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J33 Entry Graduated December 1934
SURNAME INITS
BICKNELL LC
SAWYER HC

Fewest of the Few Supplement






Bicknell Leslie Charles  
(J33 Entry, A Squadron)  

Bicknell was born on 9th April 1913 and joined the RAF in January 1930 as an Apprentice. 
He signed an engagement for 12 years on 9 April 1931, his 18th birthday. Bicknell entered 
the RAF College Cranwell on a cadetship in January 1933. He graduated on 15 December 
1934 with a permanent commission and joined 29 Squadron at North Weald on the same 
day. 

He was posted to 65 Squadron at Hornchurch on 30 December 1936 as a Flight 
Commander.  

In April 1938, Bicknell collided with Pilot Officer RRS Tuck whilst they were practising 
aerobatics and although his tail unit was sheared off, he managed to land safely.  

Bicknell went to the School of Photography at Farnborough on 1 January 1939 as a 
supernumerary.  

He joined 23 Squadron at Wittering from HQ 6 Group on 20 January 1940 and assumed 
command on the 23rd. He held the appointment until 12 August 1940, when he was 
posted to Fighter Sector Wick for Ops Room duties. 

Bicknell later graduated from the RAF Staff College. He retired from the RAF on 20 June 
1949 as a Wing Commander, retaining the rank of Group Captain. He later went to live in 
South Africa and died there in 1991. 

                                                                    __________
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13 Group controlled RAF squadrons deployed in the Midlands. The acknowledged 
Cranwellian ‘ace’ was Jimmie Elsdon (72 Sqn), with six successes. Two Cranwellians 
(Noel Benson and Basil Way) lost their lives on Ops with 13 Group. 

Miles Miley joined 25 Sqn at Hawkinge. He was still with the squadron in early July 1940, 
but was attached to the Air Fighting Development Unit at Northolt on 15 August. In the 
early evening of 15 September, Miley was flying as a passenger in Beaufighter R2067 
from North Weald, with Fg Off HMS Lambert as pilot and LAC JP Wyatt as crew. The 
aircraft crashed near Kenley aerodrome at 1820 and all three men on board were killed. It 
has never been established whether the crash was an accident or the result of enemy 
action. On that day, Feldwebel Neuhoff of JG53 claimed a Blenheim destroyed, but none 
was reported lost on the 15th. It is possible that he may have mistaken the Beaufighter for 
a Blenheim, if indeed he did shoot it down. Miley was buried in St Andrew's churchyard, 
North Weald, Essex. 

On 3 July, Basil Way shared a Do17; on 8 July he claimed a Me109 destroyed and shared 
another; on 24 July two probable Me109’s; on the 25 July another Me109 destroyed. 
Immediately after this victory, he was shot down and killed, crashing into the Channel in 
his Spitfire R6707.  

Of the Cranwellians serving in 13 Group, all were flight cadets except Temlett who, despite 
starting his training at the RAF College, transferred to the RAFVR when the College closed 
down at the outbreak of WW2. 
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Not strictly part of 11 Gp, but based at RAF Tangmere, the Fighter Interception Unit was 
formed and commanded by Peter Chamberlain, following his pioneering development work 
on air interception radar. Henry Eeles is also unique in that he is one Cranwellian who 
declined the offer of the Battle of Britain Clasp, despite having earned it as OC 263 Sqn 
operating Whirlwind and Hurricane aircraft. Charles Bacon, Ferdinand Baraldi and David 
Fulford were three Cranwellian participants who received their flying training from the 
SFTS at RAF Cranwell. 

On 12 Group operations, Tim Vigors (222 Sqn) appears to have been the outstanding 
Cranwellian ‘ace’ with five successes during the Battle of Britain.  

Arguably a better known Cranwellian in 12 Group was Sir Douglas Bader who, as OC 242 
Sqn, famously advocated the ‘Big Wing’ Ops concept despite fierce opposition from 11 
Gp who, being closer to the enemy lines, could not assemble a comparable ‘Big Wing’ in 
time to repel the oncoming Luftwaffe forces; they opted for finger four formations attacking 
the enemy aircraft in pairs, a mode d’emploi which was to become SOP in ‘Rodeo’ fighter 
sweeps over France after the Battle of Britain had been won. Bader was attributed four 
successes (1½ x Do 17, 1 x Bf109, 1 x Bf110) in the Battle of Britain. It is postulated that 
he was shot down - some believe blue-on-blue - in 1941, captured by the Germans and 
enjoyed the hospitality of Colditz Castle till the end of the war. 

Having been posted from 1 Sqn to 242 Sqn on 21 September, Michael Homer was shot 
down and killed on 27 September when his Hurricane aircraft P2967 crashed into a wood 
near Sittingbourne. 
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Our research has been unable to verify some of the squadron movements and 
(re)deployments, but we have established the contribution made by Cranwellians in 11 
squadrons (56, 151, 249, 253, 264, 312, 601, 603 605, 615 and 616 Sqns) which were 
deployed across Fighter Command during the Battle of Britain. 

Of the ‘Pan-Group’ airmen shown below, all were flight cadets except for Percival Ross-
Frames Burton and Geoffrey Page, both of whom underwent flying training at the SFTS 
Cranwell.

Richard Barclay (249 Sqn) was an ‘ace’, destroying five Luftwaffe aircraft. 

FV Beamish is one of the famous Beamish brothers and entered the College with a 
Wakefield Scholarship. He was a very “hands-on” station commander of RAF North Weald, 
flying regularly with his resident squadrons (56, 151, 249 and 257 when in 11 Group). We 
have been only able to verify (but have no reason to dispute) four of his claims of 10 
enemy aircraft destroyed. Following the award of an AFC before the war, he was 
mentioned in despatches in February 1940, appointed a companion of the DSO in July 
1940, awarded a DFC in November 1940 and a bar to the DSO in September 1941, and 
finally was mentioned in despatches again in January 1942. As an Acting Wg Cdr, he was 
killed in action in March 1942.

Of others from these “Pan-Group” Squadrons, three pilots lost their lives in 11 Group 
operations - Percival Burton, Noel Benson and Peter Crofts.
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Sawyer, Henry Cecil (J33 Entry, C Squadron)  

Sawyer was educated at Dover College and entered the RAF College, Cranwell in January 
1933 as a Flight Cadet. 

After graduation in December 1934, he joined 142 Squadron at Andover.  

He was posted to the staff of the Electrical and Wireless School at Cranwell on 30 May 
1936 and moved to the staff of RAF College there on 16th July 1938.  

In early 1940, Sawyer was on the staff of 9 BGS. He was posted from there to 6 OTU, 
Sutton Bridge, arriving on 27 May 1940 for a refresher course. After converting to Spitfires 
he went to 7 OTU, Hawarden on 15 June, the day the unit was formed, as OC 'B' Flight.  

Sawyer was posted to 65 Squadron at Hornchurch on 2nd July 1940 and took command 
on the 8th. 

He was killed on 2 August when he crashed on take-off from Hornchurch on a night patrol 
in Spitfire R6799, which burned out. Sawyer was 25 and was cremated at the City of 
London Crematorium, East Ham. 
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