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Northern Ireland links to Bomber 
Command Memorial

Liam 
O’Connor, the 
architect, won 
the Bomber 
Command 
Memorial 
commission 
against 
competition. 


He had 
previously 
worked with 
stone 
company S 
McConnell & 
Sons in 
Kilkeel, 
Northern 
Ireland, to 
create the 
Armed Forces 
Memorial. at 
the National 
Memorial 
Arboretum.
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The Kilkeel company were also awarded the Bomber Command 
Memorial contract. The stonework contractor have used their 
expertise in stone to create an impressive portfolio of showpieces 
around the world.


The lead contractor was Gilbert-Ash NI Limited, a Northern Ireland-
based building and civil engineering contractor which operates 
throughout the UK.


The memorial was the outcome of a three-year campaign to create 
it, with significant contributions to the Memorial Campaign having 
been made by the general public in the UK and worldwide.


The Bomber Command Memorial commemorates the bomber 
aircrews who flew in World War Two. Nearly half of the force of 
125,000 died on their missions.


During WWII, more than a million men and women served, or 
supported, Bomber Command. Originating in 60 nations across the 
world, they were united in their efforts to protect democratic 
freedom. The service included Aircrew, Ground Crew, Women’s 
Auxiliary Air Force, Auxiliary Air Transport, Auxiliary Transport 
Services, NAAFI and others.
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The majority came from the UK and the Commonwealth, with the 
remainder from countries as diverse as Peru and Germany (many 
escaping from the Nazi regime), as well as other European 
refugees. 


Of the 125,000 Aircrew who served, 72% were killed, seriously 
injured or taken Prisoner of War. More than 44% were killed whilst 
serving, giving the highest rate of attrition of any Allied unit. Each 
man was a volunteer, and their average age of death was only 23.


The efforts of the RAF Bomber Command significantly changed the 
outcome of WWII.


“The Fighters are our salvation but the 
Bombers alone provide the means of 
victory - Churchill” 
Their bombing sorties did great damage to the Axis powers 
industrial capacity. So concerned were the Axis powers about 
Bomber Command’s capabilities that they permanently stationed 
more than 1,000 Luftwaffe aircraft for the purpose of fighting the 
bombers as well as more than 30,000 artillery pieces.


A million men and women supported Bomber Command on the 
ground.  Their tasks included engineering, scientific developments, 
the loading of bombs, air traffic control, plotting, map creation and 
a myriad of other essential roles.


Bomber Command developed and pioneered new technologies 
that together with Allied contributions of both men and material 
allowed a huge expansion of bombing operations after 1942, 
contributing to the eventual victory in Europe.


It was Bomber Command that delivered the world’s first airborne 
humanitarian mission, Operation Manna, delivering over 7,000 tons 
of food parcels in 10 days over the west of Holland, where one 
million people were registered as starving.  They also acted as a 
vital element to Operation Exodus that saw the repatriation of over 
70,000 POW’s from internment camps across Europe.
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In addition, they proved vital to the boosting of the morale of the 
Allies.


It is impossible to say enough about what these brave men and 
women achieved during the war or the price they paid for it. 


Famous Operations 
• Battle of Britain 
• Operation Chastise – Dambusters 
• Operation Taxable – D-Day support 
• Sinking of the Tirpitz 
• The Augsberg Raid 
• Operation Manna – the world’s first airborne humanitarian 

mission 
• Operation Exodus – the repatriation of over 70,000 POWs 

John McFarland - NI member of a New 
Zealand crew and POW
In June 2012 in his 90th year, John McFarland travelled to 
London from Northern Ireland to be at the Queen’s unveiling of 
the new memorial to Bomber Command. People applauded the 
veterans and shook their hands. A taxi driver declined fare 
payment. 

Ben Lowry of the Belfast News Letter interviewed John in London at 
the time of the event. This is his account in which John recollects 
his experiences - 

Of seven men on board a plane that John was in when it was shot 
down in 1944, only John — the navigator — and two others 
survived. 

John lived in Belfast, but grew up in a farm outside Londonderry 
with three brothers and ten sisters. He turned 18 in September 
1940, and as part of a pharmacy apprenticeship with the 1765-
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founded shop Prior and Company, travelled to Belfast for an 
entrance exam that included Latin.
There he saw RAF recruiters, and he was encouraged to sign up by 
a friend from Foyle College, Ronnie Fletcher, who told him what a 
great life it was. Ronnie, who flew Wellington bombers, was later 
killed. 

After joining, John left Northern Ireland in June 1941, and in early 
1943 moved to Canada for training, returning to Britain that 
summer. He was sent to 75 Squadron to replace a crewman. 

John’s first flight was in December. Early missions were relatively 
easy such as dropping mines at Helogoland on the north German 
coast.  
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Soon John was flying on immensely dangerous missions, but like a 
lot of young men had little sense of risk, despite the RAF attrition 
rate.
“I never thought I would be shot down,” he told the News Letter. “I 
had not had many near misses before.” 

Within months, the laws of probability had caught up with his team. 

On the night of April 18 and 19, 1944, the seven-man crew — 
mostly Kiwis — flew out from Lincolnshire over the North Sea in 
their Stirling aircraft to drop mines from 15,000 feet over Germany’s 
Kiel Canal. 

Then one of the greatest fears of airmen happened. 

The Germans would position upward-firing aircraft directly under an 
allied plane. That night John and his crew had no warning that the 
enemy was underneath them. John only knew what had happened 
when the navigator’s table shattered. 

The pilot ordered a bail-out while he and the engineer kept flying. 

“It was so quick I can’t remember,” says John. 

He was first out of the plane’s front hatch, and for a troubling few 
moments he was unable to open it, before realising that he was 
standing on the hatch. 

Then he was out in the night air and falling in the darkness towards 
Nazi-occupied Denmark. 

John says: “My mother did not even know I was on operations. My 
first thought was: what will she think when a telegram boy arrives 
with a note?” 

Four of the crew got out of the aircraft, but the rear gunner’s 
parachute did not open. John only discovered this news much later. 
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This photograph, taken at the height of World War Two, seems 
to illustrate the carefree confidence of a rugged RAF crew. 
They are members of Bomber Command, and appear to be 
nonchalantly preparing for a mission. But the April 1944 
picture was manufactured as a public relations image to boost 
recruitment and morale in New Zealand, and it does not show a 
particular crew, but rather men from several crews. Within 
weeks, all were killed in combat on various missions, except 
the young airman on the right. Most of the men in the picture 
are from New Zealand but the survivor on the right of the 
photograph is John McFarland.

Three men did not even get out of the plane — the pilot, the 
engineer and the mid upper gunner. As John floated down to earth, 
he hoped that he would not land in water because he could not 
swim. 

He landed in the middle of a field at around midnight and was found 
by a 14-year-old boy collecting cows. The boy’s Danish farming 
family hid him in the loft in the barn.
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Soon schoolchildren became excitedly aware of the English-
speaking men — John’s two colleagues landed nearby — and word 
got out. 

“The Germans closed in and said ‘you had better come with us’.” 

John was sent to the famous prison camp Stalag Luft III in eastern 
Germany for captured airmen where he was well treated by 
Luftwaffe guards. They were First World War veterans who 
respected other airmen and “did not want trouble”. 

However, the month previously there had been a major breakout, 
later depicted in the Hollywood blockbuster The Great Escape. Fifty 
of 74 recaptured escapees were executed by the Gestapo on 
Hitler’s orders. 

“The camp attitude was downbeat,” says John of the mood when he 
arrived. “The inmates were furious that 50 had been shot. Even the 
guards were horrified. The Gestapo had a completely different 
ethos from the Luftwaffe.” 

John recalls the “amazing” Red Cross parcels inmates received 
every month. “The Germans never interfered with that. It kept you 
going,” he says. 

The inmates were marched out of the camp within 24 hours in 
January 1945 as the Russians approached, and made to walk east. 
The convoy was attacked by two British fighter planes who thought 
they were escaping German troops, killing 20. 

Later the men were freed, “fortunately by the British [rather than 
Russians]”.

John has no animosity towards the Germans. “Hitler was out on his 
own. I don’t think the German population knew all about the 
slaughter of these poor Jewish people that was going on.” 
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In a flypast marking the dedication of the Bomber Command 
memorial, the RAF’s last flying Lancaster bomber dropped 
poppies in remembrance of those who died.

He also felt sadness for the civilians who were killed in RAF raids. 
“The Germans had an awful hiding night after night after night. 
Dresden was probably the most beautiful city in Europe.”

He said that the raids did not attack civilian populations, but admits 
that not all the attacks were as concentrated on their targets as they 
were supposed to be. “Over heavily defended targets, a lot of crews 
would not be worried about dropping the load and getting out. They 
would not admit that.” 

He felt that Sir Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris, the head of Bomber 
Command, was “badly treated” when he was marginalised after the 
war due to the severity of his tactics. Harris, John concedes, was a 
hard taskmaster: “He would send a squadron back if the job was 
not well done.” 

After he returned to Northern Ireland, John got his pharmacy 
diploma in 1947, marrying two years later and settling with his wife, 
who was still alive, and two sons in Belfast. 
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He later visited the Danish family that found him. 

John was conscious of his luck in surviving Bomber Command. “No 
problem is insurmountable when you have come through that sort 
of procedure,” he says. 

He chuckled at the recollection of how, three years before, he was 
prevented from bringing his war medals on board a plane as he 
travelled to the funeral of his commanding officer, “an amazing 
man”. 

Norman Allen, gunner on Lancaster and 
Stirling bombers.
At reunions after the war, John met Norman Allen, a Bomber 
Command veteran from Loughgall, who travelled with him to 
London for the dedication of the Bomber Command memorial.

Norman Allen was a gunner on Lancaster and Stirling bombers. 

He told Chris Page of BBC NI News that on the raids, he was too 
focused on trying to protect the plane to be scared of dying in 
action.


"You just blotted everything out," he explained.


And yet, often the worst happened to his friends.


"You could have somebody sleeping next to you in the hut, and 
they weren't there the next day.


"That was it. You never heard of them again."


He thought the Bomber Command memorial was overdue, but he 
was glad it was finally in place. 


"It should have happened a long time ago, but I suppose it's better 
late than never," he said
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Bomber Command 
• Formed in 1936 
• Mission to attack Germany's airbases, troops, shipping 

and industrial complexes connected to the war effort 
• Crews from UK, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and all 

corners of Commonwealth plus occupied nations 
including Poland, Czechoslovakia and France, and allied 
countries such as the US 

• Average age of bombers about 22 
• Switched to inaccurate night bombing to reduce 

casualties 
• First "thousand-bomber raid" in May 1942 - against 

Cologne, three months after "Bomber" Harris made 
commander in chief 

• Famous Dambusters raid of May 1943 struck at dams 
surrounding Ruhr Valley 

Bomber Command - See also on this site 

Tom Long -Belfast Squadron Leader flew 87 operations, 
25 over Berlin. Posted December 21, 2017 

Portrush link with Dambusters’ Squadron. Posted 
December 24, 2017 
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remembrance ni 

The remembrance ni programme is overseen by Very Rev Dr Houston 
McKelvey OBE, QVRM, TD who served as Chaplain to 102 and 105 
Regiments Royal Artillery (TA), as Hon. Chaplain to RNR and as Chaplain to 
the RBL NI area and the Burma Star Association NI. Dr McKelvey is a Past 
President of Queen’s University Services Club. He may be contacted at 

houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com


Copyright - all material in this remembrance ni publication is copyright, and 
must not be reproduced in print or electronically.

To receive a copy of remembrance ni  or notice  of new postings on web 
site please contact - 

houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com


Contact - Simply input Remembrance ni in the title bar and give your first 
and second names with e-mail address in body of text. There is also a 
contact  facility on the web site. See Menu at 

https://remembranceni.org/
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