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For Oscar, the crew of Naughty Nan, and the other 55,000 airmen to whom so much is owed by so many.


May they never be forgotten.
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423700 Flight Sergeant Oscar Skelton Furniss, RAAF 12 July 1921–4 May 1944
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INTRODUCTION


This book tells the story of my uncle, Oscar Skelton Furniss, a young Australian whose love of aircraft and yearning for adventure took him to the other side of the world to serve with the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) as a member of Bomber Command in the dark days of World War II. While it is Oscar’s story, it is a tale that is impossible to tell in isolation and the narrative inevitably moves beyond his personal story to encompass the experiences of his six fellow aircrew at Royal Air Force (RAF) Base Waddington. The men flew an Avro Lancaster III, JA901, PO-N, from 467 Squadron, RAAF, under the leadership of Flight Sergeant, later Pilot Officer Colin Dickson, who was promoted at the briefing prior to his final mission. It was a dangerous occupation and survival rates were predictably low. On the night that Oscar’s luck ran out, at approximately 12.15 am on 4 May 1944 during a night mission to France, the Lancaster was shot down having just completed a bombing run over the barracks adjacent to the town of Mailly-le-Camp. Their aircraft in flames, two of the crew managed to bale out, landing in occupied France and miraculously evading the Germans for four months before that part of France was liberated and the men eventually reached London. Of my uncle Oscar and four other crew members, there was only the news that they had died with their aircraft.


Such was the family’s grief at the loss of this vibrant young man that, over the next 70 or so years, his name was rarely spoken and he merged into the shadows, becoming more ghost than substance, his entire existence gradually undermined to the point that he might never have lived at all. As the years passed, this increasingly came to trouble me, particularly once I took a position at the Australian War Memorial and began to realise just how many stories lay behind the 103,000 names on the Roll of Honour. So much effort was made to ensure that these names and the men and women whose existence they defined were not forgotten that I began to be haunted by the fact that my own Uncle Oscar had been almost forgotten by the very people who were his family. Not only did Oscar never know his six nephews and two nieces, more importantly, they never knew him.


Having reached this realisation and decided that his story had to be told, I was finally spurred into action by the sober truth that the health of Oscar’s last sibling, his younger brother Anthony, was slowly failing. If I did not capture his memories of the older brother he had idolised, they would die with him when finally he passed on. This was my last chance to ensure that Oscar lived again in the memory of his family and his growing list of descendants and that the spectral figure would emerge from the shadows to regain his humanity and become the real, tangible young man he once was.


So I set to my task, writing much of this story from a personal perspective, reconstructing Oscar’s early life and recreating his experiences in Canada under the Empire Air Training Scheme. This was no easy task as his flying log has been lost to the family and that part of his story can never be told. Gradually, as I mapped Oscar’s experiences, I realised that I needed to move beyond my focus on him alone and encompass the lives of the men who became his family during his wartime career — his crew. By the time I had concluded my research, even his aircraft, the Lancaster bomber known as ‘Naughty Nan’, had become a personality in the narrative, the object of the crew’s unswerving affection despite the fact that she was generally regarded as a ‘temperamental and unreliable kite’ by the men themselves. Her fate, of course, is inseparable from those of the five crew members who perished with her in a field in France.


After a lengthy search and some amateur sleuthing, I managed to contact the families of five of the six other crew members, including the children of the two survivors and Stan Jolly’s widow. These were emotional meetings and I experienced first-hand the suffering of the other families left behind. For some of these people their grief remains palpable even after 70 long years. Their memories of the young men they lost and who were Oscar’s closest friends to the end were vital to this story, just as the story provided a crucial link to their boys. For them, my telling of this story has been of almost immeasurable importance.


As the story took shape, I began to realise that, while the people were central, there were places that also held extraordinary significance. With the realisation that many of the RAF stations where Oscar trained have all but disappeared, I embarked on a mission to visit and photograph these bases. These stations were home to the young men of Bomber Command and, as in the case of Oscar and four of his crew, the places where they spent their last days on this earth. They bore witness to the incredible triumph of the human spirit and, sometimes in equal measure, the deepest sadness.


This book is, above all, the story of a young man who, alongside 55,000 others, cherished a dream that ultimately cost him his life. That the dream he pursued with such fervour also saw him fight for his country and the cause of freedom in one of humanity’s worst conflicts is probably no coincidence. As Oscar himself will reveal in the pages of this book, noble ambition was part of the idealistic dreams of young men of his age. Indeed this simply reinforces the fact that he, his crew and the thousands of others who fought in the skies across the breadth of western Europe do not deserve to be forgotten. In the pages of this book, Oscar will live and fly again and a new generation will discover the young man who perished over a field in France on his last, fatal mission.


Malcolm David Furniss Elliott 


Canberra, 2019




CHAPTER 1.


THE BOY FROM WENTWORTH FALLS


Nurse Dayhew’s ‘Yenwood’ Private Hospital, conveniently located directly across the road from the newly constructed Furniss home in Northumberland Road, Auburn, New South Wales, was an unprepossessing building with scrubbed floors and an air of starched efficiency on 12 July 1921, the day that Oscar Skelton Furniss made his appearance. Bertha Furniss was duly primped and preened and her new baby washed and swaddled, ready to greet her husband, ushered in by the bustling nurse. Bertha had already delivered a son, Frank, to her prosperous businessman husband, Oscar, but he was no less overjoyed by the arrival of a second son, whom he proudly named Oscar, as if to herald the onset of a dynastic line of Oscar Furnisses.


Two years later the Furniss family packed its goods and chattels and moved to the tiny, picturesque Blue Mountains village of Wentworth Falls. Oscar Furniss had spied that most precious of gems, a business opportunity. He had purchased Barr Real Estate, its offices occupying a prominent position at number 25 Station Street, opposite the railway station and next door to the Post Office.1 Oscar Furniss was determined to make his mark as a purveyor of quality real estate and, as principal of the now renamed Barr & Furniss Real Estate, he also added Justice of the Peace to his growing list of credentials. A man with a sound business head, he was a firm believer in the importance of occupying the vital ground, and proximity to the railway line, the principal form of transport from the busy heart of Sydney, was utterly essential. He regarded the railway as simply a means of carriage for potential customers of the Sydney well-heeled variety. Given the fashion for escaping the unhealthy and unwholesome conditions of the city to take health treatments at such establishments as the Queen Victoria Sanatorium, which lay in the clean and restorative air of the mountains, he reasoned that these gentlefolk must, of course, be in need of a holiday house in charming Wentworth Falls. He was just the man to ensure that their needs were met.
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The Furniss family home over the Barr & Furniss Real Estate office in Station Street, Wentworth Falls, circa late 1920s (Furniss family image).


For all that the Furniss family was among the better-known of the village’s residents, Oscar was content to raise his family in the rambling apartment above the Furniss & Barr Real Estate office, reasoning that he would lose valuable time commuting from a separate house in the village. Bertha was likewise content, enjoying her view over the railway station which disgorged fashionably dressed visitors — the subject of some fascination — at regular intervals. Little Oscar would not be the last of Bertha’s children and, in 1923, she gave birth to a daughter, Muriel. Ten years later, to her surprise, another son arrived whom the couple named Anthony and, four years on, a daughter Anne completed the brood. By then Bertha must have considered her duty well and truly done.
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Bertha Furniss, c. 1942 (Furniss family image).


The young Oscar grew up amid the natural beauty of Wentworth Falls where the scrubby, dappled eucalyptus forest gave way to sheer cliffs, rocky outcrops and dizzying overhangs, every crevice clad in a lush, tangled mantle of greenery. Far below, the valley floor wove a carpet of thick green foliage which extended as far as the eye could see. The richly varied bush setting was a haven for the adventurous and the village youngsters claimed it as their own. Oscar attended Wentworth Falls Primary School, a three-room, three-teacher school which was considered large and extensive for a country school. The local children sat dutifully at their wooden desks copying verses and mathematics from the chalkboard and trying desperately to concentrate through the hot, dry summers and to keep warm in the icy winters, the school’s playground often covered in a thick mantle of snow.


Having outgrown the tiny primary school, Oscar joined his brother Frank at Katoomba Intermediate High in 1934 where he embarked on his journey through secondary education. Oscar was a conscientious student with a healthy interest in learning, although he could be somewhat selective in his efforts. At the end of 1936 he dutifully stood before his father, watching as the elder Oscar Furniss brandished the letter containing his Intermediate Certificate results. The smug satisfaction on the young man’s face deepened with his father’s announcement that he had passed his maths subjects and, indeed, noted Furniss Pater with pride, he had scored a First Class pass in Maths II. His results in English, French, Latin and science were likewise the source of deep satisfaction and his father beamed approvingly. However the senior Furniss brow darkened with the move to his son’s history results. Yes, the results were equally stellar, but quite the reverse. Oscar had failed dismally, sacrificing history to concentrate on his other subjects.


Oscar remained at Katoomba Intermediate High until April 1937, when he left school to accept the offer of work on a dairy farm at Kyogle on the north coast of New South Wales. He was aged just 15 years and nine months, but was following a common trend among those of his generation. Schooling was compulsory until the age of 14 and, beyond this point, most parents saw little benefit in keeping children at school when they could be earning a living to help support the family or making their own way in the world. University was a dream that was generally the province of the wealthy and was not among the plans entertained by Oscar Furniss for his sons. Bertha Furniss however, had her own ideas for her second son. She was tired of the pressures of real estate that seemed to take her husband away from home at every turn and longed for some stability. She cherished the hope that Oscar would eventually become a gentleman farmer, establishing a holding on the fertile flood plain of the Nepean-Hawkesbury River that flows north, below the eastern escarpment of the Blue Mountains, 50 kilometres west of Sydney. There she hoped to share his idyllic life among fruit orchards and dairy cattle on the rich alluvial soils of the river flats, the soft lowing of cows replacing the rattle of the steam engines that laboured up and down the mountains.


But the unfortunate Bertha was ripe for disappointment as the hard life of a dairy farmer would fail to snare Oscar’s imagination despite the impossibly beautiful countryside in which he now lived. Lush pastures of electric green swept across hill and dale, bordered by verdant temperate rainforest. The pace of life was unhurried and generally dictated by the fat, contented cows which walked themselves to the dairy and stood obligingly as Oscar completed the milking rounds. But the hours were long and the chores endless and, after six months, Oscar moved on, seeking some variety. He was to experience more of the vicissitudes of farming over the next year, working initially on a sheep and wheat property surrounded by endless golden fields and cursed by the relentless need for rain. No happier here, Oscar moved again, finding employment in orchards close to home where he remained until the end of 1938. Perhaps it had been homesickness as much as the need for variety that had driven him from place to place.


In 1939 Oscar Furniss senior responded to his son’s apparent affinity for the land and supported his enrolment at Hawkesbury Agricultural College, hoping the young man would at least learn the basics of farming technique and graduate with a qualification of some description. As a businessman, Furniss senior could see the value in a career on the land, but only if it followed a sound course of preparation and training.


Hawkesbury Agricultural College was a well-respected institution in 1939 and, now part of the University of Western Sydney, is still regarded as one of the foremost agricultural institutions in the country. Established in 1891, its opening sent a clear signal that agriculture was to play a major role in the economic prosperity of the colony of New South Wales and that of the nation itself. The college is situated in the tiny town of Richmond which nestles in soft, green countryside close to the escarpments that define the rise of the Blue Mountains, on the lush plains that bound the Nepean River. The town is sited some 65 kilometres north-west of Sydney on a feeder line from the suburban railway network that serves the city, then a mere two hours’ travel by steam train. Oscar spent three years at Hawkesbury, studying horticulture and graduating in 1941 with a Diploma of Agriculture. Like the other students, Oscar boarded at the college. Despite this, Hawkesbury was close enough to home for him to feel the shadow of his father as he completed his studies, the memory of his stellar failure in history and the consequent wrath of Furniss Pater sufficient to ensure his dedication to his schooling — at least at first.


To Oscar’s dismay, he soon discovered that returning to study would not guarantee him an escape from farmyard chores. One of the duties of the students at Hawkesbury was the daily milking of the college’s cows. A number of Oscar’s classmates had grown up on dairy farms and, having endured the lifelong chore of milking, they flatly refused to perform this duty at college. Consequently, given his six months’ experience on a dairy farm, Oscar’s daily routine now also featured the morning milking roster.


Despite the potential ire of his father, however, Oscar’s report cards chart a decline in his initial enthusiasm for agriculture as the course progressed. Comments such as ‘not displaying sufficient interest’ and ‘more diligence required’ were not simply the result of muted protest over the milking roster. Something else was distracting Oscar and successfully diverting his attention from what were supposed to be studies that would equip him for his chosen career.


On the other side of the railway line from the college is the RAAF’s Richmond Air Base. A number of the college’s young men regularly gathered to watch entranced as aircraft such as the sleek, silver Hawker Demon and the much larger twin-engine Avro Anson were put through their paces. Several found their interest in farming now wavering as the metallic forms swooped and glided over the grounds of the college. Among these young men was one Oscar Furniss.
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Oscar seated next to the College Principal, Mr E. Southee, for his senior year photo in 1941 (image courtesy of Hawkesbury Agricultural College).


The declaration of war in 1939 was to cause a steady leaching of agricultural students from Hawkesbury, all keen to turn their ‘ploughshares to swords’. By the end of 1943, a total of 663 students had enlisted in the armed services with 177 opting to join the RAAF. Indeed, over the next two years, Oscar would meet a number of Hawkesbury graduates at air bases in Australia, Canada and the United Kingdom (UK).


Oscar Furniss had long cherished an interest in aircraft and, alongside his brother Frank and Frank’s best friend Gordon Hughes, had built model aircraft of every shape and size since he was a small boy. Frank had followed his own passion for aviation, studying by correspondence to obtain his wireless operator’s licence in mid-1938 and then securing a position with Qantas Empire Airways. During World War II Frank would regularly fly the ‘double sunrise’ flight between Perth and Ceylon (modern Sri Lanka) as a member of the Qantas aircrew in a PBY Catalina in what remains the longest nonstop passenger service in aviation history at 32 hours’ duration.


But Oscar was not interested in civil aviation, his senses mesmerised by the flash of forms that danced the skies above RAAF Base Richmond. He conceded that he would have to complete his Diploma of Agriculture, if for no other reason than to appease his long-suffering father who, after all, had financed his studies. But he was well aware that he would now use his diploma not to secure an agricultural plot on the banks of the Nepean River, but as collateral to enlist in the RAAF. Oscar wanted to fly.


By the time of his graduation from Hawkesbury at the end of 1941, Oscar was ready for his career change. A determined and headstrong young man, he was utterly adamant that he would be a pilot. He was a strapping lad, albeit not overly tall, standing just 5 feet 6 inches (168 centimetres) in his stockinged feet and weighing 9 stone 7 pounds (60 kilograms). Oscar was also a competent roadside mechanic, having dabbled in both motorbikes and cars, and a proficient sportsman at golf, tennis and table tennis. Like many country lads of his era, he was an excellent marksman and owned an FN .22 rifle.


In December 1941, Oscar Furniss finally made his life-changing decision. Certain that aviation rather than agriculture would satisfy his passion for adventure, Oscar presented himself at the Air Force Reserve Depot at Woolloomooloo and completed his application for entry to the Air Force Reserve. Like hundreds of other young hopefuls, desperately keen to serve their country in the RAAF, he now waited anxiously at home for the postman’s whistle, eager for news that he had been accepted. Oscar realistically assessed his chances as mixed and now cast around for some means of improving his qualifications. He noted that one of the entry requirements for aspiring aircrew was proficiency in Morse Code. Postmasters and postmistresses the length and breadth of the country conducted after-hours courses in Morse Code for young hopefuls who sought entry to the Air Force Reserve. For Oscar, this meant a brief 10-metre walk across First Lane from his home to the Post Office. The standard course provided 21 lessons and Oscar had no doubt that he could master the complexities of Morse given sufficient time and tuition. He gave little thought to the grim alternative — a return to farming should the Air Force decide it had no need of the services of one Oscar Furniss.
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Oscar home from college on his Matchless motorbike, June 1941 (Furniss family image).




CHAPTER 2.


A PASSION FOR FLYING


The Air Force Reserve to which the hopeful Oscar Furniss applied in December 1941 was a combination of the Active Citizens Air Force (ACAF) and the RAAF Reserve. Established in 1925, four years after the formation of the RAAF itself, its core roles notably included the useful employment of the large pool of highly experienced and often decorated World War I airmen. During the Great War, these airmen had served in the Australian Flying Corps, then a unit of the Australian Imperial Force, flying in Europe and the Middle East and performing tasks such as reconnaissance, artillery spotting and bombing while also fighting their highly skilled adversary, the German Air Force.


In the 14 years between the formation of the ACAF and the outbreak of World War II, the ACAF squadrons were the mainstay of training within the RAAF. By September 1939 approximately two-thirds of those wearing an Air Force uniform were reservists. This ratio was consistent with the original expectations at the time of the RAAF’s formation. At the outbreak of war, ACAF members were called up for the duration of the conflict and most transferred to the Permanent Air Force in order to serve overseas with Australian forces in Europe and the Middle East. This transfer was necessary because, under the Defence Act 1903, Army and Air Force reservists could not serve outside Australia’s territorial borders. The ACAF squadrons operated more than 20 types of aircraft and made a considerable contribution to the overall operational efficiency of the RAAF.


By 1940 Australia’s territorial borders included New Guinea and a large part of the Indian Ocean. While ACAF personnel were restricted to service in Australia, the expanded national borders saw them also sent to New Guinea and areas of the south-west Pacific. By 1940 the war had already encroached on Australian territory in the form of marauding German raiders.
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1940 map of Australia’s territorial borders mark the tracks of German raiders off the Australian coastline (source: John Coates, Atlas of Australia’s Wars, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 2001).


Oscar Furniss celebrated his last Christmas with his family in December 1941. Soon after, he received a letter informing him that his application to join the ACAF had been successful and instructing him to proceed to No. 2 Recruit Centre in Bradfield Park, Sydney (now the suburb of Lindfield), for recruit training. He farewelled his family in the early hours of 23 January 1942, his mother, Bertha, anxious and distressed that her time with her son was fast coming to an end. Oscar had become her favourite since Frank left home and she had taken some time to relinquish her dream of life on a dairy farm, cared for by Oscar and his family. This next phase of her life would simply have to wait until he returned when she would have more opportunity to persuade him to opt for the rural idyll she so desperately sought. She held Oscar close, releasing him only reluctantly for a final handshake with his father and a hug from his younger brother and sister. Oscar senior was increasingly proud of his second son, nurturing the image of a handsome young man in a deep blue uniform, pilot’s wings adorning his breast. Yes, this was a profession that would see Oscar acquire some stability — the RAAF would make a man of him. As Oscar tripped down the stairs, past the office of Barr & Furniss Real Estate, crossing the street to take the train, as he had so many times before, he turned and waved, certain that his family — particularly his mother — would be watching. This time there would be no turning back. This time his journey would mark the start of the realisation of his dream to pursue his passion for flying.
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