spitfire LF XVI at Church Fenton in 1950   

   
Jimmy Heath, best man Darkie Hanson, Don Dransfield, Geoff and Sylvia Slayton                               Sylvia and Geoff Slayton at Elvington in the late 90õs 

at their wedding on 12 October 1950 at All Saints Church, Pontefract. Note the 

Aircrew II badge on Jimmyõs sleeve, replaced by the Sgt Pilot rank in late 1950. 

ƹ This is probably 1947. Pilot Johnny Viles on the 

left, in the background is OC Pat Womersley, and the 

crusty looking gentleman is Marshal of the Royal Air 

Force Lord ñBoomò Trenchard. I do not know why he 

was visiting 609, as by then he had retired from the 

RAF. Marshals of the RAF were entitled to wear their 

uniforms, and retain their salaries, when retired. No 

wonder the rank was abolished pretty smartly!  

 

It looks as though they are outside the new 609 

buildings at Church Fenton 

 

Stop Press Pat Womersley died on 12 March 2009. 

There is a Memorial Service at York Minster on April 

24th at 1.30 pm.He had been out of touch with 609 

since the mid-70ôs. It was a pure co-incidence that Iôd 

used this photo 
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Editorial  

 
I am encouraged to start these Newsletters by reading or seeing things that delight me.  No point in having a good 

laugh if you donôt share it, is there?  

 

Two little delights that have attracted my attention. Firstly, a humble Japanese people carrier, made by Mazda, 

and common over there in the mid to late 90ôs. Their MoT rules are so severe that cars over 8 years old have little 

or no chance of staying on the road, so a thriving export business in part used Jap boxes has resulted. Hence a 

deluge of Mazda Bongo Friendees on the roads around us. Note that important extra óeô. I presume that the 

Chairman chose the name, and as a result nobody dared to burst into screams of laughter, and shout ñWhat! Are 

you crazy?ò In Japanese society, that would be the quick way to loss of face, job, and life. So we are blessed by 

being able to drive behind Bongo Friendees, and rejoice that the world is a little bit of a better place as a result.  

 

The second item was that doyen of Decency, Good Intentions, and Blind Idiocy that is the RSPB. Unable to say 

that ñCats kill our songbirds! Magpies and Jays kill our Songbirds!ò for fear of a truth losing them 89% of their 

membership at a stroke, they have appointed a People Engagement Officer. Oh yes, really. The outgoing one even 

got a gong in the New Yearôs Honours List. A People Engagement Officer. What sort of maniac would want to be 

called that? Actually, I would ï it must be wonderful to look at the title on your office door, and at the bottom of 

your letters, and laugh until you cry, delighting in that there are lunatics around who have created, and believe in, 

the need for such a title. And actually paid you, too! Great place, Great Britain, eh? 

 

Oh, alright, Iôll get on with the Newsletter. What do we have to follow? We have - had - found another 609 

Spitfire pilot, who joined Sir Joe Atkinson in a select group of two! I met the old chap in October, but was only 

just in time. He died on 23rd January 2009, so his life story has had to be moved into the Obituaries. Sadly not the 

only one, either. One especially saddens me. 

 

 I have an article on wartime radios that fascinated me, as a complete layman. Oh, but itôs hard work! I reduced it 

from 20 to 6 pages, too. There is the Stoop Reunion, the collection of snippets that I brilliantly thought of calling 

Tale Spin in the last issue; reminiscences by 609ers of their times outside the Squadron. Leeming News is 

important ï as I type this, the data is flowing in, hot from the Middle East. Oh dear. I do the jokes as well. Must 

make them funny in the future. Ah, just a minute though, what follows is the big story. 

 

A New Commanding Officer for 609 (WR) Squadron 

 
After a few months without a properly appointed replacement for Squadron Leader Hilary Vincent-Philpot, the 

post has been filled. Initially, it had been advertised as a very short term posting. Nobody applied! MoD brains 

were severely tested, pencils were licked, and it became a short term posting. Oh dear, nobody applied. Big 

wheels turned, small wheels spun, and tiny wheels made tea. The result was a three year appointment, with three 

applicants, as I understand. The result was an excellent selection, from the traditional source of COôs for 

Auxiliary Air Force Squadrons ï a choice from within their ranks.  

 

Flight Lieutenant Jeffrey Metcalfe was promoted to Squadron Leader, and became the 25th Commanding Officer 

of 609 (WR) Squadron, on November 1st 2008. I was really pleased for him, as, like Blackpool Rock, he has the 

letters ó609ô through his core. Oh Lord, I forgot that some of my readers donôt come from these shores: let me 

explain. Seaside towns make long cylindrical sweets out of rock hard sugar, and somehow manage to write the 

name of the town in colour throughout the entire length of the stick. Snap it in half; you see óBlackpoolô or 

wherever, written in a semi-circle inside. Gosh, the problems that I have with a multi-cultural readership! 

Anyway, Jeff has that core, and well deserves to join that illustrious line of leaders, begun in 1936 by (Sir) Harald 

Peake. Congratulations, Sir ï absolutely delighted for you, the Squadrons first quarter-centenarian! 

 

Er, might I just add that this fawning praise has nothing, in any way, whatsoever, to do with milking you 

relentlessly for help, information, news, data, and anything else that I can think of that makes my job easier. 

Perish the thought that I should be considered anything other than altruistic. Oh, I donôt know thoughéé 
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                                                        The Esher Trophy 
 

I have continued my pursuit of this, and have an understanding of what happened to it, after 609 won it in 1954. 

 

615 had it for 1953. In July 1955, Wing Commander Eels of 615 flew up to Church Fenton, escorted by 3 or 4 

other Meteors, and duly handed the Trophy over to Tommy Evans. The winners for 1955 were 500 (County of 

Kent) Squadron, so 609 must have taken the Trophy, with some due ceremony, to wherever 500 were based at the 

time.  

 

Dave Shaw found entries in his log books that supported this. ñI flew to West Malling [Kent ï Ed.] on 17th 

March 1956, and came back on the 18th. The only thing that I can think of for a trip like that, and an overnight 

stay, was to take the Esher Trophy to another Squadron. There would have been at least four of us, and Big Dave 

Shaw was CO by then. Tommy Evans had left a few months earlier.ò 

 

500 Squadronôs Old Comrades Association had lost their Secretary, Fred Insole, earlier in the year. Fredôs 

daughter finally managed to contact me, and gave me the address of 500ôs Chairman, Harry Hutchings. I wrote 

him a letter, and this was the result.  

 

ñAs you say, both 609 and 500 won the Esher Trophy. 500 were in fact awarded it for a third year, but it was 

never presented, for obvious reasons. [I hadnôt known that 500 had won it before ï the third award must have 

been for 1956 as well as 1955 ï Ed.] I have been told that (The Esher Trophy) is in the ATC world now, as some 

sort of Presentation Trophy, but I cannot confirm this. Our last CO, S/Ldr Doug Chandler, died a few years ago. 

Any ñPassing overò ceremonies I must have missed (I spent a long time away as a civil airline pilot). 

 

Our Association is very low key, with an annual dinner for a dwindling number. Our President, W/Cdr Jack 

Hoskins, is a regular attendee, though he is in his 90ôs! He was shot down over Dunkirk in a 500 Anson. We do 

have some wartime members, only one of whom makes it to the dinner, which we are fortunate enough to hold in 

the Officers Mess at RAF Manston. 28 of us, including Associates and wives, will dine there on 4th October 

2008.ò 

 

So the Esher Trophy is possibly still doing the rounds. If anyone in the ATC world can find a way of tracking it 

down ï I can think of someone tenacious enough, eh, Martin! ï it would be nice to confirm that it is still being 

appreciated. 

 

Obituaries 
 

Sergeant Pilot Geoff Slayton 
Dave Shaw saw his name in the óIn Memoriamô section of the Aircrew Association magazine, and as a result I 

sought more information about him. Transpires that Geoff was the last of a line, as it were, in that his 

contemporary pilots have all died, and the airmen were not sufficiently involved with him to be able to offer 

anything. These included Phil Proudley and Alan Senior. 

 

The Slaytonôs old Gosberton address was incorrect, but BT Phonebook located them at the nearby Gosberton 

Nursing Home. Sylvia Slayton is not able to communicate easily, so the Matron kindly passed my request for help 

to one of their daughters, Amanda. She and her sister Belinda have been really, really helpful, and, as a result, I 

am able to do justice to the life and times of another remarkable person, who was so proud of the RAF and 609, 

and vice-versa.  

 

Here follows the appreciation of their father, given by Belinda and Amanda at the Funeral. 

 

 ñGeoffrey Slayton was an extraordinary man who lived an extraordinary life. What he achieved was the 

result of hard work, courage, a questing intelligence, duty and integrity. His father left him and his family in 

the early ó30s, and Geoffrey left school to help support his mother.  His school recognised his intelligence, 

and helped him find a job at Barclays Bank in Pontefract, with the agreement that he should take his school 

certificate whilst working there. 
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In 1940, he and two friends, whilst underage, volunteered for the RAF as rear-gunners. Everyone elseôs 

Mother came and got them back, except for his. The RAF quickly recognised he had more to offer, and he 

was trained as a fighter pilot and navigator.  Tall, dark and devastatingly handsome, Blacky as he was then 

called, was sent off on a charm offensive to tour the USA and the Caribbean. 

 

Later in the war he returned to the UK, and flew in Coastal Command.  The RAF, and the two squadrons he 

flew in - 609 and 224 squadrons - remained important to him for the rest of his life, along with the friends 

he made then. 

 

The war extended his horizons, and having met, and married, Sylvia, a nurse whom he met at an RAF 

dance, they took the decision to move to Africa. Theirs was a relationship that lasted for sixty years. Before 

leaving 609, he showed her the inside of the Spitfire cockpit. She touched a button that led to a volley of 

gunfire passing across Yeadon aerodrome.  [I wonder if that jogs anyoneôs memories! ïEd.]  

 

Geoffrey and Sylvia spent over 30 years in Africa.  His first post as bank manager was a mud hut with a 

strong room, where he banked gold, diamonds and ivory for traders and hunters.  By the end of his career, 

he was a regional director for the Bank. We lived in east, west and South Africa, and in that time we saw the 

changes across the continent, from the Mau Mau uprising to the Biafran War of independence, to the 

independence of the commonwealth territories, and associated upheavals.  

 

In the Biafran War, and wanting to keep his local and expatriate staff safe, he remained in the war torn 

area, and was one of the last expatriates to leave the area.  Arrested as a suspected spy, and having had his 

driver killed in front of him, he realised he must leave, and escaped by canoe into the Cameroons. Meeting 

him at Heathrow, we were bemused to see that the only things he had brought with him were his golf clubs, 

a smoking jacket, and the family christening robe.  The golf clubs were to hit crocodiles with ï he was a 

poor swimmer.  

 

Geoffreyôs sense of duty and responsibility to his staff drove him hard, and it was true to say that it cost him 

physically, resulting in his early retirement at the age of 51. Retiring to Lincolnshire, where his family came 

from, Geoffrey had more time to spend with his wife, his children and his grandchildren.  It would also be 

true to say that he became a regular patron of a number of drinking establishments, where he was known as 

Bwana Geoffrey, due to his habit of saying óWhen I was in Africaé.ô   

 

His sense of duty ensured that he took care of his mother for the last twenty years of her life. Once she had 

died, there were some golden years of retirement for my parents, during which they spent many winters 

abroad. 

 

Their grandchildren once again changed their lives, as they then preferred to be in the UK. They would split 

Christmas between the homes of their two daughters and their four grand children. Kit, their first grandson, 

was taken to the RAF museum and up flying as soon as he could walk.   

 

The last seven years of his life were dogged by ill health and pain.  Dr Manion gave him a few more years of 

good health for which we are very grateful. He met the pain with dogged determination.  To the last he was 

thinking of what he could do for all of us.  Not of himself. To the end he was courteous, brave and strong. 

Even when hallucinating in hospital, and he thought that the people cleaning his rooms were dancers at his 

party, and he thanked them for coming, and hoped they were having a good time! 

 

We cannot thank enough all the people who helped him in his last years, both in Gosberton and in the 

Bostonian.  We like to believe that they too recognised his special qualities.  We love him, and he has 

shaped our lives and created standards that we strive to emulate and live up to. 

 

Almost the last coherent words he said were óIôm flyingô and when asked whether it was fun he said óYes, 

Iôm so luckyô.ò 

 

 

The service concluded with ñHigh Flightò, written by John Gillespie Magee in 1940. 
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Amanda and Belinda have kindly added to their fatherôs story, as seen below. 

 

Geoffrey was born in Castleford, West Yorkshire on May 14, 1923. He left school, aged 14, to help earn money 

for the family, after his father had left them. Barclays Bank took him on, and he made a career with them, before 

and after the war. His choice of signing up to become a rear gunner was to ensure selection, as they tended to be 

picked off by enemy fire quite fast.  The RAF did some intelligence tests, and that was when he got fast tracked 

onto training to be a pilot and navigator. He was frightened of water, so bribed someone to do the test where they 

had to jump into a pool with all their kit on, and swim to the side. 

  

From Belinda: ñI know from the models I used to make with him, that most of his war was spent in a Coastal 

Command squadron.  I remember making Blenheims, Lancasters, Hudsons and Ansons.  I was allowed to paint 

the people, and I still love the smell of that glue.  He liked making Spitfires best of all, though.ò 

 

Geoff spent most of the war in 224 Squadron, flying Liberators out of the Azores and Bahamas. Belinda 

remembers that he had two shields depicting the squadron motto.  They went when the family lost everything in 

Biafra. Colin Scull, though not remembering Geoff in 609, recalls meeting a Welsh fellow caravanner at a site in 

France in 1995. This chap had been a Liberator Flight Engineer in Coastal Command, and, guess who had been 

his pilot? Geoff Slayton! Heôd always had a soft spot for the Duke and Duchess of Windsor, whom he met when 

he was in the Bahamas.  The Duke was Governor there, as it was just about the furthest the Government could 

send him away from England. 

 

Belinda again: ñMy favourite story from his time in 224 squadron is as follows.  He and his crew came back from 

a sortie, very excited, because they thought they had got a submarine.  After analysis the crew were told they had 

killed a whale - but don't tell Greenpeace.... 

  

He also told me that the most soul destroying thing was doing search flights to a tight grid, when they were 

looking for pilots who had gone down in the sea.  'You always knew next time it might be you - so you looked so 

hard - and then you couldn't find them.' 

 

He went on goodwill tours to America and the Bahamas.  In the immediate aftermath of the war he was collecting 

American lend-lease planes from all over the place, to deliver them back to the UK.  He told me one of the most 

beautiful things he ever saw was flying up the Nile early in the morning, and seeing the pyramids. 

 

He was never a commissioned officer.  Whilst in the RAF, father told me he was put up for a commission a 

number of times, but deliberately failed his interview, as he did not want to be an officer. When I asked him why, 

he told me that the NCO's had more fun. [Dave Shaw agrees, adding that they always knew everything that was 

going on as well! ï Ed.]  This is how he told me the panels used to go. 

  

Q by officer 'Why do you want to be an officer?ô 
                                                                                                                      

A by Geoffrey 'Well, I think they have nicer hats'. 

 

He was demobbed after the war and went back to Barclays Bank.  He was offered the opportunity to be a 

commercial pilot in Kenya, but felt that it was 'safer because he had a family' to stay with Barclays.ò 

 

However, Geoff loved his flying, and my records show that he joined 609 in 1946, when the Auxiliaries were 

reformed after the war, as the Royal Auxiliary Air Force. Thus he had the Barclays job, and weekend flying. Then 

he met Sylvia at an RAF Dance, and engagement duly followed. 

 

They were married on 21
st
 October 1950 at All Saints Church, Pontefract. Someone in 609 squadron apparently 

smuggled Sylviaôs engagement ring into the country! And no less than Sidney ñDarkieò Hanson was the best man 

at their wedding. The wedding photo shows Jimmy Heath, F/Sgt Darkie Hanson, Don Dransfield, then Geoff and 

Sylvia. These three, plus Johnny Mudd, were all good friends of Geoff. A puzzle arose, concerning the badges 

worn on their right arms. It turns out to have been the unloved NCO ranks introduced in 1946 for aircrew, and 

removed in late 1950. Don, Geoff and Jimmy were all Aircrew II, which, it seems, could be equated to Sgt. Pilot, 

or PII. This was an eagle over three stars, surrounded by a wreath. Photos from the period also describe some as  
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Cadet Pilots, who were National Service pilots prior to commissioning as Acting Pilot Offers, or PIIEôs, whatever 

that meant. In ñUnder the White Roseò Geoff is shown as a PIIG. Amanda was amused by this, as she told me 

that Geoff had at one time been fitted with a replacement heart valve, sourced from a pig!  

 

Amanda remembered meeting Darkie at his house in Leeds, when she was very young. He asked her what she 

would like to drink, to which she replied ña coke, pleaseò. ñHot or cold?ò She requested hot, so Darkie boiled it in 

a frying pan. Amanda thought him to be the most exotic person ever! Later, as Amanda and her father were 

watching a Test Match from Headingly (Leeds) on TV, play had to be abandoned when smoke from a burning 

chimney covered the ground. Whoôs chimney? Darkieôs! 

 

Geoff was part of the 1950ôs 609 Aerobatics Team, certainly in 1950. Also in the team were Johnny Viles, David 

Marrable, CO Arthur Hudson, plus Jimmy, Johnny and Geoff. The latter had a mass of memorabilia from his 

RAF years, but it was all looted in the Biafran war.  Belinda remembers him putting all his medals on in East 

Africa, before he laid the wreath at a remembrance ceremony in Dar es Salam in the late 50's or very early 60's. 

He tried to get her to join the RAF, but the recruiting person put her off by saying that WAAFs were all married 

off in 18 months.  
 

Geoff Slayton died in Boston, Lincolnshire on June 22nd 2008. He resembled many of his era. They were 

ordinary men, who did, and saw, amazing things.  The RAF had meant so much to him, and the family think that 

he always had a small regret that he did not become a commercial pilot after the war. 

 

My grateful thanks to Amanda and Belinda for all the photos, pictures, and memories. Dad would be proud of 

you. Tally Ho! 

ééééééééééééééééééé. 

 

June Stevens, widow of Geoffrey Stevens, who died in April 2006, has herself died, on 22nd November 2008. 

She never really got over her husbands death, and required a lot of help and caring. Her daughter, Jo Oddie, sent 

me the information. Jo has moved to the Netherlands, but has asked to continue receiving Tally Ho! Brave 

ladyé. 

ééééééééééééééééééééééééé 

 

809000 James Rollo Thompson 

 
This is the one that I have dreaded having to write. Jim Thompson has died. Gentleman, raconteur, Christian, 

character, friend, family man, devoted and proud founder member of 609 (WR) Squadron, and always known to 

me as ñOld Number Oneò. He was the first airman to sign up for 609 on 10th February 1936. In the perverse way 

of the RAF, number one was a nought, but he was the first. 

 

And now he is gone. I knew that he hadnôt been in good health for some time, but he always came through these 

bouts. The 22nd November claimed not only June Stevens, but our Gentleman Jim. I have had the huge privilege 

of meeting some amazing types from the ranks of 609, both past and present, but two have stood out. One was 

Paul Libbrecht, and, though not a true 609er, by God he was in spirit. But our Jim was the real thing, though only 

with the Squadron for some 18 months. Itôs this 609 ethos again, you know: it might have been only a small part 

of a personôs life, but the effect can be quite disproportionate. Sixteen weeks for my Dad, 18 months for Jim, and 

thirty years for Darkie Hanson ï the result is the same.  

 

OK, my old friend, here is my appreciation of you. I know ï I just know ï that you are perched up there in 

heaven, waiting for me to drop a clanger. Itôs coming, donôt you fret! 

 

Jim was born on 8th April, 1916, the day on which the Battle of the Somme began. He wasnôt a fit young boy, 

and I believe that his legs were twisted and deformed. He spent a long time as an in-patient at Great Ormond 

Street Hospital for Children, and, judging by his lack of need for a walking stick when aged 90, they did 

spectacularly well for him. 

 

Come 1932 and Jim was driving, aged 16. In those days, you didnôt need a licence. I donôt know what job he had 

at this point, but I know that his first transport was a BSA Silver Star motor bike and sidecar. His mother ran a  
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very successful company, which trained and supplied nurses to hospitals all over the country. It enabled Jim to 

trade up to a Triumph Gloria Vitesse soon after joining 609, an open 2 seater with tuned engine. Apt then that I 

should coin my nick-name for him years later. óOld Number Oneô was the winning 6½ litre Bentley at Le Mans in 

the 1929 and 1930 24 hour race. These Bentleyôs were ï are ï fantastic, majestic, hugely handsome, powerful, all 

conquering, and 100% British. Spitfires on wheels! No, actually, more like Lancaster bombers. Hardly surprising 

that that Frenchman Ettore Bugatti, who made some of the most exquisitely beautiful racing cars of this era, 

commented that ñMy friend Mr. Bentley builds the fastest lorries of anyone that I knowé!ò Nothing suited Jim 

better, in my view! 

 

The founder of 609 (WR) Squadron was the Earl of Harwood, Harwood House being near to Yeadon. The Earl 

married Princess Mary, the daughter of George V. The Harwood family name was Lascelles, and they had made 

their fortune through the slave trade. No friends of William Wilberforce, then! The Earl of Scarborough was more 

linked to 616 Squadron than 609. Jim got to hear of the formation of an Auxiliary Air Force Squadron near him. 

Well, Yeadon was nearly 60 miles away from his home, but that didnôt stop him being the first to sign up, on 10th 

February, 1936. Billets and NAAFI were wooden huts. Aircraft were housed in wood and canvas hangars: 

Doncaster Corporation later bought some of them, to house their buses, and they survived well into the early 

ô40ôs. Auxiliaries were supposedly drawn from within a 10-mile radius, I understood, unless they had their own 

transport, when this became some 40 miles.  

 

Jim got to Yeadon on his BSA motor bike and sidecar, and I have a photograph of it, lurking near to some 

parading airmen. This was soon upgraded to a car, a Triumph Gloria Vitesse, a 2 litre 6 cylinder job, with a tuned 

engine. Jim would share the journey to the Squadron with 809007 Mike Kerrigan, who joined the same day as 

himself. They wore proper caps in the beginning, not the later forage caps, and he and Mike would follow other 

nervous drivers along the A1, pretending that they were policemen! Both of them enjoyed singing, as they had 

good voices, and would spend the rest of the journeys with their voices raised in harmony. 

 

609ôs chief tutor, or Flight Sergeant (Discipline), was one F/Sgt Faux. Both 809026 Wally Dixon (A Flight) and 

Jim remembered him fondly. ñThe man was one of the best instructors, and an absolute gentleman. He never 

swore, and had a chest full of WW1 medals.ò I believe that Faux was commissioned shortly after Jimôs time with 

609. 

 

Jim recalled the first Remembrance Parade through Leeds, in 1936. In front of 609 was the Band of the Leeds 

Rifles. Behind 609 came the Band of the Frontiersmen. Neither played the same tune, nor at the same beat, so 

609ôs marching style depended on where the participants were located in the column, and what they could hear! 

In a later Parade, in 1937, S/Ldr Harald Peake became lost in Leedsôs side streets, and had to halt the Squadron, 

whilst he sought directions for the Town Hall. 

 

Iôm not sure when Jim actually left 609, but it must have been in mid 1937. He was on the First Annual Dinner 

Menu (as being present, not fodder!) on 10 February 1937, but absent a year later. His reasons were based around 

a keen desire to fly, but that wasnôt going to happen with 609. During 1937, he was filling up with petrol one day, 

when a man asked him for a lift. This chap, a New Zealander called Kitchin, was the new Flying Instructor for the 

Squadron. He told Jim that a Civil Air Guard - an extension of the RAFVR - was going to be formed at the 

airfield. ñItôll cost you 5/- (25p) and hour, and Iôll teach you.ò Jim jumped at this, and started his instruction on 

BA Swallows with the Leeds Aero Club. These big monoplanes came from a German design, the Klem 25, but 

were made by the British Aircraft Manufacturing Company. Powered by a Pobjoy Cataract 11 radial engine, it 

had a cruising speed of 85 mph. Jim went solo after 8¼ hours, aged 21.  

 

On 1st November 1938, 616 (South Yorkshire) RAuxAF Squadron was formed at Doncaster. The new CO was 

S/Ldr the Earl of Lincoln, who had been 609ôs founding Adjutant. P/O G E Moberly went with him. Doncaster 

was much closer to the homes of all three, so the Earl of Lincoln asked Jim to transfer. ñNo Sir, thank you, Iôm 

now flying.ò ñOh, we canôt stop that thenò was the Earlôs reply. Jim joined the Doncaster RAFVR, and their Civil 

Air Guard, which was flying Tiger Moths. Jim went solo on these after 3 hours, and then was promoted to the 

Avro Tutor. Daughter Lyn told me of a time when, suffering from an eye injury, he spoofed the Director of the 

Aero Club into believing that he was fine. On the subsequent flight, he ran short of fuel, and landed in a field. He 

found a garage nearby, bought some petrol, and carried it back in borrowed cans. He was able to swing the prop, 

jump back in, and got home safely. 
 



9. 

Jim Thompson 

           
Jim Thompsonõs BSA Gold Star and sidecar by new 609 barracks in 1936                                       Jimõs first car, a Triumph Gloria Vitesse convertible.   

        
        BA Swallow, with 90 hp Pobjoy radial, in which Jim leant to fly                                   His second car was a Gloria Six, but without  chauffer and wedding ribbons! 

              
                              Jim under his beloved 609 Squadron flag                                                        Grove Street Methodist Church, with Royal British Legion Guard of Honour 

 

 
   

 
 

 

 

ƹ The Battle Hymn of the Republic was sung from the balcony of the 

        Church.  

 

      Then the standards of the RAFA (partially hidden on the left) and 

      the Royal British Legion were dipped in the Act of Homage, as the 

      Reverend Dick Styles gave the Committal. 

 

     Jim was then taken for burial in the quiet yew tree shaded  

     cemetery of a Church near to the Thompsonõs home village of 

     Barnby Moor 
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Flight Lieutenant William Basil ñSandyò Sanders 

                                                                                   
 

   

ƹ Jim Thompson  

         around 1940. Did              

        everyone wear 

        glasses  like those   

        back then? 

 

 

                                            

 

                                           ́     
Old No. 1 at the           

Rededication of the 609 

Room at the Yorkshire 

Air Museum in June 

2006. Badge askew, 

medals doing a flying 

ducks impression, but 

straight backed, and, as 

always, boisterous, 

wonderful irreplaceable  

company.  

 

Tally Ho! my old friend 

ʻ Bill Sanders aged 17ı 

 

           Bill and Mabel on their Wedding Day, 3rd  

          January 1941, at Chippenham in Wiltshire 

                                                                                           ʹ 

 

F/O Bill Sanders and a 609 Spitfire, from his 

period at Biggin Hill with the Squadron. This was 

painted in 1991 by one Doug Littlejohn 

ʺʻ 

 

     Michael Sanders stands behind his Dad, whilst 

     my trusty Landy holds up the 609 flag, outside 

     Billõs nursing home in Bexley. This was in  

     October 2009. I visited Michael at his 

     Herefordshire farm, and photographed Billõs log  

     book. Some pages were even in focus!! I must try  

     harderé    

                                                                                          ̋ ʹ 
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Then came the Fairey Battle. He gained his brevet after achieving eight circuits of the airfield at 200 feet altitude, 

plus or minus a few feet. Jim did 23 hours on these. It was a bit ironic that poor 616 opposite were still stuck with 

Hawker Hind biplanes 

 

An Empire Air Day was held at Doncaster on 20th May 1939. Jim was in a Doncaster Aero Clubôs Battle, and 

buzzed the crowd, which happened to include a young lady named Rene. She was the daughter of the Rotherham 

Colliery Manager, and they lived in Conisbrough, nearby. This was later buzzed as wellé. After landing, Jim, 

handsome in his flying jacket, was introduced to this smart young woman in the black outfit. ñI rather fancy that 

black beauty ï might take her outò he volunteered to friends, after this meeting. Jim had now traded in the 2 seater 

for a new Triumph Gloria saloon, and told Rene that she should find the combination of smart car and smart pilot 

irresistible. ñOh, Iôm not so sure about that!ò was her retort. Jim came to the Methodist Church, and sat with 

Reneôs family, whilst she sang solos from Handelôs Messiah. Although I canôt fill in the exact details, subsequent 

events led to a 65 year long marriage! They were married on 13th July 1940 at Priory Place Methodist Church, 

Doncaster. 

 

At the outbreak of war, Jim, now a 23 year old Sergeant pilot, and his friend Basil Wood, who came from a 

famous glass-making family, joined 616 Squadron, when the Auxiliaries and RAFVR were embodied into the 

RAF. However, this was not good news for Jim. The more stringent RAF Medical discovered that he had a weak 

chest, of which Jim had been aware, plus he failed the eyesight test, and was classed as óUnfit for Flying Dutiesô. 

Disaster. He left the RAF for 3 months at this point.  

 

Jim rejoined as a LAC, and went to Melksham in Wiltshire for Flight Mechanics training. He left it pretty 

smartly, as he didnôt want to get his hands dirty!  He applied for, and was transferred to, a Link Trainer Course at 

Elstree, Middlesex. Passing out successfully as a Training Instructor, he got his stripes back. He was then posted 

ñTo the Alcatraz of the RAF, Uxbridge ï you watched what you said there.ò One day óChiefyô (Flight Sergeant) 

called him to the Orderly Room. ñIôm off to 25 OTU at Finningley, and youôre coming with me.ò ñGive me 5 

minutes to pack!ò cried Jim, thrusting 5/- into the hand of his saviour, before rushing out.  Jim stayed there as 

Link Instructor for 2½ years. His knowledge of flying having been discovered, the Finningley Wing Commander 

(Flying) nabbed him one day, and appointed him Duty Pilot in the control tower. Jim subsequently became his 

No.2. 

 

Rene Thompson has, until recently, been a professional singer. Her signature tune has always been ñSympathyò, 

which both she and Jim would sing with gusto. In the war she became an ENSA lady. Jim accompanied her to a 

concert in Doncaster, just post Dunkirk. It was in the Hospital, and contained, as well as wounded soldiers, a fair 

number of Fruit and Nut cases. [Overseas readers: this refers to a Cadburyôs chocolate bar, and the nut part 

alludes to mentally ill patients ïEd.] It was a lovely, star lit night, with a full moon. Jim nips out for a gasper 

(cigarette) during the interval, and is promptly accosted by some old geezer (man). ñWhat a beautiful night!ò said 

this chap. Mumbling something, and believing him to be one of the incurably crazed, Jim is desperately edging 

away along the balcony, so as to escape, when Rene appears. ñOh Jim, I donôt think that youôve met Mr. Lomax, 

the Deputy Head of the Hospital.ò 

 

Jim and Rene bought a little house with their savings. Jimôs Mum was sitting on bus one day, chatting to another 

lady, who eventually said ñWeôre leaving our house in Manor Road tomorrow.ò In those days, queues would form 

outside anywhere when a óFor Saleô sign went up. Armed with this info, Mum and Jim got to the house first, and 

bought it. Rene had a good job, so they could just afford it. Then Jim was called on the blower one day by the 

Finningley Adjutant, who offered him the chance of being commissioned. Jim gave it three days of thought. He 

knew that this meant a posting, Mess bills that heôd not be able to afford, and an expensive house move, and that 

Rene would lose her job. It just wasnôt fair, so he refused. I know that this tormented him over latter years, but 

morally, he took the proper high ground, and he shouldnôt have criticised himself so harshly.  

 

Promotion was not offered again, and after the invasion of France, he was sent to France, i/c a Flare Path team of 

airmen. They manned Bomber Command Emergency Airfields, and were responsible for getting damaged 

bombers down safely. Eventually they reached the American sector, based at Airfield 68, Juvencourt. This had 

been a German night-fighter base. The Germans left several damaged Ju 88ôs behind, and an immaculate Fw 190. 

Jimôs CO hacked the swastika off its tail fin. By then, theyôd helped 10-12 Lancasters down, safely.  

 

 



                                                                                                                       12 

Jimôs new CO was S/Ldr John Dory, from Suffolk. The team had been warned by Bomber Command ñexpect 

customers from 23.00hrs.ò Having time to spare, John said ñCome on, Tommo, get my camp bed set up.ò The 

S/Ldr then went fast to sleep. Jim was reading, with one VHF set, and one 1196 radio with a 20 mile radius, 

beside him. Suddenly, very faintly, he heard ñHello Reference (theirs), emergency landing for Woodside G 

George.ò ñGood God, itôs for us!ò Calling out the flight path crews in 15 cwt trucks, they raced over the two 

runways, which were arranged in a T, typical of German airfields, chucking out German incendiaries to mark the 

flight path. A jet black Boeing B-17, but with RAF Roundels, was talked down by Jim, and landed safely, despite 

having shed its port outer airscrew. 

 

A year later, back in the UK, they were billeted at Honiley, Coventry. Jim was still i/c his team, and took them all 

out to the nearby pub one night. 12 of them were having a good time, singing away, when an unusual aircrew on 

the other side of the room were spotted. Jim looked twice, having realised that they were all Warrant Officers. 

ñJuvencourt A68?ò asked one of them. ñYes!ò ñRemember Woodside G George?ò ñYes, I landed you!ò What a 

lovely party followedéé. 

 

After demob, Jim worked briefly as a rep for a flour mill in Selby, until Rene saw a job for a medical rep 

advertised in the paper. She promptly wrote an application on Jimôs behalf. The management were hugely 

impressed by Jimôs application letter, and he got the job! Experience gained with his motherôs firm pre-war was 

invaluable, and he visited hospitals all over the UK, selling medical equipment, usually by getting the Matrons on 

his side! After 25 years of this work, Burroughs Welcome took over his firm, and promptly made Jim redundant. 

 

Jim became greatly involved with so many things. He had always supported Rene in her singing career, yet 

managed to find time to become Chairman of his local Barnby Moor Council, RAFA and Royal British Legion 

Branches, as well as the British Breathing Society, and the Travellers Association. Those latter two are firsts for 

me! He held Senior rank within the local Freemasons. He had a love for all things military ï the discipline and 

camaraderie appealed especially - and would always watch óDadôs Armyô on TV.  Who wouldnôt!  He also loved 

classical music.  Jim had a great faith in his God. Both he and Rene were staunch supporters and Stewards of their 

local Methodist Church, and were involved in the Reading Group there. 

 

Jim and Rene have three children; Lyn, Barbara and James. Barbara and Robin have two children, Simon and 

Thomas, and their grandparents would visit them at their holiday home in France frequently. Lyn, too, is a partial 

expat, with a holiday home in the equivalent of the Lake District, but in France. Jim loved going there, and was 

bitterly disappointed to have to give up overseas travel due to ill health. (He had been fighting asthma and poor 

breathing for years ï hence the óweak chestô noted back in 1940.)  Barbara told me of one great occasion when 

Dad went missing, one lovely warm French evening in Tuscany. Heôd gate crashed their French neighbours 

barbeque, who had plied him with steak and wine. He was found regaling them with his wartime memories, at the 

length to which Jim was rightly famous. These poor, polite French people could not speak a word of Englishéé 

 

In the last few years, Jim and Rene were both becoming housebound, due to increasing infirmity. Last spring he 

measured his length in their driveway, and lay there unconscious for quite a time, until discovered. He came back, 

even from that. The RAFA did get him a mobility scooter, complete with RAF roundel, which he greatly enjoyed. 

This enforced immobility was of immense frustration to them both, particularly Jim. He would spend hours on the 

phone, keeping in touch. A particular pal to him was ñYorkieò Jim Barlow, who kept calling up until a barely a 

month before Old Number One died. 

 

Jim celebrated his 90th birthday in fine style two years ago. The family organised at private party of 10 in the 617 

Squadron Bar, called the Dambusters Room, at RAF Woodhull Spa. ñI was so proud to have been in the same 

room that had seen so many heroic young men pass through. After seeing that wonderful Lancaster, we were 

taken through the main dining room, which was full of people. They wondered who this celebrity was! And my 

eldest Grandson became engaged on the same day.ò On his 80th birthday, heôd been given a trip in a Cessna, 

courtesy of the Sherburn Aero Club. ñYou know, David, if they gave me a Tiger Moth now (this is when 90), I 

could still fly her.ò 

 

I believe that it was in the same year that Sir Andrew Buchanan, Lord Lieutenant of Nottinghamshire, asked Rene 

to the Queenôs Garden Party at Buckingham Palace. This was in honour of Reneôs concerts in aid of numerous 

Poppy Appeals and RAFA days. Lyn took her Mum, both resplendent in fine outfits and appropriate hats, to a  
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boiling hot day in London, leaving a grateful Jim behind, to keep cool! I have a photo of the Queen just passing 

them. Good thing that Jim wasnôt there, heôd have kept HM talking for an hour, at least. 

 

Ah, the talking thing! I know that Jeff Metcalfe will share this with me. Both of us gave extended lifts to Jim, at 

least an hour plus each way. Jim maintained a fantastic monologue the whole way for me, there and back. Just the 

same for Jeff! ñYou know David; he never stopped talking during the whole journey. It was all good stuff, but 

just too much to take in!ò Absolutely the same for me, Jeff. No repetition, no boredom, just life, meticulously 

remembered, brilliantly portrayed, and just a remarkable experience. Why, oh why, did I get only 1% of all this 

down? Same as we are all guilty of ï left it too late. 

 

Anyone hearing Jim give The Exhortation, and the Kohima Epitaph, at a funeral, Remembrance Day Parade, 

whatever, would not have forgotten those ringing tones, that deep meaning. He did for me once, at Elvington; it 

was just so moving. Oh, and I made the horrible mistake of saying once: ñI suppose that you will be reading the 

Exhortation?ò ñRead it, David? Read it? I donôt read it, I give it!ò Yikes, point made.  

 

In the last year or so, Iôd speak to Jim, and this quavering old voice would answer, almost out of breath. Like an 

old car, that needs the choke out for the first 5 miles, Jim was almost hobbled by lack of air. Ah, but get past that 

first five minutes! Oh Lordy, you couldnôt stop him. Iôd just lean back, hook the feet up on the desk, and simply 

grin, and listen as though my life depended upon it. By the end of an hour, he was running on 12 cylinders, and I 

was destroyed. What a bloke!  

 

Anyone needing to know how to communicate should have listened to this wonderful man. No training course, no 

instruction manual, could ever better his style. Those of you at the 609 Formal Dinner at the St George Hotel, 

when he was your guest, may remember his style. These gatherings were like an elixir of life to him. Daughter 

Lyn was the often the willing driver for these functions, and she did her Dad such a favour. Iôm sure that she 

knows it. Jim just expanded, thrived, and lived once he was with company. He afterwards recounted some of his 

speech to me. ñI was so proud to have known 609, and the bods in it. They were as good as any Guardôs Unit.ò 

Jim just loved his Air Force life, and told the diners: ñOne thing that will happen to all of you. You will never 

retire from the Service. It sticks to you like glue!ò 

 

Jimôs Funeral took place at the Grove Street Methodist Church, Retford, on 1st December. His coffin was draped 

with the 609 flag, as he had wished. 609 (WR) Squadron was represented by the OC, S/Ldr Jeff Metcalfe, and 

also from the Squadron were Peter Wilson, and Andrew Marsh, with his wife Sandra. Dez Robinson and I 

completed the Association representation. Chairman Brian Waite was coming, but his car destroyed a tyre, and he 

couldnôt get it changed in time to make the service. The congregation were led in by a very smart Legion 

Standard Bearer, and the RAFA equivalent looked as though heôd never done it before! 

 

The opening hymn, ñFather, lead me day by dayò was the one that Jim and Rene had sung on their wedding day. 

The second one was the Battle Hymn of the Republic! Never heard that one at a funeral before. The lead singer 

was on the balcony above the congregation, and had sung this frequently in the Church.  

 

The appreciation of Jim was prepared by the family, and given by the Vicar. I have already mentioned some of 

the things that they covered, but these bits remain. ñFather simply loved the RAF, and 609 Squadron. You could 

include whisky and wine here, too! He was such a gentle, kind and supportive father; a great talker, and involved 

and interested in so many things. Father, you are simply the best. We will always love you, and never forget you.ò  

                                                

Tally Ho! 

 

1154282 P/O William Basil  (Bill) ñSandyò Sanders, 609ôs newly found Spitfire Pilot 

 
In early October 2008, I was idly watching the 6-15 pm SE News on BBC TV. An item caught my attention. An 

old chap in a wheelchair, recovering after an operation for throat cancer, was being treated to a helicopter ride 

over London, by his family. He was a Spitfire pilot during the war, and was interviewed as they flew. When asked 

how he found the experience, he said ñSlow!ò The next shot was at Hendon, looking at the 609 Spitfire, and he 

described what it was like to fly, and how lucky he was to still be around. It was then announced that Bill Sanders 

had served with 609 Squadron, at which point I forgot what took place after that! 
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I watched a replay of the news clip a couple of times, and found out that he was in a nursing home in Bromley. 

With help from the BBC, I traced him and contacted the Matron. She in turn gave my details to the family, and I 

had a phone call from Michael Sanders, Billôs son, He agreed that we would meet at the home, and have a chat to 

his Dad. 

 

I wasnôt the only one to have seen the programme. Our wartime archivist, Mark Crame, received a tip off from 

one of his contacts via an aviation forum. Billôs existence proved to be a surprise to him, and to Stephen Spencer, 

Jon Tan and Joss Leclerq.  Joss searched the London Gazette, and Mark delved into the ORB. There was Bill.  

 

So here is William Basil (Bill) ñSandyò Sanders story, put together with the particular help of his son Michael. 

Heôs a lovely bloke, and seemed very pleased that the Squadron had caught up with his Dad. The latter became a 

rather thin old fellow, following his illness, but at one time shared the órobustô structure of his son! 

 

Bill was born in Birmingham on 25th August 1916. His father had an apron making factory, and found the time to 

produce 16 children, 11 by his first wife, and 5 by his second, whom he married in 1902. Bill was the last of 

brood No. 2, and the only survivor today. Of this five, elder brother Jack worked for Nuffieldôs during WW2, 

making Spitfire components. Leslie, in the wine trade, and Ken, were twins. Ken lost an arm whilst motor bike 

racing at Donington, and died through these injuries pre-war. 

 

Billôs fecund father ran into financial problems in the 20ôs, and abandoned ship, and the entire family, for ever, 

when Bill was 14. Just one daughter knew where he was, but kept it secret until he died in Oakhampton, Devon, 

aged 99. Heôd obviously left with some cash, as he was known to drive around the area in a Rolls-Royce! So Bill 

started work for Sainsburyôs, living above the shop, and surviving on broken pots of jam, and meat off cuts. Heôd 

go house to house, taking grocery orders for a later delivery. 

 

Phil, a school friend, saw him again just before the war. ñWhat are you doing?ò asked Bill. ñIôm going to enlist 

tomorrowò was the reply, and so did Bill. Though Bill regarded Phil as brighter than himself, there was only one 

space for a trainee pilot, and Bill got it. Phil went to Bomber Command, and was killed on ops.  

 

Bill entered No 7 EFTS (Elementary Flying Training School) near Chippenham, Wiltshire, on 28th September 

1940, having his first flight on the 30th, in a DH82 Tiger Moth. After 9¼ hours, he did his first solo on 28th 

October, and went on to over 47 hours of instruction by the time he left for No 9 SFTS at Hullavington on 4 

December 1940. He was rated as an Average pilot. Graduating to the Miles Master monoplane, with its RR 

Kestrel engine, he soloed on December 15th. February 22nd saw him in a Hurricane, now with RR Merlin power 

at his disposal, for two flights lasting 45 minutes, then back to the Master until mid-March. On 15th April 1941, 

after 15 hours on the Hurricane, he was pronounced as an average pilot, required to improve his instrument flying.  

 

Bill told me of his introduction to night flying. He was given the bare bones of the process before take off. 

ñWatch your airspeed and direction, watch the instruments. Then, and only then, look around, and find where you 

are.ò So he took off, did all of that, finding it to be pretty busy, then had a look around. ñIt was a very thick night, 

so where was I? I was getting worried. I looked down ï nothing there. I looked up ï and there was the ground! I 

was completely upside down, and hadnôt realised it. Yet doing that and not noticing had been the easiest thing in 

the world.ò 

 

Commissioned as a Pilot Officer upon graduation from the SFTS, Bill found time to marry Mabel on 3rd January 

1941, at Chippenham in Wiltshire. He then went to No 57 OTU at Hawarden, flying a Spitfire I on 26th April, 

and clocking up 46 hrs on type before joining 19 Squadron at Duxford, with Spitfire IIôs on 10th June 1941.        

 

Paul Richey, who later wrote óFighter Pilotô, was his CO. Bill remembered him very well, and thought highly of 

him. The Squadron had a Miles Magister, and a civilian Hornet Moth on strength, and Bill flew both. He made his 

first operational sweep on 17th June, but moved swiftly to 609, and Spitfire Vôs, at Biggin Hill on 8th July 1941, 

still rated average at everything. 

 

Bill flew with 609 on the 9th, and, on a sweep with Circus 42, seemingly missed Lord Trenchardôs visit on 10th 

July. Another Bill, aka William the Goat, also arrived in July.  Bill flew on sweeps ï Michael Robinson was CO 

then, getting his DSO at the end of the month ï but visited many places. Cambridge, Duxford, North Weald,  
                                                                                                           

 



15.                                                          William Basil ñSandyò Sanders (contôd) 

                                                                 
  Gravesend.  This is what happens when you run out of fuel on finals and hit a gun emplacement. Engine wings and fuselage were scattered, as nearly was Bill 

  
Bill had his 80th Birthday Celebrations here. Once an advertising team arrived, promoting Guinness, and wanted to film a man, his dog and his Guinness. Voila! 

           
    On a cold November day, Bill meets Clive Denny, pilot of the Kent Spitfire.  He then received a cheque for the RBL from John Ballõs sponsored walk in the 

   Shoreham (Kent) Aviation Museum, run by artist Geoff Nutkins. Bill then starts his last journey, under the nose of the Spitfire gate guardian at St Georges  

   Chapel of Rembrance, at RAF Biggin Hill. His ashes will be scattered in the Garden of Remembrance, reserved for those who served at Biggin Hill in WWII 

                             

     The Ramblerõs Rest in Chislehurst, Billõs local in latter years 

Billõs coffin is 

covered by the 

609 flag. 

 

Tally Ho! 


