
Thomas Dawson 
“One Of The Few”

29th August 1920 - 22nd May 1979  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Early Life

29th August 1920 to 29th December 1938

Thomas Dawson was born on 29th August 1920 in the mining town of Seaham, Durham, 
on the North East coast of England. 

When Thomas was born his father Ernest, a coal miner in Dawdon Colliery, was 26, his 
mother Mary was 21, and they had been married on 28th February 1920 in Seaham.

 

Ernest Dawson          Mary Dawson (nee Appleby)    Thomas (first uniform)

They lived in 40 Stavordale Street in Seaham, in a row among many of typical brick 
miners houses with small rear yards. The photograph of Thomas above is outside that 
house probably aged 16 or 17.

Thomas had been named after his paternal grandfather, who had been a miner in 
Newbottle in Durham, where Ernest was born. His grandfather had however originally 
come from Stratford in Essex and presumably came north for work.

Thomas had a sister, Mavis, who was born on 30th May 1922.
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Seaham in the 1920’s / 1930’s, a town containing 3 mines and a busy harbour, would have 
been a noisy and dirty place to live, with the majority of men employed in the extraction 
and distribution of coal.

Thomas and Mavis had a happy childhood despite the grim surroundings, and took an 
active part in the Church and Society. The family attended the local Methodist Church and 
took part in the local Temperance Movement. 

Thomas may well have been expected to follow his father and grandfather into the mine, 
however he instead began work as an Apprentice Outfitter in the well known firm of H. 
Binns Ltd in Fawcett Street Sunderland some 6 miles north of Seaham.

Left -
H Binns Ltd, 
Fawcett St 
Sunderland in 
the 1920’s

Below -
Dawdon 
Colliery from 
the pit head 
with Seaham in 
the background 
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The War in Britain

29th December 1938 to 21st December 1942

Records confirm that Thomas Dawson enlisted with the Royal Air Force on 29th 
December 1938, only 4 months after his 18th birthday. He was given the number 629727 
which would follow him throughout his RAF career.

This was a full 9 months prior to the outbreak of World War 2 which started on 1st 
September 1939. This was also prior to the first limited conscription that commenced on 
27th April 1939, and even that only applied to single men of age 20 to 22. 

Only on 3rd September 1939 did general conscription begin and include men from 18 to 41 
years of age. Thomas had therefore taken the decision himself to apply and join the RAF, 

and whether this was for the 
promise of an exciting and better 
paid career or because he was 
concerned about looming war 
we cannot know.

There is a note on his RAF 
records that state that he was a 
member of the local Territorial 
Army during 1938, and it seems 
he was waiting to turn 18 and 
possibly pass Christmas with his 
family before joining the RAF.

The cover photograph shows an 
18 year old Thomas with his 
uniform and ‘AC’ indicating his 
first rank of Air Crew 2nd Class.

After enlistment Thomas 
reported to Number 2 Depot 
Cardington., a former airship 
base in Bedford.

In October 1937 it was converted 
to be a School of Recruits 
Training Centre for the RAF. All 

new recruits came to Cardington for 12 weeks basic training in drill, physical training, 
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anti-gas training, education, aircraft handling, and musketry. By September 1938 the 
training period had been cut to 8 weeks.

The following photographs show Cardington immediately prior to Thomas arriving.

RAF Cardington Hanger in 1938 during ‘RAF Air Day’
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Thomas would have arrived at Cardington in the middle of winter 1938/39, and been 
billeted in the accommodation shown below.

Thomas’ RAF papers confirm that on entry he was 6 feet tall, with 35” chest, brown hair, 
brown eyes, and a fresh complexion.

Cardington Barracks in the early 1940’s

He is recorded as training as ACH/W.Opt (Aircraft Hand / Wireless Operator) at the rank 
of AC2, which not unsurprisingly is the lowest possible rank in the Air Force.

On 10th March 1939 Thomas’ record indicates that he was relocated from Cardington to “2 
Wing” of the RAF, and was there until 5th September 1939.

From there he relocated again on 5th September 1939 to “I.A.A.S.” which was the Inland 
Area Aircraft School in England. 

It was during the above 2 training periods that he received training initially as a Wireless 
Operator and then also as an Air Gunner. These two abilities were required as in many 
aircraft of the day these dual roles were carried out.

War with Germany began on 1st September 1939, and on the 7th October 1939 he was 
given his first squadron posting, to 219 Squadron where he remained until 17th May 1940.
219 Squadron was reformed as Thomas joined it, and was located at RAF Catterick 
operating Bristol Blenheims. Whilst it was intended to carry out shipping protection 
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missions, it began to be used as a night fighter unit until becoming fully operational in 
February 1940. 

It was during his time at 219 Squadron that Thomas was promoted to AC1 on 31st 
December 1939. This denotes Aircraft Hand First Class, and he remained a Wireless 
Operator / Air Gunner. He is logged as flying 8 times while at Catterick, immediately on 
Night Fighter Patrols.

A Bristol Blenheim from Catterick

Catterick Airfield 

Thomas was promoted to Sergeant on 27th March 1940.

On 17th May 1940 Thomas then relocated again, this time to 235 Squadron, which also 
operated Bristol Blenheim Fighter Bomber aircraft. 

235 Squadron had been reformed at RAF Manston on 30th October 1939 as a fighter 
squadron, originally equipped with Fairey Battle light bombers, and then Blenheims in 
February 1940.
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His flight logs show several movements with 235 Squadron, initially flying from Bircham 
Newton, on 24th May 1940, then Detling on 5th June, then Thorney Island close to 
Portsmouth on the south coast of England on 11th June, and back to Bircham Newton 19th 
June, returning to Thorney Island on 19th August before returning to Bircham Newton on 
11th September. Where he remained until 3rd April 1941 then moving with 235 to 
Aldergrove in Northern Ireland. Later the same month they returned to Bircham Newton 
until the end of May 1941.

             Blenheim at RAF Thorney Island

While 235 Squadron were part of Coastal Command, they were involved in both day and 
night time sorties over England, over the Channel and North Sea to protect shipping, and 
over occupied Europe.

It should be noted at this point that the Battle of Britain took place between 10th July 1940 
and 31st October 1940, and 235 Squadron’s integral involvement in that crucial battle is 
acknowledged, with every member of the air crew that took part in at least one 
operational sortie during that period being awarded the Battle of Britain Clasp. 

Thomas flew in 35 operational sorties during that period.

Those awarded this clasp, of which Thomas was one, are now considered “The Few” as 
coined by Winston Churchill. Only 2927 men were awarded this honour, and of those 510 
were lost in the battle. Many of the remaining men died as the war continued.

Thomas Dawson’s name is inscribed upon the Battle of Britain memorials in Folkestone, 
and on the Thames Embankment next to the Houses of Parliament in London
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                   The Battle of Britain Monument in London

 

Close up of the Monument with Sgt T. Dawson’s name.
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While the Battle of Britain was won, the War however was not.

Immediately after the Battle of Britain was concluded, Thomas is noted as moving to 
“2.OTU” on 26th November 1940. This was No2 (Coastal) Operational Training Unit, 
presumably for further training. 5 airfields were used, the main one being RAF Catfoss in 
Brandesburton East Yorkshire.

Thereafter he returned to 235 Squadron on 16th April 1941 at RAF Aldergrove, in County 
Antrim, Northern Ireland, where they were operating Bristol Blenheim IVF fighter 
bombers.  Aldergrove is now adjoined to Belfast International Airport.

Aldergrove was once again part of Coastal Command, and took part in The Battle of the 
Atlantic. This battle took place between 3rd September 1939 and 8th May 1945. Essentially 
for the entire war.

Coastal Command were the RAF’s only maritime arm, when the Fleet Air Arm were 
transferred to the Royal Navy in 1937.

During WW2 Coastal Command’s primary task was the protection of Allied convoys from 
attacks by the German U-Boats. It also protected against aerial attacks by the Luftwaffe. It 
also carried out strike attacks on German Shipping carrying war materials.

Bristol Blenheims flying from RAF Aldergrove in May 1941
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Thomas then relocated almost immediately to RAF Warmwell in Dorset on 25th May 1941.

He is then promoted to Flight Sergeant, and from this date Thomas appears to have had 
involvement with several Squadrons, all part of Coastal Command, noted as follows -

• 235 Squadron on 26th June 1941, Blenheims from Dyce near Aberdeen.

• 119 Squadron on 30th June 1941, Consolidated Catalina Mark 1b, probably in Oban.

• 413 Squadron on 8th July 1941, Consolidated Catalina, again probably in Oban.

He’s then noted with 210 Squadron on 15th August 1941 in RAF Oban, operating in the 
Consolidated Catalina flying boat.

While in Oban, Thomas met and married Catherine More Dunn.

A Catalina Flying Boat of 210 Squadron in Oban

On 6th February 1942 he is recorded as being at RN W/T Station Scarborough, which was 
an Admiralty  ‘Y’ Station facility that was tasked with interception of the wide range of 
German Naval high frequency morse communications during the whole of WW2. It also 
operated as a training centre, which was presumably the reason that Thomas was there.

On 1st March 1942 he returned again to 210 squadron in Oban.
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Again his record also notes involvement with 240 Squadron in Oban on 10th March 1942, 
and then 119 Squadron in Oban on 15th May 1942.

Thomas was then posted to RAF Cranwell in Lincolnshire on 2nd June 1942, only 2 weeks 
before his daughter Catherine was born. 

Cranwell is an RAF training College., and once again it appears that he was being trained 
in the cutting edge of the RAF at the time, probably in communications.

RAF Cranwell Training College

Only a month later however, on 6th July 1942, he was moved once again to RAF 
Aldergrove in Northern Ireland, with 119 Squadron mentioned there on 11th July 1942.

During his time with Coastal Command Squadrons both during and for 2 years after the 
Battle of Britain, Thomas flew sufficient sorties to be awarded the Atlantic Clasp in 
addition to the Air Crew Europe Star. This is awarded to aircrew who have flown at least 2 
months of operational flying over Europe. The award of the clasp however indicates that 
he flew at least double that qualifying period.

This is a remarkable achievement when considered alongside his involvement in the 
Battle of Britain immediately beforehand.
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Thomas Dawson’s medals complete with Battle of Britain 
and Battle of the Atlantic bars.

At this point Thomas was only 22, and yet he had spent 4 years in the RAF, with a full 3 of 
those years during the first 3 years of WW2. One can only imagine what he endured 
during that time, however his photographs indicate a young boy very quickly becoming a 
man.

He flew a total of 110 operational sorties - 8 with 219 sqdn, 93 with 235 sqdn, and 9 with 
210 sqdn. 

35 of those alone were during and part of the Battle of Britain.

Reading his flight logs reveals constant danger, with the air gunner in particular being a 
‘sitting duck’ for enemy aircraft. 

Sorties included bomber, destroyer and minelayer escorts, and fighter patrols, all over the 
North Sea and Channel, reconnaissance over the Dutch, Danish, Belgian and French 
Coasts at the time of the Nazi invasion, and later patrols through the Irish Sea, and over 
the Atlantic, sometimes flying 3 times in a day, and sometimes for extended periods of up 
to 5 hours in Blenheims, and even longer flights in Catalinas.

On one Catalina sortie he and his crew flew to Aboukir in Egypt via Gibraltar and Malta, 
only a few weeks before Thomas was married.
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Three photographs of Thomas, the first outside Stavordale St in Seaham, probably in 
his TA uniform in 1938, the second in 1939 after completing Air Gunner Training, and 

the last dated 1940, the year of The Battle of Britain.

                             
                          Thomas, centre rear, with other newly trained Air Gunners   
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The two photographs above show Thomas with other air crew during WW2, and the 
one on the left in particular shows the crew of 3 in front of a Blenheim fighter bomber 
with Thomas the gunner, his navigator, and his pilot.

On 19th December 1942 a further change occurs, and the note in his record states 
relocation to 2.PDC, which brings Thomas full circle and back to No 2 Personnel Despatch 
Centre in Cardington for new and exciting orders….
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Training Recruits in the USA during the War

21st December 1942 to 19th September 1945

The next entry in Thomas’ file states that Thomas has left the UK on 21st December 1942, 
and arrived at RAF HQ in Washington on 1st January 1943, and you may be forgiven for 
thinking that this refers to Washington in Durham, England, however it does not.

                  Thomas in front of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington D.C.
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He was travelling to America to take part in a little known but incredibly important part 
of the War effort whereby men were trained as pilots, gunners, navigators etc in seven 
“British Flying Training Schools” set up in various locations on privately owned airfields.

These facilities were provided by a private ‘Lend Lease’ funding agreement with the 
British Government. The entire enterprise was originally extremely sensitive, because at 
the time they were set up (in June 1941) the USA had not entered WW2, and did not wish 
to be shown as giving assistance publicly to Britain.

Thomas first reported to Washington DC, and the journey there would have involved 
travelling by ship in convoy across the Atlantic to disembark at Halifax Nova Scotia. This 
must have been a worrying journey considering Thomas’ experiences fighting German 
forces including U-Boats in the preceding 3 years.

From there the men were boarded onto trains at the dockside, and Tom Killebrew 
describes these in his books as “old time immigrant sleepers, made of wood, with wooden 
pull down platforms for the upper bunk, wooden seats padded with leather, and heated 
with pot bellied stoves at the end of each car”.

They travelled 1100 miles from Halifax to Toronto via the south bank of the St Lawrence 
River, and while the journey during the winter may have been very cold, it is recorded 
that at every stop local people were handing sweets and fruit to them. 

He then travelled 500 miles from Toronto to Washington DC, again by train, to report for 
further orders and find out where his placement would be.

This turned out to be No1 BFTS in Terrell Texas, a further 1300 miles to the South West 
and 30 miles outside Dallas. 
He was stationed there as an RAF Instructor, to give training in presumably air gunnery 
and operation / maintenance of wireless apparatus. Thousands of trainees passed 
through the BFTS’s during WW2.

Thomas remained in Terrell for almost 3 years, during which time he made friends for life, 
as he no doubt had done during his active postings in various Squadrons in Britain.
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The tower at Terrell Airfield during WW2

Terrell Airfield
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Free time in Texas

We have little information on the 3 years 
that Thomas spent in the USA other than 
these photographs, however these clearly 
show that his easy manner fit in well with 
those around him.

The contribution that he and the other 
instructors made to the war effort during 
this period can’t be overstated. At the outset 
of the war there were drastic shortages of 
well trained pilots, and gunners, and the 
work carried out in Terrell and the other 
training schools meant that young men 
weren’t ‘thrown in at the deep end’ in the 
way that Thomas had been in the Battle 
Britain.

Left - Thomas and other Instructors, one 
may be Tom Grimes`
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Thomas with other instructors in their office including Marvin Krieger  (former 
Hollywood Animator) on the left.

The USA must have been 
an incredible change in 
culture for the young 
Thomas, and a relief in 
many ways from the 
dangers he had 
experienced in England.
The lack of rationing 
must also have been a 
pleasure, and it is 
recorded that the food 
supplied in the air force 
base was very well 
received.

A day off in Texas
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Thomas and ‘Mac’ posing at the Terrell Air Force Base sign

During the time that Thomas spent in the 
USA he was unable to see his new wife and 
family, and the touching photograph on the 
left shows a Telegram to his daughter 
Catherine on her 1st Birthday in June 1943.

This drives home the sacrifices that were 
routinely made by ‘ordinary’ people in the 
extraordinary circumstances of the War.

On 19th September 1945 Thomas’ service in 
Texas comes to an end, 22 days after WW2 
finishes.

He is quickly posted back to the UK, and 
disembarks on 25th September 1945 back in 
Britain where thankfully the war was at an 
end.
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Discharge and home to his Family

24th September 1945 to 12th June 1948

Thomas’ record then confirms the following movements upon arrival in the UK -

• 25th September 1945 - No2 P.D.C. -  back to No 2 Personnel Despatch Centre in 
Cardington.

• 29th September 1945 - No1 P.D.C. - Personnel Despatch Centre in West Kirby, Cheshire.

• 20th October 1945 - A.C.A.C. - ‘Air Crew Allocation Centre’ - location unknown.

• 26th November 1945 - 100 P.D.C. - Personnel Despatch Centre in Uxbridge., West 
London.

On 23rd February 1946 Thomas is given a Class A release from the RAF, and is placed on 
the RAF Reserve list the following day. 

It is presumably immediately following this that Thomas travels north back to Oban 
where his family wait for him and meet him at the Railway Station.

Oban Railway Station in the 1940’s
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At this point, in February of 1946, Thomas had been in the RAF full time for just over 7 
years and had gone from 18 year old boy to 25 year old man. We can only imagine what 
he went through in the years during that period. 

Further research may uncover more detail on the sorties that he flew, both in the Battle 
Britain, and the Battle of the Atlantic, however the bare facts are that he was a War Hero.

His efforts and sacrifices are undeniable, and Winston Churchill was able to crystallise 
that in one simple phrase.

Thomas never talked in any detail about his time in the RAF, and this is perhaps not 
surprising under the circumstances.

When he returned to Oban his record notes that he was to be employed by Mr G.B. 
MacLeod as a Radio Mechanic at 32 George Street, Oban, that his interests were Golf, 
Football, and Swimming. His religion is still noted as Methodist.

Thomas is not formally fully discharged as an RAF Reserve until 12th June 1948, however 
his connection with the RAF does not end there.
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After the War - Air Training Corps

12th June 1948 to 12th June 1954

After returning to Oban an rejoining civilian life with his family, Thomas became a part 
time Flight Lieutenant in the 2179 Squadron Air Training Corps based at Benderloch in 
what is now Oban Airport, 6 miles from Oban.

The cadets that he trained may or may not have known of his illustrious RAF career, 
however it is certain that everyone of them would have benefitted from his knowledge 
and kindness in the 6 years that he devoted to training them.

While at the ATC he is noted as having attended 2 training courses in Bishopbriggs, north 
Glasgow between the 19th and 21st November 1948, and 26th to 28th November 1948.
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He is also noted as having attended an ATC Summer Camp from 26th June 1949 to 9th 
July 1949.

Thomas remained with the Corps training Cadets until 12th June 1954.

Oban Airport
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After Service for his Country

12th June 1954 to 22nd May 1979 

Thomas started his own TV and radio repair and electrical shop in Oban, and operated 
successfully until the early 1970’s.

In addition to his daughter Catherine and his two stepsons Duncan and Andrew he had 
another son with Katy, affectionately called Wee Tom, on 11th December 1950.

Left to right, Wee Tom, Andrew, Catherine and Duncan in Oban 1979

He saw his daughter and son both marry and each have two children, and was always 
close to his stepsons and their families. He was a wonderful father and grandfather.

He has Great Grandchildren that he never had the chance to meet, but all of them are here 
because of him, and hopefully this brief story of his life will let them know something of 
the man that he was..

Sadly his health failed in the 1970’s, and after several illnesses he died on 22nd May 1979. 

He was only 58 years of age.
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One of his fellow Instructors in the USA, Tom Grimes, kept in touch with Thomas 
throughout his life, and the words of his letter to Thomas’ wife shortly after his death say 
all that is required to know about the man. 

His family still miss him.

David Ross, Grandson, 2018
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