Warrant Officer Pilot

LOUIS CLIFFORD ASHFORD
566345 Royal Air Force
Died
8 May 1942
Aged 26

Buried at Weston-super-Mare Cemetery

Section Y, Grave 231
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The Ashfords were not, despite appearances, a typical Blackdown Hills family. Jack Ashford, father of
Louis (he seems to have been Louis to the family, and Cliff to others) had been adopted by the Gill
family of Churchstanton.

Named Noel Ashford (a Christmas Day baby) he was the illegitimate son of Jane Ashford, a domestic
servant of Dunkeswell — no father is named on his birth certificate. He was born in the Honiton
Workhouse in 1889, and lived with the Gill family at Newton Cottage in Red Lane, Churchstanton. It
was not a good start to life; very likely his mother had no option but to give him up. The head of the
Gill household was James, a blacksmith; by the time Noel appeared most of the family were grown up.
By 1901 he’d become ‘John Noel’, and by 1911 Jack, which was how everyone knew him.

What was his connection with the Gill family? Curiously, on Clifford’s 1916 birth certificate (registered
by his mother) his name is given as ‘Jack Gill Ashford’. Could one of the sons have been his father?
Impossible to tell.

Jack had dreadful bad luck. Geoffrey Berry remembers his grandfather telling him that ‘[Jack] had met
with an accident as a teenager on Corfe Hill when a cart ran backwards and his legs were crushed by
the wheel going over them’. Added to this he had an accident in which he lost an eye. Given such
problems the Ashfords were not well off, but ‘[Jack] worked on the Chard roads, and dug graves and
looked after the Churchyard at Otterford. Also chimed the bells.’

He married in 1913; his wife Dorothy was working as a kitchenmaid at Otterhead (a house of 26 rooms
— quite a contrast to the 4 rooms in which Jack was living at Flood Cottage, Churchstanton at the same
time!) for East India Merchant William Black. She was born in 1891 in London, but — and again, a
surprise — her adoptive parents were actors, Whitmore and Violet Ledger; in 1911 they were lodging
with the rest of their theatre company in Barnsley.

The Ashfords had four children, two boys and two girls (Winifred Emily and Dorothy Joyce). Louis was
born on February 7 1916; the family then were living in Moor Lane, Churchinford. Geoffrey Berry



found a cutting (probably from the Somerset County Gazette) telling of another misfortune: ‘Another
sadness for the Ashford family, dated October 1921.

“Otterford. Child’s Sudden Death. Great sympathy is felt throughout the parish with Mr and Mrs J
Ashford of Birchwood whose little son, aged three and a half years, died after an illness of about 24
hours. It is supposed that the child [Arthur] had eaten some poisonous hedge berries. The funeral
took place at Otterford on Thursday 27" inst.”’

By this time the Ashfords were probably living at Staple Hill Cottage (or Tar Cottage, so called because
the walls were tarred to keep out the wet), on the main road at the end of Hornsey Lane. The cottage,
now a ruin, is still there.

Louis went to school at Huish’s Grammar School in Taunton, to which he must have won a scholarship;
in 1932 he came out 37 nationally in the limited competition for aircraft apprentices entering the
RAF. It must have felt like the way out to a new life for him.

Western Morning News December 21 1932

On January 10" 1933 Louis arrived, as part of the 27" entry (he’s on the 27"’s Roll of Honour), to start
his training at RAF Halton, Buckinghamshire.



‘Following the end of WW1, Trenchard’s vision of a permanent RAF was published in a now
famous memorandum which was endorsed by Winston Churchill, the Secretary of State for Air, in
December 1919. An RAF Apprentice Scheme based at Halton, was a key thrust in the paper.
Trenchard believed that the only way to recruit high quality mechanics for the ever-more
technical Service was to train them internally. At the heart of his vision was the recruitment of
well educated boys between the ages of 15 and 16 who, because of their resourcefulness and
intelligence, could rapidly absorb the necessary technical training , and thereby complete their
apprenticeship in 3 years, instead of the standard 5 years in civilian life.’ RAF History of
Halton

He joined No 2 Wing at Halton as an Aircraft Apprentice and completed his three year training in
January 1936, emerging as Aircraftsman First Class. He was posted to 16 (AC) Squadron in that
month, and then in March sent overseas to 6 (B) Squadron in the Middle East. Stationed at
Ismailia on the Suez Canal and at Ramleh in Palestine, the Squadron was part of the force dealing
with the developing problem of tensions between Jews and Arabs. In May 1937 Louis was
promoted to Leading Aircraftsman; he returned to England in September 1938 to 1 RAF Depot
(NE) Uxbridge, and thence in October to No 26 (T) Group:

‘No. 26 (T) Group has charge of the twenty-three Elementary and Reserve Flying Training Schools
which are run by civilian companies for the elementary (formerly ab initio) training of short-service
officers and airmen pilots before they go on to the R.A.F. Flying Training Schools of No. 23 (T)
Group.’ FlightGlobal/Archive May 24 1938

Evidently at this point he was moving on from air mechanic to pilot, specifically a ferry pilot, flying
planes from factory to Squadron or where ever was required.

By January 1939 he was back at Uxbridge, and later in the month joined 5 Flight Training School; he
was promoted to Corporal in April. After spending a short time at 9 Air Training School in July and
August, he returned to 5 Flight Training School and then on to No 2 Ferry Pool in September, having
been promoted to Sergeant. After a period at 4 Ferry Pool he moved on to 39 Maintenance Unit,
Colerne. At Colerne they handled Hurricanes and Spitfires, ferrying them out to North Africa, the
Middle East and Far East.

Late in 1940 Louis married Kathleen - Kay - Mooney in Weston-super-Mare. In April 1941 he was
promoted to Temporary Flight Sergeant, and in October to Temporary Warrant Officer Pilot, the last
rank before being commissioned. ‘Temporary’ was a wartime convention. He moved around
between 10 Maintenance Unit at Hullavington, 33 Maintenance Unit at Lyneham and 39
Maintenance Unit at Colerne.

It must have seemed to Louis at this stage of his life that, despite the War, things were going his
way: married, doing a job he no doubt loved and heading towards a commission. He was living at
Trimnels Farm, Colerne, with his wife there too one assumes. But it was Wartime, and things could
very quickly go awry, as, sadly, they did for him. On Friday May 8 1942 he was ferrying Spitfire VB
W3607 from 39 MU Colerne to the Unit’s Satellite Landing Ground at Starveal Farm, Woodstock,
Oxfordshire. It seems he lost control on approaching to land, and crashed, dying instantaneously of
multiple injuries and burns.

An inquest was held in Woodstock, and we have a full transcript. His Colerne Squadron Leader, H
Vernon L’Amy, giving evidence at the inquest, said that ‘The weather conditions were not ideal, and
you do get bumps there over the trees on the approach, and this might make the machine stall. The



landing ground is small and the speed has to be slower on this account. There is a very small factor
of safety in approaching the small landing grounds.’

Louis was given a full military funeral at Weston-super-Mare, his wife’s home town; there’s a detailed
account in the Somerset County Gazette. His death notice, evidently inserted by his parents, refers to
him as a Test Pilot; although his family still believe this to be the case, there is no other evidence to
substantiate it. As far as we understand from the records, he was a Ferry Pilot. He is buried in the
Commonwealth War Graves section of Weston-super-Mare Cemetery.

His wife Kay remarried in 1949, in Weston, to Stanley Baker. His mother Dorothy died in 1957, after
both she and Jack had gone to live with their daughter Joyce in Norton Fitzwarren, leaving Staple
Hill/Tar Cottage abandoned.

(My thanks to Bill Chorley, RAF researcher, for guiding my steps in investigating Louis Ashford’s RAF
career. Many thanks too to Louis’ nieces Val and Nina for sharing photos and family memories.)

A Satellite Landing Ground is typically an airfield with one or two grass runways which is designed
throughout to be "hidden" from the sky by using woods and other natural features to hide the
presence of aircraft and associated buildings. The landing grounds were mainly used
by RAF maintenance units which used the areas to disperse aircraft to reduce the likelihood of attacks
from the air. — Wikipedia entry for location of Satellite Landing Grounds.

No. 2 Satellite Landing Ground, Starveal
Farm,Woodstock: 51.51'.18" North
001.20'.42" West. Opened on 14 June
1941.

Spitfire VB W3607 had served previously
with 41 Squadron, a fighter squadron
which was equipped with Spitfire VBs
between August 1941 and March 1943,
by which time it was re-equipping with
Spitfire Xlls. W3607 was produced at
Chattis Hill, and had a Merlin engine.
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Mural at Starveal Farm — working on a Spitfire.
From WW2 Airfields of Oxfordshire

Louis Ashford’s grave, Weston super Mare



http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Royal_Air_Force_Maintenance_units
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Transcribed details from the Record of Service for

Warrant Officer Pilot Louis Clifford ASHFCORD [566345]

Surname:

Forenames:

Service Number:

Rank:

Date of Birth:

Place of Birth:

Date of Enlistment:

Killed in Action:

Promotions:

Movements:

Honours and Awards:

ASHFORD

Louis Clifford

566345

Warrant Officer

07 February 1916

Chard, Somerset

10 January 1933

08 May 1942

See attached

See attached

General Service Medal w/c "Palestine”
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Warrant Officer Pilot Louis Clifford ASHFORD [566345]

Movements

Date of
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Warrant Officer Pilot Louis Clifford ASHFORD [566345]

Promotions, Reclassifications, Reversions

PRCMOTIONS, REGLASS’;I:E,_ICATIONS;:
REVERSIONS; ~

Desmﬁh ipn‘."\'

Authy.,

Date o
C. Form. aeent

Effect,

104133

{71/3.4... ‘
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@xiumghfrg] Derosirions of Witnesses touching the Death of LOUIS CLIFFORD ASHFORD
TO WIT f

severally taken on Qath, and acknowledged, on the behalf of our Sovereign
Lord the King, at the Ibwelling Houss-of Fublic Assistance Institution

in the Parish of Woodstogk = = = = = = = = = — in the County
of Oxford, on Monday - = = - - - the Eighteenth - - - - -
day of May - - - - - - one thousand nine hundred and forty two
before me  Harold Lembourn Franklin - - - = = = — = = — =
His Majesty’s Coroner for the Central - - - - - District of the said
County, on an Inquisition then and there taken on view of the Body of the
saiid  LOUIS  CLIFFORD - - —  ASHFORD - - — - — — — then

lying dead as follows (to wit]

At Teabaz COLLINS

I am a 3quadron Leader in the R.A.F. and Senior Kedieal
Officer at the:.R.A.F.3tation at Eidlington.

On the afterncon of 8th lay last the body of deceased
was brought to my Station and I examined the body, which was the
same one which the Coroner viewed at my Station on the 10th lay
last, according to information given to me.




?'{"1,,,:
ERNEST. PARKS

1 am an Aircrafisman in the Royal Air Force stationed at
Colerne, #ilts, to which Station deceased belonged.

On Friday the 8th kay 1942 I was on duty at that
serodrome, and at approximately #-50 p.m. I strapped deceased
into a 3pitfire Aircraft No. W.3607 which then taxied across the
aerodrome to take gff from the runway. iﬁ $4ﬁ€£‘be?&l£ﬂ~iﬂwﬁl{

. [ fa dapg - - i

TP Pk,

Hoifrerd prxon

I am a Corporal in the Koyal air Force stationed at
Starvall, Wootton, Oxon. '

At approximately /-/7l.on 8th lay last I was about %o
eross the aserodrome to Headquarters when I noticed a Spitfire

Adreraft doing a left hand circuit prior to landing. I stopped
to watch it and waited for it to land before crossing the
acerodrome. The aireraft was completing its left hand eircuit
banking to the left and approaching from the South West at a
very Asvy — altitude and travelling very slowly.

On the point of straightening out from the left hand
turn 1 saw the aircraft do 2 half roll to the right and fall
into an inverted dive at about 60 degrees from the horizontal
disappearing behind the trees fringing 2 site. I then saw
smoke rising from behind the trees. I shouted to the men
working on FNo. 3 site "She's crashed" ordered them to follow me
and ran to the scene. On the way I instructed A.C.Marston to
pick up en extinguisher and at that moment I saw the fire tender
proceeding at full speed to the crash, so I instructed Marston
to drop the extinguisher teo enable him to run faster. I, with
others rendered all possible assistance.
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R e PIERCY
I am a2 Flying Officer in the Royal iir Force aff

M&rwﬁ Earn

I did not see this crash, but later I examined the
wreckage of&Spitfire Aircraft He«—l.-360%
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CERTIFIED COPY OF AN ENTRY OF DEATH GIVEN AT THE GENERAL REGISTER OFFICE

Application Number 5552342-1

REGISTRATION DISTRICT CHIPPING NORTON
1942 DEATH in the Sub-district of Chipping Norton inthe County of Oxford
Columns:— 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
No. Name and surname Sex Age Occupation Cause of death Signature. description and When Signature of

residence of informant registered registrar

e gwmu;muc?%r ssneralX o} ok %ﬁt% )\Sg _

148 Wodlon Q./\/,Zy z?;gPséofsﬂakﬂg%csbﬁ G oemw.wv 7\(4
Ol |- x

NRSCBRAS & T EVRER Uy
_mlor O Veress Y .rﬂ.,wxr 7».; \942 | 104 -

CERTIFIED to be a true copy of an entry in the certified copy of a Register of Deaths in the District above mentioned.

Given at the GENERAL REGISTER OFFICE, under the Seal of the said Office, the 25th day of March 2014

DYD 669848 See note overleat

CAUTION: THERE ARE OFFENCES R ALSIFYING OR ALTERING A CERTIFICATE
AND USING OR POSS TFICATE “CROWN COPYRIGHT

WARNING: A CERTIFICATE IS NOT EVIDENCE OF IDENTITY.
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WESTON SUPER MARE WAR GRAVES CEMETRY



E.D. Letter Code. WPJG Borough, U.D. or R.D. /gW M RD Rms::hs?‘x;'Dmmct jo X//

SCHEDULE. | SURNAMES 9 e Biare- S ;
ADDRESS. LT AND s’ or W, PERSONAL OCCUPATION. Ses INSTRUCTIONS.
| Mo ii}"’ OTHER NAMES, i Do (X {’; 5 e e
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Thus record is officially closed.
This record is officially closed.

This record is officially closed.
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This record is ofﬁc;ally closed.
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This record is officially closed.
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