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* THE ill-fated Walrus is hoisted on to the deck of a World War 2 navy ship ii 

MISSION 
DISASTER 

* It was 4.30 on the morning of June 18, 
1940, and people in the small French town 
of Ploudaniel were awakened by the sound 
of an aircraft flying close to the ground. 

The aircraft appeared to be in some difficulty 
and flew around and around looking for a 
suitable place to land on the ground which 
was enveloped in a thick fog. 

Finally it came down on the edge of a 
field but then struck an embankment 
and burst into flames. 

Townsfolk rushed to the scene to try 
to save the occupants but were driven 
back by the flames. All they could do 
was recover the burnt bodies of the 
four unfortunate crew, who were then 
buried in the Ploudaniel communal 
cemetery in the grounds of the St. 
Yves Church. 

The aircraft concerned was Super-
marine Walrus L2312 of No. 10 Squad-
ron of the RAAF which was based at 
Plymouth, and two of the victims, 
Flight Lieutenant John Bell, the pilot 
and Sergeant Charles Harris, an ob-
server, were Australians. In fact the 
town of Ploudaniel had just witnessed 
the first Australian RAAF casualties 
of World War 2. 

The question was, what was an 
amphibian aircraft used predom-
inantly for sea patrols doing flying 
kilometres inland on the western 
tip of France, with the victorious 
German army a day's march away? 

* LEFT: Path of the fateful flight from 
England to France on the left—the 
route that should have been taken 
is on the right. The de Gaulle family 
wh" wcac wet ifinn na4 

The unusual circumstances 
deaths of those two Australia; 
remained a mystery for the 
years. It was only in June of t] 
that all of the details of that 
mission have finally been made 
and Bell and Harris are now 
receiving the acclaim their he 
unsuccessful mission richly de 

Credit for uncovering the fu 
of their mission belongs to a 
Lieutenant Baff, who has sp 
past three years while on e) 
with the Canadian Air Force 
ing a detailed history of No. 10 
ron. His determination to unea, 
the squadron's first World 
casualties had occurred took 
France and the small village wl 
crash had occurred and the c 
buried. 

There, the villagers present 
with the last remains of the 
an engine casing and a act 
Baff's ability to kick a few 
doors enabled him to piece t 
exactly what had happened 

In June, 1940, French resistanc 
ruins before the lightning adva 
the Germany Army. General 
de Gaulle, the French Under 
ary for War had escaped to 
and had made arrangements 
wife and children to follow. 

They had reached Carantec, 
northern coast of France, an 
staying at the house of an ai 
German motorised units we 
about a day's march away. In d 
tion de Gaulle appealed to V 
Churchill to rescue them. 

continued or 

nit. LIT • Des 

* ABOVE: FI.Lt. John Bell, the hero 
of the rescue mission ... his fate 
was a mystery for 40 years. Now ifs 
known his plane crashed and burst 
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* ll wos 4.30 on lhe morning of June 18,
1940, ond people in the smoll French town
of Plondoniel wel? ffiokened by the sound
0t 0n oircrufi flying close fo tne gruund.

The aircraft appeared to be in some difficufty
and tlew arourd and around looking for a
suitable place to land on the ground which
was enveloped in a thick fog.

LOUIDER

Finally it came down on the edge of a
field but then struck an embankment
and burst into flames.

Townsfolk rushed to the scene to try
to saye the occupants but were driven
back by the flames. All they could do
was recover the burnt bodies of the
four unfortunate crew. who were then
buried in the Ploudaniel communal
cemetery in the grounds of tJre St.
Yves Churcb-

The aircraft concerned was Super-
marine 1{alrus L2312 of No. 10 Squad-
ron of the RAAF whieh was based at
Plymouth, and two of the victims,
I'light Lieutenant John BeIl, ttre pilot
and Sergeant Charles Haris, an ob-
seryer, were Australians. In tact t&e
town of Ploudaniel had just witnessed
the first Australian RAAF casualties
of World qlar 2.

The question was, what was an
amphibian aittraft used predom-
inrntly for sea patrofs doing fiying
kilometres inlanil on the westeta.
tip of Fbance, with the vistorious
German army a day's march away?

* LEff: Poth of the fofetul flighf fiom
Englond to Fronce on the left-ihe
roue tnot strould hove been foken
is on fhe dght The de Goulle hmity
wln wa wnilinn nl l-aranfaa

.Ttre unusual circumstances
deaths of those two Australiar
remained a mystery for the
years. It was only in June of tl
tbat all of ttre details of t]nt
mission have finally been madr
and Bell and Harris are now
receiving the acclaim their her
unsuccessfi.rl misqion rictdy de

Credit for uneovering the ftr
of their mission belongs to a
Lieutenant Baff, who has spr
past three years while on er
with the Canadian Air Force
ing a detailed history of No. l0
ron. His determinati.on to unea:
the squadmn's first World
easualties had oeeurred took
Flance and the small vi,llage wl
crash had occurred and the ct
buded.

There, thc uillagers presenl
ruith thc lr"st remahs oJttut
an engine casing and a wit
Baffs abilitU to kick a few
d.oors enabled him to picce tr
exactlg what had. h.aryencd.

In June, 194{1, Ftench resistanc
ruins before the lightningadva
the Germany Army. General I
de Gaulle. the Ftench Under-
ary for War had escaped to E
and bad made arrangements
wife and ebildren to follow.

They had reached Carantec,
northern coast of Ftance, an
staying at the house of an au
German motorised units wer
about a day's march away. Indr
tion de Gaulle appealed to !l
Churchill to rescue them.

continued ot

! ElIaLfr. Dara DaII tr:*Se-



ISSION TO 
SAST1311 

ori Walrus is hoisted on to the deck of a World War 2 navy ship in England. * An air force sleuth 
 the 
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RAAF deaths in the 
Second WorldWar 
and uncovered a 
daring plan to save 
General de Gaulle's 
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eople in the small French town 
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iround and around looking for a 
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finally it came down on the edge of a 
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Townsfolk rushed to the scene to try 
save the occupants but were driven 

ick by the flames. All they could do 
as recover the burnt bodies of the 
ur unfortunate crew, who were then 
tried in the Ploudaniel communal 
'metery in the grounds of the St. 
yes Church. 
The aircraft concerned was Super-
arine Walrus L2312 of No. 10 Squad-
,n of the RAAF which was based at 
lymouth, and two of the victims, 
light Lieutenant John Bell, the pilot 
id Sergeant Charles Harris, an ob-
rver, were Australians. In fact the 
wn of Ploudaniel had just witnessed 
e first Australian RAAF casualties 
World War 2. 
The question was, what was an 
amphibian aircraft used predom-
inantly for sea patrols doing flying 
kilometres inland on the western 
tip of France, with the victorious 
German army a day's march away? 

LEFT: Path of the fateful flight from 
'gland to France on the left — the 
ute that should have been taken 
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The unusual circumstances of the 
deaths of those two Australians have 
remained a mystery for the past 40 
years. It was only in June of this year 
that all of the details of that fateful 
mission have finally been made public 
and Bell and Harris are now at last 
receiving the acclaim their heroic but 
unsuccessful mission richly deserves. 

Credit for uncovering the full story 
of their mission belongs to a Flight 
Lieutenant Baff, who has spent the 
past three years while on exchange 
with the Canadian Air Force compil-
ing a detailed history of No. 10 Squad-
ron. His determination to unearth how 
the squadron's first World War 2 
casualties had occurred took him to 
France and the small village where the 
crash had occurred and the crew lay 
buried. 

There, the villagers presented him 
with the last remains of the Walrus, 
an engine casing and a wingstrut. 
Baffs ability to kick a few official 
doors enabled him to piece together 
exactly what had happened. 

In June, 1940, French resistance lay in 
ruins before the lightning advances of 
the Germany Army. General Charles 
de Gaulle, the French Under-Secret-
ary for War had escaped to England 
and had made arrangements for his 
wife and children to follow. 

They had reached Carantec, on the 
northern coast of France, and were 
staying at the house of an aunt but 
German motorised units were only 
about a day's march away. In despera-
tion de Gaulle appealed to Winston 
Churchill to rescue them. 
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* GRAVES of the four airmen who died in the Walrus inferno ... still tended by French villagers. 

MISSION TO DISASTER 
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* ABOVE: A Walrus, and the parts that were retrieved. 
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Churchill, realising the pressure 
that could be applied to de Gaulle 
if his family were captured by the 
Germans, ordered the British 
Special Operations Executive to 
organise a rescue attempt. 

The highly dangerous and top secret 
mission was given to the RAAF's 
Squadron No. 10 and it was the squad-
ron's senior Walrus flyer, Flight-
Lieutenant John Bell who volunteered 
to try to pull it off. 

Early on the morning of June 18, 
1940, Bell took off in Walrus L2312 
from Plymouth Sound bound for 
Carantec on the French coast where 
the de Gaulle family was waiting. On 
board with him were Sgt. Charles 
Harris, Captain Norman Hope, an In-
telligence Corps officer from the Brit-
ish Admiralty and an RAF corporal. 

Just what went wrong in the next 
hour is not known but the Walrus 
drifted off course in the darkness of 
early morning as it crossed the 
Channel. Bell desperately searched 
the fog-covered French countryside 
looking for a suitable place to make a 
forced landing. Just as he appeared to 
have successfully brought the Walrus 
down he ran slap bang into an 
embankment hidden by the fog. 

The plane broke in two and its four 
occupants were incinerated in the 
resulting inferno. 

The only bright note to this most 

Brest and arrived safely in England. 
It was in search of some background 
information to this intriguing episode 
that I visited John Bell's brother 
Bruce in Windsor Park, in Adelaide. 

"We had absolutely no idea of the 
mission that John had been on," Bruce 
Bell told me, "until a newspaper 
reporter rang me late in June to say 
that a story had appeared on the front 
page of a Melbourne newspaper giving 
details of the mission. 

"It came as quite a shock," Bruce 
continued, "because the family has 
been trying to find out exactly 
what had happened all these years 
since that first telegram arrived 
saying that John was missing in 
action and presumed to be dead." 

In 1935 John Bell had been one of only 
20 men out of 800 applicants to be 
accepted for the official training 
course in the RAAF. He graduated as 
a pilot officer in 1936; then served on a 
variety of warships. 

In 1939, just prior to the outbreak of 
war, John Bell was despatched to 
RAAF Squadron 10 at Plymouth to 
help to bring the Sunderland Flying 
Boats stationed there back to Aust-
ralia. All that changed when war 
erupted. Squadron 10 stayed to con-
duct submarine patrols in the English 
Channel and so did John Bell. 

But then that fateful telegram • 

This was followed a few weeks later by 
a letter from Squadron Leader Pearce: 
"I cannot tell you about the particular 
job on which he went and from which 
he did not return," it read. "It was not 
a case of him being sent because he 
elected to go . . . and if he had carried it 
out it would have reflected great 
praise on him." 

"My brother Alfred arrived in Eng-
land with the Australian Army at that 
time," Bruce said "and went to 
Plymouth to see John only to be told 
that he was missing in action." Alfred 
himself was later to lose his life in 
action at Lae in New Guinea. 

The Bell family continued their 
efforts to find out how John had met 
his end and on March 15, 1946, 
received a letter from the Secretary of 
the Department of Air. It told of how 
John had volunteered for a secret 
special mission but had crashed near 
the town of Ploudaniel. 

Then on June 1, 1946, the Bells 
received a particularly touching letter 
from the French Mayor of Ploudaniel 
himself giving details of the fateful 
crash. 

The mayor concluded by saying, 
"In spite of the presence of the 
Bouche the graves were always 
very well tended and always cov-
ered with flowers. The photograph 
which I send you was taken during 
the occupation. It is, for us, a duty 
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action at Lae in New Guinea
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Giulchill, rcalising th presmre
that coulil be applied to de Gaulle
if his family were captured by the
Germus, ordered the British
Specid Olnrations Ereutive to
orglnisc r nescuc attcmf*.

fi1s highly dangemus and top secret
mi-ssion was given to tbe RAAFS
Squadron No. 10 and it was the squad-
iron's senior Walrus flyer, Flight-
Lieutenant John Bell who volunteered
to try to puil it ofr.

Early on tlle rnoming of June 18,
1940, BeU took ofr in Walrus Ir312
Aom Plymouth Sound bound for
Caraatec on tJre ftench coast wbere
the de Gaulle famity was waiting. On
board with him ssls Sgt Charles
Earis, Clnptain Norman llope, aa In-
tenigpre Corps oficerfromthe Brit
ish admiral$ and an RAF corporal

Just sbat went wrong in tJre next
hour is not known but the Walrrus
ddft€d ofi course in tJre darkness of
eady morning as it erossed the
Channel Bell desperately searched
the fog-eovered Fteneh countryside
looking for a suitable place to make 4
forced landing. Just as h appeared to
have suecessftrll5r brougbt tJre Walrus
down he tan slap bang into an
embantment bidden by the fog.

fie plane bmke in two and its four
occulnnts were incinerated in fte
resulting infemo.
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Brest and, arrioed saf,elu in England.
It was in search of mme backglormd
inforrntion to this intrieuing episode
that I visited Jobn Bell's brother
Bruce in Windsor Park" in Adelaide.

'We had absolutely no idea of tbe
mission that Jobn had been on." Bruce
BeU told me, "rmtil a rewspaper
reporter rang me late in June to say
thata storyhad appeared on the ftout
page of a Melbourne newspaper grving
detail,s of the mission-

{t camc as quite a sihock' Bnrce
continud,'because the frmily has
b€cn tryirg b fun wt eractly
wtat nd haunned allthescyans
sirce tbat first telegram arrived
saying that John s15 rnissirg in
action rnil prcslmd to be deadl

IJn 1935 John Bell had been one ofonly
20 men out of 8{X} applicants to be
accepted for the official training
ooun€ in the RAAF. IIe graduated as
a pilot ofrcer in 1916; then seryed on a
variety ol warships.

In 1939,just prior to the outbreak of
war, Jobn Bell was despatched to
RAAF Squadmn 10 at PlymoutJr to
help to btng the Sunderland nying
Boats stationed ttrcre back to Aust-
ralia. All that changed when war
enrpted Squadmn 10 stayed to con-
duct submarine patrcls in tJre English
Channei and so did John Bell.

8ut then tlwt fateful telcgrom
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This was followed a few weeks later by 
a letter from Squadron Leader Pearce: 
"I cannot tell you about the particular 
job on which he went and from which 
he did not return," it read. "It was not 
a case of him being sent because he 
elected to go . . and if he had carried it 
out it would have reflected great 
praise on him." 

"My brother Alfred arrived in Eng-
land with the Australian Army at that 
time," Bruce said "and went to 
Plymouth to see John only to be told 
that he was missing in action." Alfred 
himself was later to lose his life in 
action at Lae in New Guinea. 

The Bell family continued their 
efforts to find out how John had met 
his end and on March 15, 1946, 
received a letter from the Secretary of 
the Department of Air. It told of how 
John had volunteered for a secret 
special mission but had crashed near 
the town of Ploudaniel. 

Then on June 1, 1946, the Bells 
received a particularly touching letter 
from the French Mayor of Ploudaniel 
himself giving details of the fateful 
crash. 

The mayor concluded by saying, 
"In spite of the presence of the 
Bouche the graves were always 
very well tended and always cov-
ered with flowers. The photograph 
which I send you was taken during 
the occupation. It is, for us, a duty 

sympathy to Lt. Bell's family, and 
assure them for me that their son 
sleeps his last sleep, not in a 
foreign land, but in friendly soil." 

However, it was to be another 34 years 
after the receipt of that letter from the 
Mayor of Ploudaniel before Australia 
was to officially recognise the heroism 
of Bell and Harris and then due to the 
investigative efforts of Lieutenant 
Baff. 

On June 25 this year a special 
ceremony was held at the War Memor-
ial in Canberra to commemorate their 
mission. Seventy former members of 
No. 10 Squadron from all around 
Australia gathered for the occasion 
and a crew of the current No. 10 
Squadron flew one of their Orions from 
Edinburgh to Canberra to take part. 
Bruce Bell was there to represent the 
Bell family and presented the War 
Memorial with his brother's log book. 
Harris' wife and son were also present 
at the ceremony. 

In a fitting tribute, Sir Richard 
Kingsland, the Secretary of the 
Department of Veteran Affairs, a 
former member of Squadron 10 and 
personal friend of Lieutenant Bell, 
gave the last remains of the Walrus to 
the War Memorial — Baff had recover-
ed the parts from Ploudaniel earlier in 
the year. 

"Australia could ill afford to lose 
of fbie rmalifi, mirl 'no nrsuld 
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lad any spare time over the past 
of years I have tried to faithful-

nact the expeditions of some of 
explorers. Using the original 

nts of explorers Denis carefully 
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svmpathY to Lt. Bell's familY' ed
rsse ttem Or re trhat tbsir son
sleeps his last sleep' not in a
fortign lrnd" but il friend\Y soil"

However, it was to be anothr-34 Yen
aner tne'receipt oftbt letter hom t&e
Mavor of Ploudaniel before Australia
wai to onciattY rccogise t'be hrcism
of feU ana ffarr* and ttren fire to t'be
investigative efrorts of tieutenant
Batr

On June 25 this Year a sPeeial
eeremony Fas held at tF War lilemor-
iaf inCairnerra to cominemorate tJret
nission SeventY forrer members of
Xo fO Squadrim from all around
Aushatia EatnereO for tbe occa.slon

""a a cniw of tbe current No. l0
Soua<tnon fles one of tkir Orions Aom
igriinburs to Canberra to take part
Sruce BeU was tbere to represent tJre
SeU tanily and Prwnted tbe War
Memoriat wittr tris lrottrefs bg bok
Ilants' wife aad sonwere als Prc*nt
at tle ceremony.

In a fitting tribute' Sir Richard
Kinssland, [he Secretary of tbe
Depirtment of Veteran Afriairs' a
iofrer member of Squadrcn 10 and
nersonaf friend of Lieutenant BeD'
iave tbe Iast remains of the WaIrus to
Lhe War Memorial - Bafr bad rec:over-
ea tne parts nom Ploudadel earlier in
tb year.

'Ausfmlis fiuld ig 6aril to lar,e
anto .* thia mtnl:irt, nnd tm, cottld,

GHT: Mop+eoding skitls
of lifeordeofh impodonce

lo Denis outbock.

tis,'tln, I wotild anW stop wlwr
i ard I cottld go rn fortlrcr"-
rn he orrioed. d CaPe Bgron'
rlg exhausted., he hfln set aneu
* forthe solsuest-east crossireg,
rcionishing 6 d,q.as,Z3 hours anil
inru,tes.
et myself a taryet of seven days
ime but secretly I was hoPing to
n frve. But for the incredibly wet
bions I reckon I might have been
b,o acNeve the mark, though I
nly wont be trying again It's
ro demanding." (That a]l might
e if someone beats his record')
rrse thi:s has not meant the end
ris Bartell s outback adventures.
have simPlY taken on an inter-
new dimension.

rave always had a tremendous
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trs," Denis said. "lYhenever f
rad anv SPare time overthe Past
: ofyeirs t have tried to faithfitt-
nait ttre exlnditions of some of
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lbis was followed a fewweekslaterby
a letter from Squadron l-€ader Pearce:
'iI cannot tell ybu about the pa$icrilar
iob on which he went and from which
le OA not return," it read. 'It $as not
a sase of hivn being sent because be
elected to go . . . and if he bad ca$ied it
out it w6utd trave reflected great
praise on him-'

"Mv brottrer Alied anived in Eng-
land-with the Australian Aruty at t'hat
time." Bruce said "and went to
Pfv#outn to see John oDlY to be told
itit Ue was missing in action" Alfretl
nmsef was later to lose his life in
action at Iae tn New Guinea-

lte Bell rarrity continued tbeir
efiorts to find out horr Jobn had met
his enil and ou Uarch 15' 1916'
rccelveO a tetter from tle Secretary of
the Department of Air.It told of how
iotrn laO vohmt€ered for a seclet
speeial mission but had crashed near
the town of Ploudaniel

Tlren on June 1, 19{6, tbe Bells
received a particularly toucbing letter
ftom the Flench Mayor of Ploudanicl
Umsef eiving dehifs of the fatetul
crash.

Tb maYor eowlud bY sa5ring'
'fn spitc of the Pnesienoe of the
Eouch tbe gtaves werte aluaYs
verv well teuH and alwaYs eov-
erei with flowers. ltc PhtoerePh
which I d You ras tatcn &ring
tb occqretioe It is for r* a duty
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