
[   ]22 WAR TORN SKIES OF GREAT BRITAIN [   ]                   Buckinghamshire 23

A HURRICANE HITS BLEDLOW - THE DEATH OF A PILOT
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A HURRICANE HITS BLEDLOW 
THE DEATH OF AN ATA PILOT

LOCATION

TYPE

Holly Green, Bledlow

Hawker Hurricane I

17th March 1941

SERIAL No.

UNIT

PILOT

Z7010

Ex.Custody RAF Henlow

First Officer Percy RANDALL (ATA)
aged 40 - killed

As the Second World War began it became 
obvious to the Air Ministry that they would need 
pilots to ferry new aircraft to service airfields 
and military bases across the country, from 
both manufacturer’s airfields and maintenance 
units. It was not deemed viable to use fully-
trained RAF pilots to ferry the aircraft, so 
the next best option was reluctantly accepted, 
this was to take on civilians who held a pilot’s 
licence. The Air Transport Auxiliary came into 
being in September 1939, under the direction 
of  Gerard d’ Erlanger, a young banker, private 
pilot, and director of  the British Overseas 
Airways Corporation. 

He had foreseen the possibility of  using 
‘A’ rated pilots and commercial pilots who had 
been stood down, to assist the war effort by 
carrying mail, important passengers and spare parts.  The first recruits included 
farmers, publicans, journalists and pilots who had served in the Great War, but 
they were soon in action delivering aircraft from factories and maintenance 
units to the Fleet Air Arm and the RAF.  They began with light aircraft and 
progressed to cover all twin and four engined machines, flying boats and early 
jets.  Ansons were used mainly to take ATA pilots to collect aircraft and return 
them afterwards to their bases. The organisation grew speedily and in January 
1940 eight women were recruited, soon to be joined by others, including Amy 

Johnson who met her death in the 
Thames Estuary in 1941 while 
ferrying an Oxford.

According to official records 
it was thought that it would take 
624 civilians to replace twelve 
RAF pilots. For this target to 
be reached, it was finally agreed 
that the civilian pilots had to be 
recruited, rather than called up, 
to ensure the quality of  the flying 
skills of  the applicants and allow a 
rank structure to be based on experience. An ATA ferry pool was soon set up 
at White Waltham, west of  London. From here they could service the aircraft 
factories in the Midlands and southern England. White Waltham was to become 
No.1 Ferry Pool as well as the administrative headquarters and the conversion 
school for the ATA.

Amongst the first recruits to this new service was Percy Randall who was 
born on 26th May 1900 in Englefield Green, Surrey. By 1933 he was the owner 
of  a garage in Southsea, Hampshire and had joined the Portsmouth Aero Club, 
which had been formed in October 1931. On 28th August 1933 Percy was 
granted his Pilot’s Certificate, which was numbered 11354, obtained whilst 
using a de Havilland DH60 ‘Gipsy Moth’. Percy went on to perform numerous 
ferry flights during his time with the ATA.

On 16th March 1941 Percy Randall undertook a ferry flight in a Hurricane 
from RAF Henlow to White Waltham. The following extract is from the report 
made by the Accidents Investigation Branch after their visit to the crash site, 
two days after it occurred;

 “The facts which have been determined by the investigation, or which the available 
evidence is considered to establish, are as follows:- The log books were in the aeroplane and 
were lost in the accident. Form 700 and the remnants of  papers salvaged showed that the 
airframe was Canadian built, had flown 1hr. 25 min. and that the engine had run 138 
hrs. The pilot was a civilian, 40 years of  age, employed by the Air Transport Auxiliary. 
According to his history record card he had a total flying time of  551 hrs, 22 hrs. of  which 
had been in Hurricanes. He had flown 26 different types of  aircraft, held an “A” licence 
and was considered reliable and exceptionally capable. At the time of  the accident weather 

Right: Percy Randall.
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conditions in the locality were bad for flying. The 1300 hr. report from Benson was “Slight 
haze, visibility 2000 - 4000 yards, clouds 10/10ths at 500 feet”, and from Bicester “Rain 
and fog, visibility 500 - 1000 yards, sky obscured”. The wind was E.N.E. about 5 m.p.h. 
On the evening before the accident the pilot collected the aircraft from Henlow for delivery 
to White Waltham. Here the sound of  his engine was heard overhead but fog prevented a 
landing and he went away. He later rang up to say he had landed at Luton and he spent 
the night there. Between 1000 and 1030 hrs on the following morning the pilot was in 
communication by telephone with the Officer Commanding No, 1 F.P.P. He was told that 
the weather at White Waltham was bad and that he should stand by at Luton and bring his 
aircraft away if  the weather cleared.

He was further told that if  there was no improvement a car would be sent for him later 
that day as, although there was no particular urgency about the delivery of  the aircraft, he was 
wanted back for other reasons.

About midday the pilot made a telephone call from the duty pilot’s office at Luton. It 
is not known to whom he spoke but he told the duty officer that the weather was all right 
at White Waltham and that he proposed to start. He stated that if  after all he could not 
get through to White Waltham he might land at Hullavington. At this time the conditions 
for flying at Luton were improving but were still bad and had it not been that he carried an 
authority allowing him to authorise his own flight it is unlikely the pilot would have been 
permitted to leave. (All A.T.A. pilots, except novices, carry a permit authorising them to 
decide whether or not they will leave the aerodrome.)

A HURRICANE HITS BLEDLOW - THE DEATH OF A PILOT

He left the ground at about 1315 hrs and shortly afterwards his aircraft came out of  
clouds and from over the hills by Princes Risborough. He circled over the lower ground for 
seven minutes under the clouds, the base of  which was about 200 feet. The sound of  the engine 
then ceased and the aircraft dived into the ground.

Examination at the scene of  the accident showed that the aircraft had struck the ground 
at a steep angle and at high speed. The planes and fuselage were telescoped and the engine was 
buried deeply in soft clay. Examination of  the wreckage was difficult, nevertheless nothing 
was found to suggest the failure in the air of  the airframe or its controls. As the engine had 
been running almost up to the moment of  impact and as its recovery was so difficult it was not 
considered necessary to extricate it. The pilot had been thrown 15 yards ahead of  the crash; 
his parachute had broken away and was lying by his side unopened. His map was found about 
800 yards and his peaked Service cap about 280 yards from the scene of  the accident. This 
is suggestive that he had opened the cockpit hood in flight and that his cap had blown off  and 
that he lost his map at the same time. Note: This is not the first time the pilot of  a Hurricane 
has lost his map in this way. Opinion. The accident was due to the aircraft striking the ground 
in an incipient spin after the pilot had stalled it in conditions of  bad visibility.”

Percy Randall’s grave can be found in Maidenhead Cemetery, Berkshire, 
along with a number of  other ATA pilots. 

Right: Percy Randall’s 
Pilot’s Certificate.

Below:  A factory fresh 
Z serialled Hurricane 
similar to the one in 
which Percy Randall 
lost his life.
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A SUMMER OF GALLANT CIVILIANS
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A SUMMER OF 
GALLANT CIVILIANS

LOCATION

TYPE

Taplow

Miles Magister

3rd July 1942

SERIAL No.

UNIT

PILOT

R1889

21 Elementary Flying Training School

Sergeant Alexander Galbraith TERRY 
- 1st Glider Pilot Regiment
aged 20 - killed

Amongst the many thousands of  records held in the British National 
Archives are a series of  recommendations for gallantry awards to civilians for 
their part in the rescuing crews of  aircraft involved in accidents. Several of  
these incidents occurred in Buckinghamshire during the summer of  1942, a 
time when the country had its back to the wall. The war was going badly for 
Britain and Winston Churchill was fearful that morale was being sapped across 
the country. Each incident resulted in an entry in the London Gazette with a 
variety of  awards being made to the rescuers. Curiously, at least one of  these 
brave men received no recorded recognition for his part in the incident.

On the morning of  3rd July 1942 James Pithers, a 45 year-old farm worker 
from Amerdon Ponds, Taplow was working in a field on the south side of  the 
Bath Road, about 200 yards away from the railway bridge, when he heard the 
roaring sound of  an aircraft engine. As he looked up he could see a small yellow 
plane flying at a very low level, directly towards him. The aircraft just cleared 
the railway tracks, narrowly missing a train that was travelling westwards. It then 
struck the railway telegraph wires, burst into flames, somersaulted completely 
and hit a fence on the north side of  the Bath Road, whereupon it smashed onto 
the main carriageway. At the same time 28 year-old Sergeant Sidney Cornelius 
of  the Pioneer Corps was travelling along the Bath Road on his motor cycle, 
towards Maidenhead. Cornelius later stated that he could see the pilot’s upper 
body as far as his waist, suggesting that he was standing up in his cockpit, 
possibly in an effort to jump from the stricken plane. Cornelius and Pithers 
ran to the scene of  the accident where they found the pilot trapped under the 
blazing aircraft. The heat was intense and, initially, they could not reach the 
trapped flyer but, suddenly, the wind changed and the two men were able to 
move some wreckage and grab the lifeless body. 

ON THE GROUND

Rescuer: Mr James Damon PITHERS 
aged 45
Rescuer: Sergeant Sidney George 
CORNELIUS aged 28

By this time they had been joined by three 
other men, Percy Dance, Harry Wyse and a 
Private Lawrence who aided in the rescue. 
Together, the men managed to haul the body 
from the inferno but it was too late, Sergeant 
Terry had suffered considerable head injuries 
and probably died when the aircraft first struck 
the ground.  His body is buried in the Kilkerran 
Cemetery, Campbeltown, Argyllshire.

The official entry in the London Gazette of  
4th January 1943 reads as follows;

“Commendations. Those named below have been 
Commended for brave conduct when attempting to rescue 
the crews of  crashed and burning aircraft: — James 
Daymen Pithers, Farm Labourer, Taplow, Bucks.”

There is no explanation as to why James 
Pithers was the only one of  the rescuers to 
receive a commendation, but should you ever 
pass under the railway bridge at Taplow, spare 
a thought for all of  those who tried to save the 
life of  Alexander Terry all those summers ago.

Opposite page: The 
Miles Magister had 
open cockpits so it 

was easy to see the 
pilot, especially if he 
was standing on his 

seat as reports seem 
to suggest.
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A SUMMER OF GALLANT CIVILIANS1942

LOCATION

TYPE

Manor Farm, Marsworth

Vickers Wellington Ic

30th August 1942

SERIAL No.

UNIT

PILOT

DV825

26 Operational Training Unit

Sergeant Ronald Victor McDOUGALL 
RCAF   aged 22 - injured

ON THE GROUND

Rescuer: Mr William Gordon 
MILLER BEM aged 23

Rescuer: Mr Daniel Ernest MILLINS 
BEM aged 28

CREW

Sergeant Arnold Peter HENDRIKSEN
aged 20 - died of injuries

On the afternoon of  30th August 1942 a 
twin-engined Wellington bomber of  No.26 
Operational Training Unit took to the air for 
a short circuit and landing training flight. 
Aboard the aircraft was Canadian pilot, Sgt 
Ron McDougall, and his navigator, Sgt Arnold 
Hendriksen. At the same time as the aircraft 
took off  a local farmer, William Miller, and his 
cowman, Daniel Millins, were working in the 
cowshed at Manor Farm, Marsworth, a small 
village located at the very edge of  Cheddington 
airfield. The two men were accustomed to 
the sound of  low flying aircraft, so it was not 
unusual to hear a Wellington making a low 
approach to the airfield. However, this day was 
to bring drama, heroism and tragedy to the 
small community. As Sgt McDougall brought 
the aircraft in to land it touched down and then 
bounced slightly back into the air. Realising that 
the aircraft was in danger, the pilot pushed his 
throttles forward with the intention of  going 
around again, but just after clearing a hedge he 
allowed his airspeed to drop and the Wellington 
stalled and smashed into the ground, just 
150 yards from Manor Farm. The aircraft 
immediately burst into flames, trapping both 
the pilot, who had been stunned by the force of  
the impact, and the navigator who had suffered a broken leg and whose clothing 
was set alight by blazing fuel. Bill Miller and Dan Millins ran across the field to 
the stricken aircraft and climbed onto the cockpit cover. As they did so, they 
managed to spot a man struggling inside the burning plane. 

At this precise moment an exploding fuel tank blew both men to the 
ground, delaying their efforts. Undeterred, the two men again climbed up onto 
the aircraft and Bill Miller reached into the cockpit, where he grabbed the hand 
of  Sgt McDougall and, with the help of  Millins, pulled the young Canadian, 
who was shouting ‘Get him out’, from the burning wreckage and carried him 
to safety. Although small arms ammunition was exploding all around them they 

quickly returned to the aircraft where they could hear a man groaning. Due to 
the fumes and the intensity of  the fire they were unable to reach Sgt Hendriksen 
at first. Eventually, after several attempts, the navigator, whose clothing was now 
fully on fire, managed to crawl through a hole where a wing had been torn from 
the fuselage. As he did so the two rescuers dashed forward and grabbed him. 
Dan Millins then put the fire out with his bare hands but the young navigator 
was very severely burned. Sgt Hendriksen was taken to the Princess Mary’s 
Hospital, Halton where he died from his injuries on 5th September 1942. He is 
buried in the St. John The Baptist Churchyard, Malden, Surrey. Sgt McDougall 
went on to receive a commission and later served with 166 Squadron. Tragically, 
he was killed in action on 23rd April 1944 during an operation to Dusseldorf  
and is buried in the Heverlee Cemetery, Belgium.

The official entry in the London Gazette of  the 4th January 1943 reads as follows;
Awarded the British Empire Medal (Civil Division):—
William Gordon Miller, Farmer, Marsworth, Buckinghamshire.
Daniel Ernest Millins, Farm Labourer, Marsworth, Buckinghamshire.
An aircraft crashed in a field and immediately caught fire. Miller and Millins, who were 

nearby, ran to the burning machine and climbed on to the cockpit cover. They were blown off  
by an explosion but climbed up again and Miller, leaning through the hatch, caught hold of  
a man. With Millins’ help, he pulled him out and carried him to safety. They then returned 
to the aircraft and, with great difficulty, extricated another man whose clothing was on fire. 
Millins extinguished the flames with his hands. Miller and Millins showed courage and 
determination in the face of  fire and exploding petrol-tanks and ammunition.

William Miller died in 1949 aged just 41 whilst Dan Millins passed away at 
the age of  60 in 1974.

Above: By August 1942, 
the Vickers Wellington 
MkI was the the most 
common bomber type 
flying with the OTUs.
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A SUMMER OF GALLANT CIVILIANS1942

LOCATION

TYPE

Hartwell House, Aylesbury

de Havilland Tiger Moth

18th September 1942

SERIAL No.

UNIT

PILOT

T6821

1 Elementary Flying Training School

2nd Lieutenant John Gould Whitfield 
JONES (Army Co-Operation - 19th 

Field Regiment. Royal Artillery)

ON THE GROUND

Rescuer: Mr Frank ALCOCK
aged 44
Rescuer: Mr Henry READ
Rescuer: Mr George KENT

On Friday 18th September 1942 2nd Lt 
John Jones was piloting a Tiger Moth (T6821) 
in company with another similar aircraft. 
When the two aircraft were in the vicinity of  
Aylesbury, and flying at a height of  about 2,000 
feet, the Tiger Moth suddenly went into a steep 
dive. Try as he might, 2/Lt Jones was unable 
to recover from the dive and soon realised that 
the aircraft was going to crash. It was too late 
for him to bale out, so he did all he could to 
prepare for the inevitable. As the small plane 
hurtled towards the ground he switched off  
the fuel supply, cut the engine and placed his 
forearm over his face, hoping that he may 
survive the accident. 

On the ground three local men, Henry 
Read, George Kent and Frank Alcock, looked 
on in horror as they witnessed the Tiger Moth 
in distress. They were working in the grounds 
of  Hartwell Park when the aircraft nose-dived 
into the ground about 100 yards from Hartwell 
House, where the wreckage burst into flames. 
2/Lt Jones had survived the impact but had 
suffered a fractured leg, as well as other superficial injuries, and was unable 
to extract himself  from the crushed cockpit and was in serious danger of  
being burned to death. The three men ran to the crash site, where they saw the 
wreckage ablaze. Alcock and Read jumped onto the wings and grabbed the pilot 
by his harness straps and hauled him out. George Kent then grabbed the pilot’s 
legs and the three men carried him a short distance in order that he could be 
given first aid. As they lay him on the ground the aircraft’s fuel tank exploded in 
a ball of  flame and the remaining wreckage was totally burned out.  Following 
his fortunate rescue 2/Lt Jones was taken to Stoke Mandeville Hospital where 
he was treated for his injuries.

The official entry in the London Gazette of  the 15th January 1943 reads as 
follows;

“Commendations. Those named below have been Commended for brave conduct when 
attempting to rescue the crews of  crashed and burning aircraft: — Frank Alcock, Bricklayer, 
Aylesbury, Bucks, George Sidney Kent, Bricklayer, Aylesbury, Bucks, Henry William 
George Read, General Foreman, Aylesbury, Bucks.”

Frank Alcock lived a long and full life eventually passing away in July 1987 
at the age of  99.

Below: The Tiger Moth 
was the first aircraft 
flown by many of the 
RAF’s pilots during 
the Second World War, 
equipping most of 
the Elementary Flying 
Training Schools across 
the country. 


