INTERVIEW WITH LIONEL HORNER

HEADINGTON 14 SEPTEMBER 2011

Leeds UAS. Tiger Moth

Arnold Scheme Coursed 42E. Stearman, Valiant, twin?

AON navigator course May-Aug 42, Panam. Commodore

3(O)AFU Bobbington Oct-Nov 42. Anson

29 OTU Market Harborough Mar-May 43. Wellington

1661 HCU Winthorpe Jun 43. Lancaster

50 Sqn Skellingthorpe Aug 43 — Sep 45. Lancaster. 33 ops including 15 to Berlin. 1%
op 10.8.43, last 6.4.45.

SB — Basically I wanted to chat with you about your career, you told me when we met
the other week that you did a double tour on 50 squadron, so perhaps we could start
with that.

LH — Well I had a very interesting career because I was a member of the University
Air Squadron when the war was on, at the beginning of the war. They let me finish
my degree.

SB — That was Oxford was it?

LH — No, Leeds. They let me finish my degree. They said to me ‘Right, we’re sending
you out to America.’

SB — The Arnold Scheme
LH — Ooo0, you know your stuff, don’t you.

SB — Well, a great friend of mine was on the first course.



LH — Was he really? Anyway they sent me out there to be trained as a fighter pilot
and I did the training on all of their aircraft. [ became a fighter pilot, I was still in
England and hadn’t reached America yet. I was told that they weren’t going to be able
to find me a space to be a fighter pilot in the American Army. They had enough
fighter pilots. I was to re-train as a bomber pilot. By that time I was out there and I re-
mastered as a bomber pilot. I finished the bomber pilot training and then I was told
that they were sorry, and they had enough pilots. They asked me to re-train again but I
told them that I wanted to be a pilot. I joined up with a big commercial firm, I became
a commercial navigator. I had been a navigator when I was in the RAF and now I
found myself as one for South American Airways. Then [ was commissioned, then I
came back to England and went through the usual process, away to America again, O
T U, 50 squadron and did two tours.

SB — How long were you doing the commercial flying for?

LH — How long? A little bit in between. It wasn’t a commercial job.

SB — So you came back to England when?

LH — 1942. So I was here at the beginning of the big English operations. I did more to
Berlin and that’s really why you are here. I am quite proud of this. I flew to Berlin
more than anyone else. 17.

SB — That was all in the first tour?

LH — I was lucky wasn’t i.

SB — So when did you get onto the squadron then?

LH — Do you want a precise date? January 1942.

SB — Taking a step back, before we talk about the squadron any more detail, where
did you do your O T U and HCU?

LH - O T U Market Harborough and HCU somewhere near ?? 1661. Does that ring a
bell?

SB — Yes, it does ring a bell. I can’t quite think at the moment where that was. But not
to worry. Right, you are on the squadron now then, and this is 1942, and you are
going through your first tour, 17 Berlin... there must be many memorable ops during
that time I would imagine. Any particular difficult moments shall we say? That you
can recall?

LH — Not difficult moments but a couple of pilots were involved in breaking the rules.
One flew over Sheffield to be with his girlfriend, and he lost everything. They
punished him and took him off flying. That was a bit savage.

SB — So you came to the end of your first tour, did you start the second one straight
away?



LH — I started the second one straight away with 50 squadron again.

SB - So you went straight back on to your second tour, there was no gap in
between...

LH — There was no gap in between, no. I had some shooting ups. One or two very
near things but I survived it all. And I was very lucky indeed to have wonderful

crews. Usual story.

SB — So when you started your second tour, did you join with the whole crew at the
same time?

LH — Does the name Alan Watkins ring a bell?
SB — No, I can’t say it does.

LH — Roger Hannaford?

SB — Roger Hannaford, yes.

LH — Well he has that qualification, whatever it means. And he used to fly the big
ones.

SB — Anyway, let’s get back to you. So you finished your second tour, when?
LH — Second tour...

SB — What were you flying at Leeds University Air Squadron?

LH — Tiger Moths.

SB — Right, Market Harborough with the Wellingtons... it’s not the dreaded
Nuremberg raid is it?

LH - Yes.

SB — I thought I recognised the date. What do you recall about that? Gosh your first
op.

LH — Very exciting. First op. 10" August.
SB — Yes that is the one isn’t it. The really bad one was March 1944.

LH — That one wasn’t mine. Berlin started ?? and as I said I did 17 of them.
Eventually I finished my first tour. I finished on the 25 February, was awarded the
Distinguished Flying Cross, given to me by George 6. There were only a few on the
second tour, and then finished.



SB — So we had five Berlin’s on the trot. What were your thoughts when you saw that
Berlin was on the target map again, you must have thought ‘Not again surely!’

LH — I did think like that sometimes. Don’t forget we had a distinguished record with
the 50" squadron. Did you know that? Did you know that we were the first that got
one of the Great Decorations?

SB — First DC?
LH — First DC. You knew that?
SB — Yes.

LH — Our squadron had a good reputation. Don’t forget with only a civilian
background, not a professional background like yours, it was all new and interesting.
The girls used to flock around me. Very interesting.

SB —I can believe it. A bit of a charmer. Are there any other incidents that stick in
your mind? Did you get any significant damage at any time?

LH — Yes. I got structure damage. Nothing memorable in that sense.
SB — Do you have your logbook?

LH - Yes.

SB — Perhaps it would be ok if I could have a look through that?

LH — Yes. Now or later? From your point of view are there any memorable stories
that you have come across? Or could you recall too many?

SB — Gosh, there are many. I think the thing that struck me most of all, with all the
chaps is coincidences. There is a friend of mine in Milton Keynes who was a wireless
operator on 158 squadron Halifax, and they were shot down on their 12 op, in
January ’45, on their way to Hanover by a night fighter. They all got out ok, and Jack
(the bloke who I am talking about) went on the run for seven days until he was
rounded up. He spent the rest of the war in a POW camp. 7 or 8 years ago now, we
were talking about it and I asked him ‘Do you know who shot you down Jack?’ and
he said that he didn’t have an idea. I wondered if I could find out. To cut a long story
short, I did find out who shot him down. He was one of the top score night fighters
and is still alive. I got them in touch with each other. And I took Jack out to Germany
to meet him. They spent 3 or 4 days together and got on like a house on fire. That was
pretty memorable.

LH — I think that is extremely memorable.

SB — It was. And they are still in correspondence now. Which is marvellous. The
other one that sticks in my mind is, when I was finishing off the research for that one,
there was one nation that I didn’t have much information on and that was Italy.
Through a student at my University, I got in touch with an Italian General who lives



quite close to Venice and I went out to see him about four years ago. He is 98 now,
he’s probably 99 now actually. He was a fighter pilot, he was telling me lots of stories
about escorting torpedo bombers that were attacking the Malta convoys and so on. He
described an incident to me, his wingman was shot down by Allied fighters, he was
damaged but managed to make it safely back to Italy. I asked him what aeroplane had
shot him down, he wasn’t too sure and told me that they were very unusual aeroplanes
with a ?? engine. Anyway about 6 months later, I was interviewing a Fleet Arm pilot,
who had come over for a squadron reunion, he lives in North America now. He had
flown ?? in the Western Desert and he started to describe to me a combat that he had
with two Italian fighters, where one was shot down and the other one was damaged
and flew away. As the conversation went on, it was obvious that there were many
points indicating that this was the same thing, it was the same combat. That was the
only Victory that the ??? scored. It was the only air to air victory that they scored over
the Mediterranean. He often said to me that he wondered if the other Italian had made
it back to Sicily, so I told him yes he did, and I had spoken to him about six months
earlier.

LH — That is quite a memorable name isn’t it, the ?7??

SB — Yes. What else. There is a chap in our branch of the ACA who did a full tour on
Hampdens, in fact he did 33. Not too many of those chaps around now.. so there are
many..

LH — Though they are still fascinating to us.

SB — So you were very enthusiastic about the Lanc were you?

LH — Very. They were really very reliable too. They would hold their height all the
time with no trouble.

SB — There isn’t much left off ??? is there now. It’s been pretty much built on from
what [ hear. May I have a look at your logbook now please?

LH - Yes.



