
Remembering where the bomber crashed 

 
 

Under this title in 2012, the Record published an appeal by local historian Ann Spokes 

Symonds that the College should commemorate a tragedy in its pre-history on 4 May 

1941, when a Whitley V aircraft on a training flight from RAF Abingdon crashed on the 

site of what is now the Leonard Wolfson Auditorium, killing all three crew members and 

a local resident. The College responded warmly, and on the anniversary of the crash, on 

Sunday 4 May 2014, the President unveiled a plaque on the wall of the Auditorium 

before an audience of some fifty persons, who included the nephew and niece of the 

aircraft’s wireless operator, and three surviving eye-witnesses. 

 

Before the plaque was unveiled, the President briefly welcomed everyone who had come, 

and invited the Bursar, Edward Jarron, to describe what had happened. His speech 

follows: 

 

___________________ 

 

 

‘It is 73 years to the day since Pilot Officer Charles Nairn Small took off from RAF 

Abingdon with his two crew members, Pilot Officer William Halley, the observer, and 

Sergeant John Alfred Mochan, the wireless operator, on a local training sortie in Whitley 

Bomber N1467 from the Operational Training Unit at RAF Abingdon to carry out 

practice take-offs and landings on the airfield. It was a sortie from which the crew never 

returned.  

 

‘The accident had been known about within the College since it was established in 1966; 

however, it was only last year that the building you see before you was commissioned on 

the site of the crash. It therefore seemed fitting that we should take the opportunity to 

establish a permanent memorial to the aircrew and to Mrs Frances Emma Hitchcox, a 

local resident who was killed on the ground. The memorial has been masterminded by 

Ann Spokes Symonds, whose research and initiative have been central to bringing the 

memorial into being.  

 

‘I feel privileged to be able to say a few words on this occasion, having started my career 

in the Royal Air Force as a bomber pilot, so I can understand some of the challenges Pilot 

Officer Small faced on that fateful morning.  

 

‘Interestingly, 4 May 1941 was also a Sunday, which did surprise me since in nearly 30 

years in the Royal Air Force I never flew on a Sunday except on an air display. But when 

I was in the Air Force there wasn’t a world war going on! 

 

‘The Whitley Bomber was not one of the Air Force’s greatest aircraft. One thousand eight 

hundred were built and they made a significant contribution to the war effort; however, 

having entered service in 1937, they were withdrawn from front-line service in 1942 and 



taken out of service altogether in 1945 – not a long life span when one considers that the 

current RAF Tornado entered the service in 1979 and is still flying. 

 

‘John Lloyd, the Chief Designer of Armstrong Whitworth Aircraft, was unfamiliar with 

the use of flaps on large heavy aircraft, so the Whitley was initially designed without 

them. To compensate, the wings were set at a high angle of incidence (8.5°) to give good 

take-off and landing performance. The problem was that, as speed increased, the nose 

needed to be lowered progressively to keep the aircraft flying level. As a result, the 

Whitley flew with a pronounced nose-down, tail-up attitude, which caused a great deal of 

drag. Not very efficient! 

 

‘During the war there were around 86 aircraft losses from RAF Abingdon, and 

interestingly half of them occurred near the airfield itself. Something like 180 aircrew lost 

their lives while serving at Abingdon and of these, 70 were in the fields around the base. 

Indeed, some seven aircraft were lost in the immediate Oxford area.  

 

‘The high ground of Boars Hill on the north end of the airfield was a particular hazard. In 

the memoirs of one Wing Commander Corby who was stationed at Abingdon during the 

War, he clearly remembered the dangers of Boars Hill. He stated that the early Whitleys 

were so underpowered that their angle of climb on take-off was about the same as the 

gradient of Boars Hill. Not a comfortable thought on a dark rainy winter’s night with a 

full fuel and bomb load on board! 

 

‘That is in sharp contrast to the aircraft I flew, which in certain configurations could 

climb from zero to 40,000 feet in 4 minutes, so I have much sympathy with Pilot Officer 

Small, whose aircraft struggled to climb at an angle no steeper that Boar’s Hill on two 

engines, and which probably meant that with a heavy fuel load it couldn’t maintain height 

on one.  

 

‘I suspect, however, that we did share the same emotions. A pilot’s first solo flight is 

generally accepted to be an exciting and slightly frightening experience, but for me it was 

the first flight in charge of an operational aircraft that remains in my mind as the most 

daunting.  

 

‘There is a massive step up from a tiny training aircraft like, in Pilot Officer Small’s case, 

a Tiger Moth and a Harvard, to a large powerful operational aircraft. I distinctly recall 

that on my first operational solo – as I taxied out for take-off, I hoped earnestly that 

nothing would go wrong – and I guess I was lucky!  

 

‘I don’t know whether this was Pilot Officer Small’s first operational flight, but it was no 

doubt quite close to it, bearing in mind Abingdon’s training role – and he was not so 

lucky.  

 

‘Eye-witnesses told of hearing one of the engines misfiring, which probably meant that 

for him and his crew in the mighty Whitley drag-master with a full fuel load, they had a 

struggle on their hands to maintain height.  
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‘The newspapers reported that “just before it reached the ground, the plane was seen to be 

in difficulties by people in many parts of the neighbourhood. The sound of the crash was 

heard all over North Oxford.”  

 

‘Derrick Holt of Headington was walking with a friend, Gordon Carter, beside the River 

Cherwell when they saw the aircraft circling. He recalls: “As it flew towards us from the 

direction of New Marston, the engines gave off four puffs of smoke before it dived 

directly at us. Fortunately, it started to flatten out and flew overhead before hitting the far 

bank of the Cherwell, sliding up Linton Road and exploding in a ball of black smoke, 

followed by the crackle of exploding ammunition.” 

 

‘So it happened that the aircraft, approaching from the direction of the river, struck the 

house that stood on this site and continued on to hit No 31 Linton Road, which is still 

standing, killing Mrs Hitchcox in the process.  

 

‘A truly tragic accident. And I hope that you will agree with us that this small piece of 

World War II history should be commemorated in perpetuity by means of the plaque we 

are about to unveil.’  

 

____________________ 

 

 

The President then thanked the Bursar and all the team of helpers in Wolfson who had 

worked towards the day’s event. She also thanked the historian Ann Spokes Symonds and her 

own colleague Roger Tomlin, who had been the driving force behind the memorial, and Liz 

Baird the Assistant Archivist. She recalled the initiative of the late Desmond Kay, Fellow of 

the College and Archivist for many years, who as long ago as 1989 suggested in the Oxford 

Times that there should be a memorial to those who died in the crash. She continued: 

 

‘There are, I believe, a number of people here today whose lives were directly affected by 

that crash. There are the nephew and niece of Jack Mochan, the wireless operator, Colin 

Robb and Karen Sherrington, and we’re very moved that they should have attended. There 

are three eye-witnesses here, Peter Brooks, George Fulkes and Richard Sorabji, who have 

never forgotten what they saw as small boys. There is Lois Godfrey, grand-daughter of the 

eminent family of scientists, the Haldanes, who lived in the big house, Cherwell, which pre-

dated the College, and who vividly remembers that Frances Hitchcox was the wife of Mr 

Hitchcox the farmer and bailiff; their cottage adjoined the farm buildings.  

  

‘But I also want to note that there were outcomes from this event in medical research, which 

have affected very many people’s lives to the good, and which link to present members of 

Wolfson. 

 

‘Our colleague Nick Rawlins, Pro Vice-Chancellor of the University, is the son of Surgeon 

Vice-Admiral Sir John Rawlins, who at the time was a medical student in Oxford training 

with the National Fire Service. He attended the crash and, despite the exploding ammunition, 



attempted to rescue one of the airmen. He went on to be Medical Director of the Royal Navy. 

 

‘Another Wolfson colleague, the immunologist Jon Austyn, had as his head of Department 

Sir Peter Morris, and both Jon Austyn and Sir Peter are here today. Sir Peter, Nuffield 

Professor of Surgery at the John Radcliffe Hospital and eminent transplant surgeon, has spent 

much of his career working on kidney transplants. Behind his work lies the example of Sir 

Peter Medawar, who was awarded the Nobel Prize in 1960 for his pioneering research into 

transplant surgery. This was inspired by his experience of the crash. Medawar was working in 

the School of Pathology as an experimental biologist in 1941, and he attempted to treat one of 

the severely-burnt victims by means of skin grafts from different parts of the victim’s body. 

As Sir Peter Medawar, he opened the new Oxford Transplant Unit at the Churchill Hospital 

in 1977, and referred to the crash on Linton Road as the event which inspired his pioneering 

research in immunology which made transplant surgery possible, and he linked his work to 

the work of Sir Peter Morris. 

 

‘In his speech at the opening of the Transplant Unit, Sir Peter Medawar said that, after his 

vain attempt to save the life of the airman, “I saw it as my metier to find out why it was not 

possible to graft skin from one human being to another, and what could be done about it. If 

anybody had then told me”, he went on to say, “that one day, in Oxford, kidneys would be 

transplanted from one human being to another, not as a perilous surgical venture, but as 

something more in the common run of things, I should have dismissed it as science fiction; 

yet it is just this that has come about, thanks to the enterprise of Professor Morris and his 

colleagues.”  

 

‘It is a remarkable outcome of the tragic event we are commemorating today. It is a tribute to 

those three young men serving in the RAF, and to the woman who lived and worked here, 

that so many people with connections to, and a historical interest in the air-crash, are here 

today.’ 

 

The President then unveiled the plaque, which reads: 

 

IN MEMORY 

 

of the crew of the Whitley V aircraft which crashed here 

on a training flight from RAF Abingdon, on 4 May 1941 

 

Pilot Officer Charles Nairn Small, pilot, aged 23 

Pilot Officer William Alexander Munro Halley, observer, aged 19 

Sergeant John Alfred Mochan, wireless operator, aged 20 

 

and of 

 

Frances Emma Hitchcox, local resident 

 

 

 


