filming of a video interview for
Newark Air Museum’s Virtual
Museum CD ROM project. One of the
aims of this project is to try to record
the day-to-day life of RAF Winthorpe
and in particular, 1661 Heavy Conversion
Unit and its wartime training role to
ensure it is available for future generations.
The museum occupies a corner of the
former Nottinghamshire bomber airfield.
Stan flew with 1661 HCU as both a
student and an instructor and during that
brief meeting in March 2003 he conveyed
a strong emotional bond towards his
former comrades, the events that shaped
their lives and how some of those
comrades survived and some did not.
Another fascinating aspect of Stan’s
story are the coincidences and future
chance meetings that arose from one

IFIRST MET Stan Bray during the

particular incident Stan survived.

Aircraftman Stanley Bray was born in
Sheffield, Yorkshire, in 1921, and he
joined the RAF in 1941. He completed
his basic training at Cardington, Beds,
and Boscombe near Bournemouth.
Between August 6 and 23, 1942, Stan
had his first flying experience with ‘Q’
Flight, 1 Anti-Aircraft Co-operation
Unit at Aberporth, Wales, where he
completed nearly 19 hours on Hawker
Henleys and qualified as a target-tug
operator.

Stan’s next posting was to Blackpool,
Lancs, where he completed his initial

‘ DESTINY AND
r-

Wireless operator Stan Bray’s war involved flying in the RAF Museum’s
famous Lancaster - Howard Heeley relates a life full of coincidences

wireless training. Having attained the
required speed of 10 to 12 words per
minute, he passed out to Air Operations
Section of 2 Signals School, Madley,
Herefordshire, where between September
2 and October 6, 1942 he completed
14 hours 10 minutes on DH Dominies.
Despite passing out from here as a
proficient wireless operator, even then
he did not move onto full flying duties
but was posted to Aldershot, Hampshire,
for a brief spell as a ground wireless
operator.

Another flying course followed with
1 Air Gunnery School at Pembrey,
Wales, between November 1, 1942
and December 12, 1942, where Stan
logged 9 hours on Bristol Blenheims. The
final ‘Course Remarks’ stated: “Finished
second on the course. Has been an
excellent pupil.”

CREWING UP

The top three on the course were
shown the list of postings and could
select their own. Stan chose Lindholme
near Doncaster, South Yorks, and
was offered 14 days leave. On the
second day at home he received a
telegram to report to North
Luffenham, Rutland, immediately.
On January 27, 1943, he
commenced what he considers to
be his “first true flying experience’ with
29 Operational Training Unit. Flying
Vickers Wellington IIls from
Bruntingthorpe, Leics, (and satellite
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Pictured by ‘S-for-
Sugar’ are in door
left, Sgt W Booth;
door right Sgt K L
Worden; standing
from left to right
F/Sgt N M
McClelland; Sgt S
G W Bethel; Sgt H
Griffin; kneeling
left Pt Off Miller,
kneeling right Sgt
S Bray. (Their
normal F/Engineer
Sgt A W Martin did
not fly this sortie).
VIA STAN BRAY

stations Woolfox Lodge and
’Luffenham) this phase of Stan’s
training lasted until April 9, 1943,
During this period he recorded total
course flying hours of 50 hours 20
minutes (day) and 44 hours 55
minutes (night).

Stan fondly recalls his experiences
at 29 OTU as this was the first time
people really started to ‘crew up’. He
considers himself very lucky to have
formed the bonds that he did. All
different categories of people went
to OTU, pilots, navigators, wireless
operators — most of them never



He was also the best man at Stan’s
wedding in August 1944.

Crewing up involved putting
everyone on the course in a hangar
and left to sort themselves out. First
to approach Neale was a 30-year-old
navigator Sgt Wally Booth. Stan
considers that this could be considered
his second lucky break, as he was a
“bloody good navigator”. The rest of
the crew were collected together to
start their training.

“OTU was the first time people really started to ‘crew
up’ and he considers himself very lucky to have
formed the bonds that he did.”

having seen each other before.
Billeted next to a pilot, Neale
McClelland, Stan quickly become
friendly with the Australian Flight
Sergeant and during crewing up Stan
was asked to become his Wireless
Operator. The bond having been
established Neale remained Stan’s
pilot for the next eleven months.

ARRIVAL AT WINTHORPE

After their OTU course, Stan and
the other crew members moved to
Winthorpe, just to the east of Newark,
and commenced their next spell of
flying training on Course 8§ 1943
with 1661 HCU on May 11, 1943.
A sixth crew member, a mid-upper
gunner was allocated to the crew a

week before the Winthorpe posting.

The first flight training at Winthorpe
was completed on the twin-engined
Avro Manchester. Before moving on
to Lancasters, the crew was allocated
a Flight Engineer, Sgt Martin. He

had completed six operational sorties

before falling ill. While his crew
carried on, he came back to Winthorpe
for re-crewing. He fitted in well and
Stan believes that his experience
helped them at the start of their
operational tour.

Having attained the full Lancaster
crew of seven, the first sortie was flown
on May 22, 1943. Initial flights were
circuits and landings, flown on a
dual control basis with a screen pilot
instructor who had completed a tour
of ‘ops’. When he was happy that the
pilot was competent, the crew went
solo.

As the course progressed they started
to do cross-country exercises of
varying lengths. A typical flight Stan
recalls was from Winthorpe to a
point near Newcastle, across to
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Stan Bray was
wireless operator
on 467 Squadron
Lancaster ‘S-for-
Sugar’ which
survived to go on
display at the RAF
Museum, Hendon.
KEY—DUNCAN CUBITT

August 1942, Stan
pictured (lying
down) while at 1
Anti-Aircraft
Co-operation Unit,
Aberporth.

VIA STAN BRAY




Blackpool, down to Swansea and
back to Winthorpe. By the end of their
course on June 12, 1943, they had
recorded nearly 19 hours, both day
and night.

APPOINTMENT WITH ‘SUGAR’

As an Australian pilot led their crew,
they were posted to ‘B’ Flight 467
RAAF Squadron at Bottesford,
Leicestershire, where they flew their

Sgt Stan Bray
pictured on the
left with Sgt Willie
MclLeod (right)

on 467 RAAF
Squadron.

VIA IM GEORGE

first squadron-training sortie on June
17, 1943. Only five days later they
flew their first operational sortie, a
4 hours 55 minutes night-time raid
on Miilheim in Germany. Two further
‘ops” quickly followed to Wuppertal
and Gelsenkirchen on June 24 and
25 respectively.

The 467 Squadron Operations
Record Book, for the crew’s first
‘op’ records the crew of Lancaster 111
ED500 as: Captain, F/Sgt N M
McClelland; Flight Engineer, Sgt A
W Martin; Navigator, Sgt W Booth;
Air Bomber, Sgt H Griffin; Wireless
Op, Sgt S Bray; Mid-upper gunner,
Sgt S G W Bethel; Rear gunner, Sgt
K L Worden.

They took off at 23:15 hours and
landed at 04:11, and the recorded
details of the ‘op” were as follows:
Bombing — MULHEIM - sortie
completed. Scattered broken cloud,
vis moderate. Bombed red T1 from
20000 at 156 (1 x 4000 HC, 1 x 500
MC 37 Mk.4 pistol, 3 x 500 MC, 540
x 41b inc, 56 x 41b). Numerous small
fires. PFF went down on time, but only
reds visible in target area. Plenty of
light flak but not much heavy, appeared
to be barrage fire. Evasive action —
diving turn to port and stbd and
climbing turns. Flak hole in front
of MU turret.

Stan explained that it was a little
unusual for such a new crew to be sent
on ‘ops’ so soon, undertaking three
sorties in five nights. Other squadron
crews had been participating in a
long-range raid which involved them
flying on into North Africa. On their
return, these crews bombed the
Leghorn Docks.

Thus, with limited crew availability,

new crews were immediately called
into action. In June 1943 Stan’s
logbook records: 5 hours 45 minutes
(day) and 29 hours 10 minutes (night),
amongst this total were four ‘ops’. The
squadron soon moved to Waddington,
Lincs, and by December 16, 1943, the
crew had completed its remaining 21
sorties.

Not only did the crew members
live to tell their tale, but in autumn
1943 they flew five ‘ops’ on perhaps
one of the squadron’s most famous
Lancasters, RS868 S-for-Sugar, which
is now on display in the RAF Museum
at Hendon, London. R5868 was not
famous at the time and was actually
considered an old airframe because
it had completed so many flying
hours — but it never let them down!

No.467’s Operations Record Book
for the crew’s last ‘op’ records that
the crew of Lancaster III LM372

was the same as for their first,

a safe height.

For many years afterwards, Stan
blamed himself for the close call,
believing that he had miss-heard the
QFE (altitude setting) figures. He
later found out that the heavy losses
that evening had been caused by a
combination of atrocious weather
conditions and that some aircraft
had been given incorrect QFE readings.

DESPERATE FOR
INSTRUCTORS

Stan admits to initially being puzzled
as to why after their ‘First Tour’
they were taken off ‘ops’. Only after
the war did they realise that at that
time RAF was desperate for instructors.
Experienced crews were constantly
being lost, and while they had plenty
of aircraft, they did not have sufficient
crew to fly them.

Stan was promoted to Flight Sergeant
and posted back to Winthorpe as an
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Stan’s logbook,
showing ‘ops’ on
Lancaster R5868
‘S-for-Sugar’.
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with the exception that they had a
second pilot on board, Sqn Ldr A W
Doubleday, the new Squadron CO.
The target was none other than
Berlin. The ORB records:

Jerry’ continually dropping red flares
and red with green stars from about
50 miles inland to Berlin area. Lanes
of fighter flares dropped by ‘Jerry’
to north of target but well to port.
Defences medium over target but
appeared to be foxed.

As they approached the English
North Sea coast in the Grimsby area,
the bomb aimer called out and told
the pilot to get up higher as they
were flying at just over house-top level.
Fortunately he was able to climb to

instructor in January A
commission for which he was
recommended whilst on squadron
came through six weeks later.

Stan said that he found Winthorpe
little different from when he had
left less than a year before. This time
he was an instructor not a student, but
he noted: “as both you were treated
with respect, and what’s more, the
food was good”.

One aspect that was different related
to rank. In his new role as an instructor
Stan could be teaching a student of
a higher rank. He never found this a
problem and he believes that ‘respect’
was the order of the day and very
often, the higher the rank of the



Standing behind the
tail of ‘S-for-Sugar’,
left to right: Martin,
Booth, Bethell,
Worden and
crouched Bray,
Mclelland.

VIA STAN BRAY

Stan’s 467

RAAF Squadron
navigator Wally
Booth prc pictured
postwar at his
aircraft station.

VIA STAN BRAY

Another crew
grouping, left

to right: Booth,
Bethell, Worden,
Martin. Front row:
Griffin, McLelland,
Bray. via im CEORGE

student the more eager he was to
learn.

The type of training provided at an
HCU was different to the traditional
skills-based training programmes
students had previously encountered.
Having already passed exams for
their particular trade, HCU training
aimed to let the pilot become
accustomed to a different aircraft
and for the crew to develop into a
team. With so many crew members
coming from such varied backgrounds,
Stan wonders how it all managed to
work out so well.

With such a varied cross-section
of students and even of varied
nationality, many of them had different
accents. An important part of their
wireless/intercom training stressed

In addition to the ground-based
instruction, Stan maintained a steady
number of flying hours. Between
February 2, 1944 and July 24, 1945
Stan accumulated 95 hours and 40
minutes flying time on 64 flights
with 1661 HCU.

ONE OF THOSE DAYS

What these flying hours do not reflect
are the dangers inherent in HCU
operations. As many others have also
stated, Stan believes flying on the
HCUs was in some ways more
dangerous than flying on ‘ops’.
Instructor and students had to
undertake high-intensity flying at
different times of the day and night,
often flying during indifferent weather
conditions and in some cases on old
aircraft.

An entry in Stan’s logbook, greatly
underplays the events surrounding

“Stan believes flying on the HCUs was in some ways
more dangerous than flying on ‘ops’.”

the need to use standard phrases and
encouraged plain speaking. With
today’s modern communications
technology it is perhaps hard to
imagine that in World War Two very
few people had used a telephone,
other than an occasional call from a
’phone box.

To help overcome this problem,
Stan built a recording studio at
Winthorpe, with eight operating
points in it. One for each crew
member, and one for the instructor.
Stan had been on a speech-training
course held in London, by BBC
training staff. Using his new-found skills
Stan encouraged students to speak in
such a way that everyone understood
what was being said and why.

another flight:

June 20, 1944; Hour — 09:30; Stirling
‘K’ EF444; Pilot — Sgt Bowden; Stan’s
Duty — Staff; Remarks — Ex 10, Baled
out 3 engines UJS, pilot crash landed
alone, FIE killed.

Stirling ITT EF444 was detailed for
Exercise 10 — a daylight cross-country
aircrew training flight. Stan was
flying as Staff Wireless Operator.
His role was to assess the crew, which
was nearly ready to pass out of the
course. Also, with a seasoned Wireless
Op on board, they had a good chance
of getting back to base if for any
reason they got lost.

After a good breakfast, Stan joined
the crew of seven at the dispersal. Here
he found the Flight Engineer on the
wing, dipping the fuel tanks — when
he asked why, Stan was informed
that on a night flight a few days
earlier they had an engine cut-out, with

. the fuel tank empty even when the

gauge showed a quarter full.

Led by their skipper Sgt Bowden,
they took off at 09:30. The first leg
was uneventful. Having been airborne
for about an hour, Sgt Bowden noticed
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gave the order to abandon the aircraft.
Six crew members baled out leaving
just Stan and the pilot. After Stan took
to the silk Sgt Bowden opted to
remain with the aircraft, in part
because he was now too low but
also because he was close to some built-
up areas of Leeds. Sgt Bowden crash-
landed the Stirling in Dawson’s
Corner Field at Stanningley, near
Pudsey, Leeds.

Stan recalls a violent jerk just after
leaving the stricken aircraft, and his
first thought was that the parachute
had caught on the tailplane, but
thankfully, it was merely opening.
Looking down he could see houses,
gardens and greenhouses in his likely
landing area. He landed safely in

Stan contacted the police and they
took him out to the crashed aircraft.
Sgt Bowden had been taken to hospital
in Bradford. With the Fire Brigade
adopting a watching brief and despite
fuel soaking the ground all around the
crashed aircraft, Stan was allowed to
go back into it to retrieve the code
books and maps.

They then went to collect the other
surviving crew members, before
visiting the pilot in hospital.
Unfortunately the only person not to
survive abandoning the aircraft was
the diligent Flight Engineer, whose
’chute had failed to open. As Stan
remarked: “What justice?”

Stan telephoned Winthorpe and
transport was sent to take them all back
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that the Stirling had developed a
serious oil leak in the port outer
giving him no alternative but to
feather the propeller. The starboard
inner engine developed an oil leak as
well and this engine was also feathered.
The starboard outer then began to
show signs of trouble, and the artificial
horizon was also unserviceable!
They put out a ‘Mayday’ call but
received no response, so Sgt Bowden
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“I paid half a crown before war to see a chap
jump out of a plane and I've seen five of you
this morming for nowt!”

his hand and exclaimed, “Does tha’
know lad, I paid half a crown before
war to see a chap jump out of a
plane and I’ve seen five of you this
morning for nowt!”

where the remarkable string of
coincidences started to occur.
When he arrived home his mother
told Stan that he had just missed
seeing one of his elder brothers, who

D)



had returned to Newecastle the
previous day. The following morning
a letter arrived from Stan’s brother,
in which he wrote that while changing
trains at Leeds he heard an aircraft
that appeared to be in trouble — he
then saw people baling out of the
stricken aircraft. Little did he realise
that one of those people was his
younger brother.

Of the seven survivors only Stan and
Sgt Bowden flew again after the
Stanningley crash, the others were
transferred to other duties. Sgt
Bowden was later killed during a
raid over Hamburg.

FAREWELL TO STIRLINGS

Back at Winthorpe, Stan was taken
on as Assistant Chief Ground
Instructor to an Australian Squadron
Leader. He really enjoyed the job,
which despite involving a lot of
organising still gave Stan the chance
to fly occasionally.

By the end of 1944, the 1661 HCU
Stirlings were being replaced by
Lancasters, with the former being put
into storage prior to scrapping.
Instructors were ferrying most of
the aircraft to Maghaberry in Northern
Ireland and on December 30, 1944,
Stan flew as Wireless Op with Fg Off
Edy DFC when they ferried O-for-Oboe
across the Irish Sea.

For these flights the aircraft were
stripped of all but essential flying
kit and as they approached their
destination, they noted a loss of
brake pressure. Faced with a lengthy
return flight back to land on the
longer runway at Winthorpe they
opted to land in Northern Ireland.

As expected, after touching down
they were unable to stop, so at the end
of the runway the pilot just kicked the

A 1661 HCU
Short Stirling at
Winthorpe.
NEWARK AIR MUSEUM
ARCHIVE

rudder over and pulled the aircraft
clear of the runway. Fortunately no
one was hurt, so they left the crashed
aircraft and climbed into the aircraft
that had been sent over to return
them to Winthorpe.

On these trips to Northern Ireland
only three crew members were
normally carried — a screen pilot

decorated, but he had completed a very
difficult operational tour which had
left him very nervous, and he had done
very little flying since. With this in
mind, Stan refused the offer, as did
other screened Wireless Operators later
approached.

As he could not fly without a Wireless
Operator a volunteer was requested from

‘S-for-Sugar’ in the
Bomber Command
Hall at Hendon.

RAF MUSEUM
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who offered to take the aircraft and
he in turn engaged a Flight Engineer
and Wireless Operator. These were
usually people he had flown with
pretty frequently.

On January 14, 1945, Stan was
invited to help deliver Stirling III
EH988 to Maghaberry but was not
happy about the pilot. The chap had
been a first class pilot and well

a class of students, many offered and
a Sgt Littlemore was selected. Shortly
after take-off the Stirling developed
engine problems and a starboard engine
caught fire. It crashed near Mansfield,
Notts, killing all on board. The site is
now marked with a memorial One
has to question the wisdom of using
seasoned aircrew/instructors to fly
aircraft off to be scrapped.



COINCIDENCES ABOUND

Stan completed his time with 1661
HCU in July 1945. Before being
demobbed he went on to complete
No.72 W/Op Air Course at 14 Radio
School St Athan, Wales, between
September 7 and 28, 1945, on Avro
Ansons. He then also flew on
Lancasters with 1660 HCU at
Swinderby, Notts, between October
25 and November 8, 19435. Ironically
this was a course for instructors only
and as Stan remarked... “a bit late in
the day, but typical RAF”.

Stan recorded a total flying time in
his Observer’s and Air Gunner’s
Flying Logbook of 263 hours and 55
minutes (day) and 212 hours and
30 minutes (night).

In civilian life Stan became a salesman
and during the 1970s he and the fellow
members of his 467 RAAF Squadron

crew who had served on Lancaster

S-for-Sugar were frequently invited to
special events at the RAF Museum.
During a buffet at Hendon in June
1973 the coincidences surrounding
the Stirling crash at Stanningley again
became very real for Stan.

Stan became engaged in conversation
with a Frank Gilman, who owned an
engineering company in Oxford
which had been supporting the
restoration work on Sugar. Frank
added that prior to that time his
only involvement with the RAF had
been as a ten-year-old schoolboy
living in Stanningley near Leeds. He
was coming out of school one day
when he saw a Stirling crash land in
Dawson’s Corner Field near by, and
instead of going home for lunch he
went up to the crash site.

Frank was shocked when Stan

ABOVE LEFT: Stan Bray
in April 2003.

The Annesley
memorial to the
crew of Stirling
EH988. BotH AUTHOR

A memorial
moment for 467
Squadron at
Waddington.
Centre: left to
right: Ted
Willoughby (fitter
on ‘S-for-Sugar’),
Ken Worden and
Stan Bray. jm sHEFFIELD

proceeded to give him the date of the
crash and tell him that he had been
one of the crew members that survived
the incident!

The coincidences did not stop there.
Sitting nearby was a lady who had
overheard some of the conversation,
she turned to Stan and said. .. “Excuse
me, did you say you were the instructor
on that aircraft?” “Do you remember
who the pupil pilot was?” she asked.
“Yes, Sgt Bowden a former Leeds
policeman”, Stan replied. “Well”,
said the lady, “at the time of that
crash he was my fiancée!”

You can only wonder at how Stan
managed to survive all the close shaves
during his wartime career and what
is the probability of the coincidences
surrounding the Stanningley Stirling
crash. To quote Stan for a final time,
“Hard to believe but true!”
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