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RCAF Identity in 
Bomber Command

Squadron Names and Sponsors

John  G. Armstrong

R oyal C an ad ian  Air Force bom ber 
squad ro n s w hich served overseas 

du ring  the  Second World War were no t 
only identified on the Commonwealth air 
forces order of ba ttle  by the custom ary  
s q u a d ro n  n u m b e r  b u t  by a title  or 
nicknam e as well. Additionally, Canadian 
squad rons received form al sponsorsh ip  
and  support, generally from C anad ian  
com m unities  or o ther o rgan izations. In one 
instance the sponsor was a m ajor Hollywood film 
stud io  w hich also mobilized its ro ste r of movie 
stars to the cause. Needless to say, these practices 
were som ething of a  departu re  from the general 
orthodoxy w ithin  the  p a re n t RAF, w here the 
norm al practice w as to identify sq u ad ro n s by a 
un it num ber only. Nor were they m uch observed 
w ith in  the o ther Dom inion air forces. B ut for 
Canada they played a part in fostering the identity 
a n d  e s p r i t  of th e  RCAF, p u b lic iz in g  th e  
con tribu tions of C anad ian  bom ber crews and  
serving the policy of C anadianization.

N am ed s q u a d ro n s  ex is ted  p r io r  to the  
ou tb reak  of the Second World War in bo th  the 
RAF an d  RCAF, b u t they  were very few an d  far 
betw een, and  m ost u sua lly  auxiliary  (reserve) 
u n its  from certain  locales. More appeared  after 
the w ar began, however, particu larly  during  the 
B attle of Britain, w here certa in  sq u ad ro n s of 
F igh ter C om m and h a d  acqu ired  n ick n am es 
which reflected the diverse mix of expatriate and 
Commonwealth nationalities who were included 
in the  fam ous “Few.” Exam ples included  the 
A m e ric an s  of th e  m u c h -h e ra ld e d  “E a g le ” 
Squadron, as well as squadrons piloted by Poles, 
Free French, D utch and  m any others. There was 
also the  RAF’s 242 (Canadian) S quad ron  and, 
la te r, No. 125 (N ew foundland) S q u a d ro n , a

d istingu ished  night-fighter u n it w ith a t 
least 44 enem y in tru d e rs  to its c red it.1 
Some, b u t n o t all, of these  nam es were 
adopted officially by the RAF.

More nam ed  sq u ad ro n s appeared  
following the  Battle of B ritain  w ith the 
d e c is io n  a d v o c a te d  by  th e  R A F’s 
leadership th a t the building of a massive 

bom ber force was B ritain’s best m eans of taking 
the w ar to Germ any. Such  nam es were adopted 
both to reflect substan tia l financial support an d / 
or th e  p re se n c e  of s ig n if ic a n t n u m b e rs  of 
colonials or o ther n a tio n a ls  in  certa in  u n its  of 
Bomber Com m and. An Indian prince, the Nizam 
of H y d erab ad , h a d  p a id  for th re e  b o m b er 
squad rons an d  one carried  h is s ta te ’s nam e. 
A m ong o th e r  e a rly  e x a m p le s  w ere  N o.44  
(Rhodesia) Squadron , the  bom ber force’s first 
a ll-L ancaster un it, and  No. 75 (New Zealand) 
S q u a d r o n ,  w h e re  p e r s o n n e l  fro m  th e s e  
Com m onw ealth m em bers were concentrated . 
T hree s q u a d ro n s  c a rr ie d  th e  n am e , if n o t 
necessarily  the  citizens, of B ritain’s Gold Coast 
colony, and  there were m ore th an  a dozen o ther 
squad ro n s nam ed  for locales in the far-flung  
Empire. Additional bom ber units represented the 
a ir  fo rces  of C zech o slo v ak ia , P o lan d , th e  
Netherlands and Free France over their occupied 
hom elands.

P erhaps the m ost u n u su a l nam e w as th a t 
given 692 Squadron , m ark ing  the  sponsorsh ip  
of the Fellowship of the Bellows in Buenos Aires, 
A rgentina. D oubtless the  growing n u m b er of 
nam ed  sq u ad ro n s to the otherw ise num bered  
order of battle added interest and colour for those 
who followed Bom ber C om m and’s fo rtunes. It 
inspired a m easure of public and  service interest,
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pride, and  even recru its  from these  affiliations. 
It also tended  to boost the image of an  Im perial 
(and Allied) RAF, a lthough there  were those like 
S ir A rth u r  H arris , C o m m an d er of B om ber 
Com m and, who were very touchy  ab o u t the 
p e rc e p t io n  t h a t  th e  s o -c a l le d  “c o lo u re d  
s q u a d ro n s ” evoked a n  im age of a B om ber 
C om m and w hich w as som eth ing  less th a n  a 
strictly  B ritish  national force.2 The appearance  
of the  RCAF in Bom ber Com m and, however, 
heralded the arrival of an  organization very m uch 
determ ined to m ake its own m ark as a distinctive 
entity.

W hen the  first bom ber sq u ad ro n s  of the 
RCAF began  the ir overseas service w ith the 
form ation of No.405 S quad ron  in  April 1941, 
C anadian officials were understandab ly  eager to 
publicize their accom plishm ents in order to win 
public  su p p o rt a t hom e an d  boost m orale and  
recru iting . The sem i-official RCAF overseas 
pub lication  Wings Abroad  w as a particu larly  
popular and  visible m anifestation of th is effort -  
m uch quoted at home -  and its early issues made 
frequen t references to the  various num bered  
RCAF b o m b e r  s q u a d ro n s . T h is  C a n a d ia n  
publicity cam paign roused British concerns over 
secu rity  from ab o u t the  tim e of the  d isa s tro u s  
Dieppe Raid (19 A ugust 1942). The use  of all 
sq u a d ro n  n u m b ers  here to fore  found  in  the  
various feature  articles and  inform al u n it news 
co lum ns of the  new spaper w as d iscon tinued  
w ithout explanation -  b u t alm ost certainly at the 
b eh est of the  nervous RAF censors. Also, the  
propensity  of N orth A m erican jo u rn a lis ts  for 
dram atic hyperbole had  stru ck  the more low key 
B ritish as bo th  crass and  vulgar.

As m uch  as it w as necessary , the  obvious 
need to protect un it identity inform ation h ad  the 
initial effect of frustra ting  the growing C anadian 
publicity campaign. Now the RCAF press releases 
were of necessity more discreet, focussing on the 
nam es of sq u ad ro n  an d  s ta tio n  com m anders, 
“the squ ad ro n  / s ta tion  com m anded b y .... ” This 
was satisfactory enough in the case of units whose 
com m anders were e ither popu lar or who lived 
long enough to becom e well know n, b u t the 
resu lts  from  a C anad ian ization  s tan d p o in t did 
no t always m ake for good copy. There w as one 
instance, however, where the im pact of the OC's 
presence an d  leadersh ip  w as very insp irational 
indeed.

No.419 S quad ron  h ad  been  form ed as the 
RCAF’s th ird  bom ber sq u ad ro n  in  D ecem ber 
1941 a t M ildenhall, a No.3 G roup s ta tio n  in 
Suffolk. The first officer com m anding of the new 
u n it w as a young C anad ian  bom ber ve teran  of 
the  prew ar RAF who h ad  been  a m ilitary flyer 
since 1935 an d  h ad  been  in  the w ar since the 
beginning -  Wing Com m ander Jo h n  “The Moose” 
Fulton, of Kamloops, BC. As Jerro ld  Morris, one 
of th e  4 1 9  o r ig in a ls  to  su rv iv e  th e  w ar, 
rem em bered Fulton:

We were well led, Moose an d  h is two Flight 
C om m anders.. .were all C anadians in  the R.A.F. 
Moose already had  as m uch  experience as It was 
possible to have accum ulated  a t th a t stage of 
the war. He had completed one tour of operations 
in  ‘heavies,’ an d  h ad  flown nearly  every type of 
p lane in  the  Air Force, an d  all the G erm an 
aircraft th a t had  fallen into ou r hands. He wore 
the  D.F.C. an d  the  A.F.C., th e  la tte r  being  
aw arded  for flying W ellingtons th ro u g h  our 
balloon barrage to te s t the detonators installed 
on the leading edge of the wings to cu t the cables, 
an d  for h is  testing  of enem y aircraft. He was 
twenty-six years old; a big m an with carroty hair, 
a diffident m anner and an  engaging smile. Moose 
w as seldom  hea rd  on the sub ject of discipline, 
b u t w as held  in  su c h  respect an d  affection by 
everyone, th a t he h ad  only to issue an  appeal to 
gain im m ediate response.3

The popu lar bom ber leader w as know n to 
all as “The M oose.” And it w as no t long before 
the  m em bers of the  squ ad ro n  were referring to 
th e ir  u n i t  a s  th e  "M oose” S q u a d ro n , a n d  
them selves as the “M oosemen.” Soon the airm en 
were looking for a  m oose head  for th e ir m ess 
and  a picture of the anim al from which to style a 
squadron  badge.4 It was m arvellous copy for the 
RCAF’s overseas public  rela tions staff. As one 
new s release p u t it in Ju n e  1942:

seldom does a  m an receive as m uch  adm iration 
as does Moose from his squadron . They adm ire 
his flying skill, - 'he’s a wizard pilot’ -they adm ire 
him  as a m an  an d  it is no exaggeration to say  
they  revere him . Pilots, observers, w ireless 
operators, gunners, g round crew, office clerks, 
all th in k  the Moose the g rea test m an  on earth .
At a  se rg e an ts ’ dance, the  biggest crowd is 
a ro u n d  the  Moose, a t an  Officers’ dance, he is 
the centre of a ttraction . The G roup C aptain  
com manding the station calls him  Moose openly; 
the Grimy M echanic calls h im  "Sir.” to h is  face 
an d  th en  tells h is pals th a t he an d  Moose h ad  a 
cha t abou t the engines.

T he R igh t H onourable Lord M ayor o f  London h a n d s  to W /C  J o h n  Fulton, DFC, AFC, the  silver cigarette ca se  
on b e h a lf  o f  the  M ayor a n d  c itizen s o f  K am loops, BC. B y  th e  tim e th is p ic ture w a s  p u b lish e d  in  W ings A broad  
Fulton h a d  b een  p o s te d  m issin g  in action.

His sq u ad ro n  is one of the h a rd e s t w orking in 
Bom ber Com m and. It h a s  consisten tly  taken  
p a rt in the biggest an d  m ost dangerous raids of 
the war. Cologne, the Ruhr, Rostock, Em den, 
are only a  few of the targets a ttacked  by Moose 
an d  h is men. B ut the m en would follow their 
shy, sm iling wingco into hell if need be.5

This w as heady stu ff despite the hyperbole. 
A popular and  distinguished OC, high m orale, a 
respectab ly  high C anad ian  m ann ing  level (347 
out of 545 overall in Ju n e  1942),6 and  a growing 
record  of efficiency, all com bined to p resen t an  
attractive, impressive and  thoroughly C anadian 
picture, bo th  w ithin the RCAF and  to the public 
a t large. Shortly, the high profile Moose Squadron 
was formally honoured  and  eventually officially 
adop ted  by F u lton ’s hom e town in a cerem ony 
presided  over by the Lord Mayor of London, 
Viscount Bennett, Air M arshal H. “G us” Edwards 
-  the RCAF’s senior officer overseas -  and  a host 
of r e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  of u n i t s  fro m  B r i t is h  
Colum bia.7

It is sad  to relate  th a t  F u lton  died the  n ight 
before the  issu e  of W ings Abroad  ap p eared  
bearing  his p icture accepting the honours from

his home town. Fourteen of 419’s Wellingtons had 
tak en  off from M ildenhall to a ttack  H am burg 
under w hat their w ar diary described as “horrible 
w e a th e r co n d itio n s ,” includ ing  heavy icing. 
Indeed, m ost of the aircraft detailed for w hat was 
to have been  a m ajor Bom ber C om m and effort 
were e ither unab le  to take off a t all or were 
recalled. No.3 G roup a ttacked  H am burg alone; 
b u t the force was very scattered  and  m any were 
forced to tu rn  back. Only 68 a ircraft reported  
attacking the target, nine of them  from 419. But 
the  a ircraft piloted by F u lton  appears to have 
fallen victim  to a n ight fighter in  the vicinity of 
the F risian  Islands, as  rem arked  by a last terse 
m essage back  to base, “fighter w ounded 5 0 0 .” 
The rest of 419 had  returned safely. But “Moose’s” 
fabled luck  h a d  finally succum bed  to the  grim  
s ta t is t ic a l  p ro b a b ilit ie s .8 The effect on the  
sq u ad ro n  w as devastating. As Je rro ld  Morris 
rem em bered:

a rough  fix h ad  been ob tained on the aircraft, 
th a t p laced it off the F risians, b u t a thorough 
search  right u p  to the enem y coast the next 
m orning failed to find any trace of the plane, 
an d  none of the crew w as ever heard  of again. I 
th o u g h t of Moose fighting o u t the re  w ith  a
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dam aged  a irc raft ju s t  above the  w ater on  a 
b lack  night; if anyone could have b ro u g h t her 
hom e he would. So p assed  one of th e  finest 
m en who ever served in the Air Force, an d  a 
pall of gloom descended on his squadron. There 
were even tears. Three Group h ad  lost five Wing 
C om m anders in  eight n igh ts .9

B ut the legacy of Fulton’s nicknam e lived 
on in  419 S quadron , as  it does to th is 
day. Soon th e re  w ould  be sq u a d ro n  
m em bers proudly  calling them selves 
“M oosem en,” the m ajority of whom 
h a d  never m et th is  courageous 
and  determ ined  young bom ber 
leader.

No.419 w as certain ly  by no 
m eans the first bom ber squadron 
to foster a strong  an d  cohesive 
un it spirit. But more significantly 
its h igh public  profile seem s to 
h a v e  h a d  th e  e ffe c t of 
tra n s c e n d in g  RAF ce n so rsh ip  
rules. T hat is to say, th is was one 
RCAF u n i t  w h o se  C a n a d ia n  
identity  w as no t m asked  by its 
im m e rs io n  in  th e  RAF 
o rg an iza tio n a l in f ra s tru c tu re .
T h is  exam p le  in sp ire d  im ita tio n  by th o se  
concerned no t only w ith instilling  a  stronger 
esprit de  corps and  C anadian identity am ong the 
som etim es re lu c ta n t aircrew  being allocated to 
the  cu rre n t and  new  C anad ian  squad rons, b u t 
of furthering the wider m anning and  policy goals 
of Canadianization in  general.

as p a rt  of the process, to d istingu ish  herald ic 
links w ith the  C anad ian  hom eland. T hus, in 
Septem ber 1942, the approved badge of No.401 

(Fighter) S quad ron  h a d  appeared  featuring  
a Rocky M ountain sheep’s head  caboshed .10 

The firs t bom ber sq u a d ro n  badge w as 
approved a m on th  later, in October. Air 
Com m odore Nelles W. T im m erm an, 408 
(G oose) S q u a d r o n ’s f i r s t  CO, la te r  
recalled the events w hich h a d  led u p  to 

t h i s  a p p ro v a l  in  a n  u n o f f ic ia l  
sq u ad ro n  history:

Soon after the form ation of 408 
Squadron, Mr. Handley Page, the 
m an u fac tu re r of the H am pden, 
se n t a cheque for fifty p ounds to 
all the C om m anding Officers of 
H am pden squ ad ro n s to be spen t 
on anyth ing  they saw  fit.

I w as d e te rm in e d  th a t  408  
S quadron  w as going to be one of 
th e  first ROYAL CANADIAN AIR 
FORCE s q u a d ro n s  to  g e t a n  
o ffic ia l h e r a ld ic  b a d g e . T he 
S ta t io n  c o m m a n d e r , G ro u p  
C aptain  Taafe, suggested  th a t it 
was about time we went to London 
to “m eet the C an ad ian s,” an d  so 
we arriv ed  a t  RCAF O verseas 

H eadquarters, ensconced in an  up p er floor of 
C anada House, where we were welcomed by Air 
Com modore Leigh S tevenson and  m em bers of 
h is sm all staff.

Am ong th e  m a tte rs  d isc u sse d  w as my 
proposal to see the Chester Herald, the authority 
on m atte rs heraldic, ab o u t a squad ron  badge.
No objections were ra ised  an d  Indeed it w as 
though t to be a good thing.

Badge o f 419 (Moose) Squadron 
RCAF, namesake oJW /C John  

(The Moose) Fulton.

By the  a u tu m n  of 1942, w hen p repara tions 
for the form ation of No. 6 (RCAF) Group, due for 
th e  new  year, w ere well u n d e r  way, o th e r  
C anad ian  u n its  h a d  also begun  to develop a 
slightly h igher profile as visible m anifestations 
of the  RCAF overseas.
Generally these tended to 
be th e  e a rly  a r r iv a ls  
w hich h a d  the foresight 
no t only to in itiate  the 
often lengthy  p roceed
ings involved in staffing 
a b a d g e  p ro p o s a l  
th ro u g h  th e  C h e s te r  
H e ra ld  ( th e  u l t im a te  
b u rea u c ra tic  au th o rity  
for military heraldry) bu t 
w hich h a d  also sought,

Next day. I found my way th rough  rubble 
around  St. Paul’s Cathedral and  found the office 
of the C hester Herald In the m idst of a general 
sham bles. I explained the purpose of my visit 
and  suggested th a t the centre piece of the badge 
be a m aple leaf in  au tu m n  colours, explaining 

th a t I had  adm ired the 
badge of Number 5 Royal 
A ir F o rc e  S q u a d r o n  
w h ic h  h a d  a g o ld e n  
R om an  V on  a g ree n  
m ap le  leaf, signify ing 
th e ir  co -o p e ra tio n , in 
World War I, w ith  the 
Canadian Army.

Wing Commander Nelles 
W. Timmerman, fir s t CO of 
408 (Goose) Squadron.

The C h este r H erald reg re tted  th a t  th is  
w ould  n o t be possib le b ec au se  th e  w rea th  
a round  RCAF badges w as com posed of m aple 
leaves, unlike the RAF which h as  laurel; an d  so 
m aple leaf was allowable for them , b u t n o t for 
us.

My next thought for som ething distinctly 
Canadian w as a C anada Goose and th is was 
se ttled  on. The m otto w as simpler. I d idn’t 
w an t a  Latin tag b u t a sim ple s ta tem en t of 
w hy we w ere  f ig h tin g  th e  w ar. “FOR 
FREEDOM" said  it all.

I gave him  my fifty pounds, to have 
the bird painted, and  departed. The 
badge was finally approved by the 
King in  October, 1942, a year or 
so later. W hat channels an d  red 
tape it h ad  to go th rough  to reach  
th a t goal, I h a te  to th ink, b u t I 
believe it w as all worthwhile an d  
th a t  4 0 8 ’s b ad g e  is th e  m o st 
distinctively C anad ian  badge of 
them  all.

The badge can  now  be seen  
near the altar of St. Clement Danes 
C hurch  in  London, carved in  slate 
an d  se t in the floor, a very fitting 
tr ib u te  to a g reat sq u ad ro n  and  
m any brave m en .11

The Goose w as a fitting  em blem  for the 
bom ber squadron . As a  note affixed to the back 
of a n  official p ho to  of the  s q u a d ro n  badge 
(probably by Tim m erm an) explained, the Goose 
“is a t hom e in C anada, E ngland  an d  Scotland. 
Its speed and  pow ers of flight are  indicative of 
th e  o p e ra t io n a l  fu n c t io n s  of th e  S q n .”12 
Som ew here along the  line the sq u ad ro n  began  
to be referred  to as  the  “Goose” Squadron , and  
the nam e s tu ck  bo th  in sq u ad ro n  social circles 
a n d  in  th e  re a lm  of RCAF p u b lic i ty  a n d  
propaganda. Likewise the sq u ad ro n ’s “nesting” 
p lac e , RCAF S ta tio n  L in to n -o n -O u se  w as 
favoured with the nam e “The Goosepool.” Indeed, 
this was the title given one of the colum ns dealing 
w ith events a t L inton th a t  ra n  for a tim e in  the 
p a g e s  of W ings A b r o a d .13 Of c o u rs e  th is  
nom enclature was not necessarily subscribed to 
by  th e  a ir  a n d  g r o u n d  c re w s  fro m  4 2 6  
(T h u n d e rb ird )  S q u a d ro n  w ho s h a re d  th e  
facilities a t Linton, and  whose own news colum n 
styled itself as “T hunder F lashes.”14

It is difficult to determ ine a t precisely w hat 
po in t the  RCAF overseas au tho rities  decided to 
tak e  a policy  a p p ro a c h  to  s tim u la tin g  the  
m om entum  of th is  developing trend . Yet the

adoption  of nam es for each  individual RCAF 
sq u ad ro n  a lm ost certain ly  becam e a m atte r  of 
policy, for as an  im m ediate post-w ar h istorical 

review p repared  by No.6 (RCAF) G roup staff 
noted:

Canadianism  (sic) of the Group was reflected 
In the nam ing  of Squadrons, the R.C.A.F. 
believing th a t  th is  he lped  to develop a 
healthy esprit de corps among the personnel.
It was also found th a t such  nam es attracted 

c o n s id e ra b le  c iv ilian  in te re s t ,  a n d  
enabled  the public to follow m ore 

readily the exploits of individual 
u n its .. ..15

Towards the end of 1943 there 
w ere few sq u a d ro n s  in  N o.6 
(RCAF) G roup w hich h a d  no t 
adopted a nam e. Likewise, m ost 
h a d  been  “adop ted” by cities or 
organizations back  in  C anada 
“w hich supplied  them  with gifts 
and  comforts and  assisted  in the 
fu rn ish ing  of their m esses and  
h u ts .”16

Most, b u t by no m eans all, of 
the RCAF’s bom ber squadrons adopted the nam e 
of an  anim al, w hether indigenous to C anada or 
not. Thus 408’s Goose and the doubly-significant 
Moose of 419 h ad  been joined by the Snowy Owl 
of 420 a t M iddleton St. George, the Tiger of 424 
at Leeming, the French-Canadian Alouette of425, 
th e  m y th o lo g ic a l T h u n d e r b ir d  of 4 2 6  a t  
D ishforth, the Lion of 427  a t Croft, the Bison of 
429, the m etaphorically m isplaced Swordfish of 
415 a t E ast Moor (the u n it had  been transferred  
ou t of Coastal C om m and in Ju ly  1944), and  the 
Porcupine o f433 at Skipton-on-Swale. It was not 
su rp ris in g  th a t  a t least one wag referred  to the  
RCAF’s order of battle as the “Flying Menagerie.”17

O ther bom ber squadron  nam es were chosen 
to reflect their adoption by specific com m unities 
in  C anada, su c h  as 405 (Vancouver) S quad ron  
a t G ransden  Lodge, (the RCAF’s contribu tion  to 
the  Path finder G roup, w hich w as by an d  large 
su s ta in ed  by con tribu tions of elite crews from 
Six Group), 432 (Leaside, Ontario) a t E ast Moor, 
an d  434 (Bluenose) S quad ron  a t Croft, whose 
nam e (and the sponsorship  of the Halifax Rotary 
Club) reflected the m aritim e heritage of m any of 
the squadron  aircrew.

Badge o f No.408 (Goose) 
Squadron.
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By D ecem ber 1943, only one RCAF bom ber 
u n i t  rem a in e d  u n n a m e d . M em bers of 428  
S quad ron  possibly derived som e sa tisfac tion  
from this state, referring to them selves for a  time 
as the “Nameless” squadron. Eventually, however, 
probably  after there  h ad  been  som e prodding 
from  above, W ings A broad  re p o rte d  on  15 
December that:

th e ir m otion p ictu res, w ith a  view to adopting 
the C anad ian  Lion squadron . The PR m en  saw  
all k in d s  of m u tu a l  a d v a n ta g e s  to  s u c h  a 
relationship  from the standpo in t of:

publicity, comforts for crews and  ground-crew s 
and the possibility of persuading M.G.M. players 
who are visiting Am erican cam ps in the U.K. to 
include R.C.A.F. U nits in their itinerary.20

this week the lads have got together and  selected 
a  nam e for them selves, and  henceforth it will be 
the “G host” S quadron , an  expression w hich 
seem s ap t, hav ing  in  m ind  th e  w ill-o’-the- 
w ispishness of night-bom ber operations. All tha t 
rem ains is for som e C anad ian  com m unity  to 
take the  sq u ad ro n  u n d er its wing an d  “adop t” 
the boys.18

E v e n tu a lly  th e  Im p e r ia l O rd e r  of th e  
D aughters of the Em pire in  Toronto em erged to 
adopt the “G hosts” and  to jo in  the growing list of 
co m m un ities  a n d  o rg an iza tio n s  sp o n so rin g  
RCAF bom ber squadrons. Most of the sponsors 
were towns or cities or, occasionally, various types 
of com m unity service c lubs.19 Perhaps the m ost 
u n u s u a l  o rg an iza tio n  to sp o n so r  a n  RCAF 
bom ber squadron , however, w as a Hollywood 
movie studio.

The idea appears to have originated with the 
public  rela tions staff a t  the  RCAF’s O verseas 
H eadquarters. At a s ta ff conference in  M arch 
1943 it was m entioned th a t they had  approached 
the Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer organization, fam ous 
for the symbol of the roaring lion which preceded

B ritish  officials of the  film com pany were 
e n th u s ia s t ic  a n d  cab led  th e ir  h e a d  office. 
Hollywood responded  alm ost im m ediately w ith 
the  suggestion  recorded in  an  en su in g  staff 
conference at the Overseas H eadquarters that:

each aircraft in 427 Squadron  be nam ed  after a 
M.G.M. s ta r  who would adop t the  crew and  
g round  crew of th a t p articu la r aircraft. It w as 
also suggested th a t M.G.M. supply the Squadron 
w ith  a b ronze lion  as  m asco t an d  th a t  all 
personnel be given a sm all bronze medallion on 
a  leather thong  [which would also ultim ately 
serve as a lifetime thea tre  p ass  for squad ron  
m em bers.]21

The alacrity of MGM’s response had  the effect 
of p rom pting  su d d en  cau tion  on the  p a r t of Air 
M arshal E dw ards “in respect of the  publicity  
angle as it m ight easily lead to difficulties.”22 He 
also decided to ensure th a t authorities in Ottawa 
concurred w ith the project, an  assu rance  which 
was granted, b u t with the codicil th a t  “it be kept 
u n d e r s tric t control from service view po in t.”23

W hatever extremes of show-business glitz the 
RCAF au tho rities  m ay have feared, the resu lts  
ap p ear to have been  beneficial bo th  from the 
stan d p o in t of m utually  advantageous publicity 
an d  the  m orale, an d  the esprit de  corps of 427 
(Lion) Squadron . MGM’s publicity  d irector in 
England, Mervyn M cPherson, h ad  provided the 
RCAF’s PR m en  w ith  a lis t of th e  s tu d io ’s 
inven tory  of Hollywood s ta rs  w ho m ight be 
considered for the honour of having their nam es 
affixed to 427 Squadron aircraft. He assu red  the 
C anad ians th a t any one of the  acto rs w ould be 
m ost h o nou red  to be chosen  to adop t a  crew. 
There was one exception, however, in the case of 
the reclusive and publicity shy Greta Garbo, who 
m ight be b e tte r overlooked!24

Sam uel Eckman, Jr., managing director o f Metro- 
Goldwyn-Mayer, posing w ith a “Lion” Squadron  
Handley Page Halifax B.Mk.V.

The priviledge o f carrying the 
name o f the lovely actress Lana 
Turner on their aircraft was won 
by the crew o f Sergeant E.A. 
J o h n s to n  (be lieved  to be 
pictured).

No.427 S quad ron  a t the 
tim e  h a d  j u s t  b e g u n  th e  
p ro cess  of converting  from  
W e llin g to n s  to  th e  fo u r -  
engined Halifax V. T hus the 
new s th a t their new  aircraft 
w ere  to  be  “a d o p te d ” by  
H o lly w o o d  s t a r s  of th e  
squadron’s choosing was both 
tim ely  an d  welcom e. MGM 
h ad  m any of the great nam es 
of th e  silver sc re e n  of the  
1 9 4 0 ’s u n d e r  c o n t r a c t ,  
including such  lum inaries as Lionel Barrym ore 
and Wallace Beery. But when squadron mem bers 
gathered to vote on the preferred nam es for their 
new bombers, veneration for distinguished acting 
careers  w as no t necessarily  a  priority. The top 
choices of the squadron  for the seventeen nam es 
to be selected were the glam orous actresses Lana 
T urner, G reer G arson and  Hedy Lam arr.25 Of 
course o ther s ta rs  were recognized, am ong them  
S pencer Tracy, Eddie “R ochester” A nderson, 
Walter Pidgeon, George M urphy and  Van Heflen. 
But when MGM officials subsequently  visited the 
s q u a d r o n  fo r th e  w id e ly  p u b lic iz e d  a n d  
photographed adoption ceremonies, a draw  had  
to be held  for the privilege of chalking Miss 
T urner’s nam e on a squadron aircraft, an  honour 
won by Sergeant E.A. Jo h n so n ’s crew  “am id an  
ovation from the S quadron .”27

the squad ron  w hich w ent beyond the polite b u t 
tra n sp a ren t sa lu ta tions which would have been 
d ream ed u p  by a stud io  publicity  departm en t. 
For exam ple, p rayers an d  a  S a in t C hristopher 
m ed a l cam e  from  G re e r  G a rso n . S e c o n d  
L ieu tenan t Van Heflin, USA, w riting u n d e r h is 
real nam e of Em m st E. Heflin, prom ised his crew 
“a whale of a blow ou t -  on m e,” w hen he cam e 
overseas w ith h is field artillery  un it. F u tu re  
sen a to r George M urphy also w anted  to tre a t a 
crew to a  n igh t o u t in London even though  he 
w o u ld  be  u n a b le  to  be  th e r e  h im s e lf . 
Unfortunately, his invitation in Ju ly  1943 to Pilot 
Officer A.M. Fellner’s crew was not received: one 
of 427 ’s original crews, and  “all ‘gen’ m en ,” they 
h a d  been  posted  m issing  after an  operation  
against Bochum  on 12 J u n e .28

For the m ost p a rt the whole th ing appears to 
have been a m utually beneficial publicity exercise. 
Nevertheless, it is clear from the  sq u ad ro n  w ar 
diary over the ensuing m onths th a t the adoption 
also proved a helpful focal po in t for sq u ad ro n  
m orale, sense  of identity, an d  esprit de  corps. 
To w hat extent the s ta rs ’ nam es actually becam e 
a p a rt  of the “nose a r t” w hich d istingu ished  
operational aircraft is no t known. The creato rs 
of such  endeavour tended to have their own ideas 
and  aircraft and  crews often h ad  to be changed. 
Yet there  were exchanges of correspondence 
between crews and actors and the letters received 
from several of the s ta rs  suggested an  in terest in

Only one in stance  is know n of a movie s ta r  
actually visiting the squadron. The 427 Squadron 
War Diary en try  on the sub ject w as no t w ithout 
an  elem ent of tongue-in-cheek hum our:

The S ta tion  w as favoured by a visit by one of 
the foremost English actors -  Robert Donat. The 
cast of the B ernard  Shaw  fan tasy  “H eartbreak  
H ouse” w ith  Mr. D onat as  the venerable Capt. 
Shotover, which has currently  had  a successful 
ru n  a t  th e  C am bridge th e a tre  in  London, 
perform ed the play as p a rt of an  E.N.S.A. show, 
an d  b rough t the house of C anucks down with 
tr e m e n d o u s  r o u n d s  of a p p la u s e .  It w as 
so m e th in g  new  in  th e  w ay of a n  E.N.S.A. 
contribution , an d  w as very m uch  appreciated. 
After the perform ance, Mr. D onat an d  the cast,
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Badge o f 427 (Lion)
Squadron RCAF

affiliations th a t they were employed extensively 
in  the  first popularized  RCAF H istory w hich 
appeared  in  the  w ar’s im m ediate a fte rm a th .35 
They were d isd a in ed  by the  m ore o rthodox  
official h isto ry  w hich appeared  in  the  1990s, 
however.36 T hat w as un fortunate . Nevertheless, 
the  sq u a d ro n s  of the  c u rre n t Air C om m and 
w hich carry  the  w artim e n u m b ers  con tinue to 
observe m uch  of th is  p roud  heritage p assed  
from  their p redecessors._____________________
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