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Keith Fletcher was born in Chesham in 1940. He has lived in the town all his life apart from two years in the United States.
A qualified physicist by training, he spent most of his working life with Amersham International, formerly the Radiochemical
Centre. Since taking early retirement, Keith has developed his interest in local history and now writes and lectures on the topic
and is also a voluntary heritage contributor to Town Talk, Chesham’s free community magazine. He is delighted to have been
able to work with John Young to compile this historic document.
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John Young

John Young was born in Bristol in 1930 but moved with the family a year later when his father’s job with a major bank moved to Chesham. He started his
schooling at Chesham Prep School, then in Station Road, and was only 5 years old when his interest in aeroplanes first became apparent. A small biplane
landed in a field near his home and not only caught his attention but captured his imagination. It was part of Cobham’s Flying Circus which gave flying dis-
plays all over Britain during the nineteen thirties. This early contact with aviation was to influence the rest of John’s life. By the time he first saw the RAF
display at Halton in 1939 he was already busy with his pencil making sketches of the flying machines that had made such an impression on him. After a
period at Whitehill Boys School he moved to Dr Challoner’s Grammar School where he was to have more direct contact with aeroplanes.  One day a
Magister crashed into the trees at the end of the sports field and provided priceless souvenirs for the interested schoolboys.
Shortly afterwards the school obtained an instructional airframe, a twin-engine Monospar, for it’s Air Training Corps.

In 1943 John changed schools when he was sent by his father to the Royal Grammar in High Wycombe where his contact with planes continued for their Air
Squadron had a Hawker Hind, a magnificent biplane.
Further interest, joy and happiness was obtained by regular visits to Bovingdon Airfield which had been taken over in 1942 by the American Eighth Army
Air Force with their B17‘s and B24’s. Planes were frequently parked on the concrete panhandles behind the White Horse at Whelpley Hill and these close-up
views plus a few trips occasionally inside the planes further fuelled John’s interest in aviation. More importantly John maintained a diary of his frequent
visits to the airfield and other related venues and this monograph is a unique record of his personal recollections with some additional historical notes.
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Bovingdon Airfield - Formal History 1

Bovingdon Airfield lies 535ft above sea level in the Herttfordshire countryside, two miles south of Berkhamsted and close to the village of Bovingdon. It was
built in 1941/42 by John Laing & Sons Ltd  as a standard Class A RAF bomber airfield with three runways but never was developed to that standard . The main
NE/SW runway was 1,634 yards (1,494 m) long and the two secondary runways were 1,433 yd (1,310 m) long each. Over 30 dispersal hard standings were
built extending into the woods, locally known as Strawberry Woods at the North of the airfield. The technical site and four T2 hangars were located in the
south-east corner of the site.
On 15 June 1942, No. 7 Group, RAF Bomber Command took up residence at Bovingdon. Operational missions were flown in June and July by the RAF until
the field was turned over to the USAAF in August. The 92nd Bomb Group came to this country at the completion of its training in the United States expecting
one thing: OPERATIONS-the chance to take on the enemy in the skies over Europe and to fight it out with him. It was with this single purpose in mind that the
Group carried on its day to day existence; but upon arrival at this station, the unit was immediately ordered to exchange its new ships for the battle damaged
ones of the gallant 97th Group. The personnel were then told by Lt. General Ira C. Eaker (then Major General), who was at that time Commanding general of
the 8th Air Force, that they were to staff a training centre for heavy bombardment crews. The loss of their planes was taken more or less in stride by the group,
and repair and modification work began at once on the "beat up Es" inherited from the 97th. The men could see the logic behind the exchange of planes, though
of course they were not exactly happy about the idea; but to be taken out of the big fight without even hearing the sound of the bell was nearly a mortal blow to
the morale of the organization.
"Why the 92nd Group?" Was The question in everyone's mind. The comments ran something like this: "We are not trained for this job!" "We don't know any-
thing about combat yet!" "Why had we not been told before?" And even "What did we do wrong to draw this detail?" Some of the reasons "Why the 92nd?"
later revealed themselves, but not all of them.
Bovingdon Airfield to which the Group was assigned was designated as AAF Station 112. The field, which had been designed by RAF engineers as an opera-
tional base, was partially completed. With discontent everywhere, the men of the group went about this work of completing the field, setting up equipment for
maintenance and organizing the system of supply. In their leisure time the discontented men fortunately had something very big to occupy their minds: a new
country and a new people. For the 2,500 Americans there were things to find out: "How far was it to London ?" "What was a 'pub ?" "Where was the nearest
cinema ?""Just what were the English people like ?" "Did the sun ever shine ?" "How much did a bike cost ?" "How much was that in real money ?" "Can I get
up to .... and back on a forty-eight hour pass?" "I've got relatives up there that I have never seen". And so the queries ran. But despite the fascination of the new
country, and the amount of hard work that was necessary to get the field going, the big thoughts in mind were still "Why the 92nd?" and "What can we do to
make them change their minds?" Colonel Sutton was furious and pledged himself to work unceasingly to have the organization reinstated for combat.
Permission was granted in September for the 92nd to take part in several combat missions in the interest of gathering necessary battle information to be taught
in the school. Targets attacked by the Group were:
DATE /TARGET  LOSSES
4 September   1942 Meault, France 1
26 September 1942 Cherbourg, France 0 (diversion-airdrome)
2 October       1942 Meault, France 0
9 October       1942 Lille, France 1
21 October     1942 Cherbourg, France 0(diversion-airdrome)
Other groups flying on these raids included the 97th, 91st, and 301st bombardment Groups.
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These five missions flown by the 92nd plus others being made at that time in which the 92nd did not participate were, however, bringing home to the group
with great force, the seriousness of daylight high-altitude bombing. The missions also revealed dangerous weaknesses in the Group's combat technique. For ex-
ample: they found their formations looked good to the eye of a camera, but did not permit maximum firepower for self defence. The aiming technique of the
gunners was alright according to existing classroom ideas, but the enemy planes were not being hit. Navigation, because of radio aids and different weather
conditions was full of new problems. The bombing technique proved itself to have an outstanding weakness, the pilots, through no fault of their own, found it
nearly impossible to hold the plane level and true in the midst of fighter attacks and bursting flak. The bombardiers, bombing from an unstable platform, were
not able to hit targets with true accuracy. These combat weaknesses and many others showed themselves on those first missions, proving to the group the ne-
cessity for further training, training to cover the gap between the generalization of the OUT schooling in the U.S and combat in the European Theatre of Opera-
tions. It was this advanced, fine-grain training that had been anticipated by General Eaker, and the assignment to set up the school for carrying out this training
had been given to the 92nd Group. The assignment did not just concern itself with the training of the 92nd personnel, but rather with all combat crew replace-
ments for the entire 8th Air Force. It was a big assignment, worthy of the best efforts of a fine organization. The need for the school was then apparent to all,
still the Group balked at the idea. The Combat anticipating hearts and minds of these men could not be reconciled to the monotonous duties of school teaching
no matter what accompanying circumstances existed. It was decided, therefore, after much discussion within the organization and between representatives of
the Group and General Eaker, that the Unit would be divided in two. Those interested in the school and necessary to the school would be assigned to it; those
interested in combat and indispensable to the Group's operation as such a unit would be assigned to the Group.
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Bovingdon Airfield - Formal History 2

The 92nd group personnel settled down under Colonel Sutton but they were were very unhappy with conditions at Bovingdon. The barracks were dirty and san-
itary facilities were in poor conditions. Also the British food was not to their liking. However the Americans settled in and the locals generally made them very
welcome although scuffles were frequent . The English pubs were a welcome retreat and they were offered free use of Chesham & Ley Hill Golf Course. The
Americans also enjoyed our fish and chips and the company of local girls. Of course, these girls appreciated gifts of candy, nylons, cigarettes and items that
were rationed in the UK. Early in January 1943 the 92nd transferred to Alconbury where it eventually reformed as a combat group. A few of the personnel and
B-17E’s remained at Bovingdon and most combat crews of other bomber units arriving in Britain during the next two years received their training at this sta-
tion, which was assigned the label Station 112. As it was the nearest USAAF airfield to the Eight Air Force and other command headquarters, Bovingdon
housed several other units including the Eighth Air Force Headquarters Squadron and the Air Technical Section both with a variety of aircraft types.
General Eisenhower’s personal B-17 was housed in Hangar No1.
Bovingdon was used by all manner of American aircraft being as it was the nearest Eighth Air Force base to London and various Command headquarters and
was also a staging post for aircraft returning to the USA. All this activity was a great source of excitement to John and his young friends.
In the autumn of 1942 the crews of the 15th Photo Mapping Squadron of 3rd Photographic Group had been frequent visitors to the airfield before they moved
to join the Twelfth Air Force in North Africa. The squadron’s most famous airman was it’s Commanding Officer, Lt Colonel Elliot Roosevelt, one of the four
sons of the US President. His mother Eleanor later officially visited the field. Most of the American film stars that came over to entertain the troops passed
through Bovingdon, among them Bob Hope, Bing Crosby, Clark Gable, James Stewart, William Holden, Frances Langford and Glenn Miller.
Relationships with the locals improved greatly when Col. Howard Agne became Commanding Officer of Station 112. He visited many local organisations and
young ladies were invited to the base for dances and children were invited for parties.
All the administration buildings and aircraft hangars were located on the airfield but the accommodation for servicemen was in a series of buildings located
between Ley Hill Road, Long Lane and Shantock Hall Lane. In addition to the billets, there was a mess hall, cinema, chapel, clubs, education office and brick
built bomb shelters were dotted around the area.

The Sites (see map on next page)
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The most famous B17 to fly out of Bovingdon during the period 1942 to 44 was the “Memphis Belle” which returned to the USA in June 1943 after 25
missions. It later was featured in a popular movie. Later the site was the location for a number of large scale movies.

In late 1944 the Centre’s work was phased out. The advanced training of crews had improved greatly back home in the USA
and it was decided that Bomber Groups would be responsible for their own operational training. Most of the remaining personnel
at Bovingdon were assigned to the Air Disarmament Command but their stay was brief. The airfield was taken over by the
US Air Transport Command. They mainly operated C47 Dakotas which were a feature in the local skies until the USAF left
Bovingdon in 1962.

The RAF were also back at Bovingdon by Spring 1946 for a brief stay before it was handed over to the Ministry of Civil
Aviation. A number of commecial airlines such as BOAC, Hunting Clan, Shorts and Harland Bros were based there.

By 1949 the American 7531st Air Base Squadron came to the airfield along with communication and support units. They
also operated Dakotas. The 7531st squadron is commemorated with a plaque on the front of the village memorial hall.

From 1962 the RAF Southern Command Squadron operated from Bovingdon and their Anson C19 planes also became a
familiar site in the local skies.

Flying at Bovingdon eventually ceased in January 1969 and in 1978 the site was sold, the technical site being developed
into The Mount prison.



The local pubs became very popular with the American troops. Here a group are relaxing with
P.C.Lord, the local bobby, and Horace Gurney, the landlord of The Three Horseshoes at Pudds Cross.
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 I’m sitting in my car at Bovingdon, 30 miles north of London, having just driven the length of  the runway, one of the few left intact on the WWII bases used
by the bombers of the Eighth Air Force in England. The ruins of the control tower are now masked by earthworks thrown up from the construction of a prison
in the area where four hangars once stood. On my way home I shall pass through the village where B-17’S crossed the public road to reach their dispersal areas
on farmland adjacent to the airfield. A cluster of these panhandles still provide  a solid foundation for a community of mobile homes.
 I have been approached to share my thoughts because collectors of aviation art have a keen interest in what motivates an individual artist. The reason I paint
subjects featuring the aeroplanes that were based here is undoubtedly that my most formative years were spent in this place, witnessing the scenes that became
part of history. Just to sit here brings back powerful memories - not all visual. While the light and the shade, clouds and trees trigger recollections of countless
landings and take-offs, I am also reminded of the sounds - of engines running-up on a frosty morning, of the crackle of deep tyre-treads on the military trucks,
of the squeal of brakes on a Fortress, of American talk, singing and cursing ! I could go on, but nostalgia can soon become a pejorative word.
 John, I hear you cry, what has all this to do with painting a Mustang in a dog-fight over Berlin ? I don’t know. I can only say that this sort of recall does help.
Maybe it’s because I believe that the magic play of light on an aeroplane can produce a more powerful image than worrying if it has the correct number of
windows, guns or goofle-switches.
 I guess other subjects are adequately looked after by other evocations in different places; I just happen to live here, able to summon up a picture of activity
around the aircraft nearly fifty years ago. Nobody can come here today armed with all the audio-visual equipment they can muster and take away the image of
what went on in those days. But it is forever in my memory. So perhaps the artist has a duty to try to convey such things.
 I set out to do this in “Very Important Painting” where I showed a crewman painting a vital symbol of a bomb on the nose of the B-17 to record the mission
tally. An Eighth Air Force vet wrote to me saying “I was the guy on that ladder in your painting” - a confirmation that a memory had been stirred and preserved
in print. That is my job.
I will drive away now. Will the ghosts of ground crews on bicycles coming through the village street be on the wrong side of the road ? Will twenty Fortresses
play their usual trick and land just as I get home ?
 So I say to my friends in the Gallery on Perimeter Road at Boeing Field that I can only compliment them on the choice of Heritage for a name. Every time I
examine old photographs of roll-outs at Seattle of 247, 299, Stratoliner, P-26 and other historic Boeing prototypes, I look at those buildings in the background
-the big brick hangar, the old terminal building-and I feel once again this vital sense of place. You are in that place, which abounds with the most exciting
visual memories of your country’s aeronautical heritage.

Reprinted from “Heritage Aviation Art News. The newsletter of gallery on Boeing Field”. 1992
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After Art School and National Service in the RAF, where perversely he had little contact with aviation, John landed a
dream job as an artist with Samson Clark advertising agency, painting pictures of planes and sections of planes.
Not only did he gain invaluable experience with this company but he also met his wife Barbara there and they married in
1959. His ten years with the firm set his trademark of vivid lighting and beautiful landscape. In 1960 John went freelance
to further expand his talents and to explore the world of fine art. In a constant search for authenticity he has taken every
opportunity to fly around the world and traveled in 60 different types of  Aircraft.
He exhibited regularly in the exhibitions of the Society of Aviation Artists, later to become the Guild of Aviation Artists.
John is a founder member of  the Guild, has served as it’s Chairman and was awarded the Guild’s medal in 1983. In addi-
tion to countless other awards, numerous private and corporate collections in the UK and US contain John’s work and the
RAF Museum at  Hendon displays 45 of his original works. John Young has long been regarded as one of the world’s
leading aviation artists. His paintings combine a truthful representation of technical subjects with sensitivity to many
moods of sky, land and sea. And of course with his range of talents John is not limited to just aviation pictures.
He’s an accomplished landscape artist too. Although nominally retired John still paints regularly at his home in Chesham,
which he loves so much.
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