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Duxford’s People in the Battle of Britain at IWM Duxford 
A new exhibition telling stories of the people who served  
 
Opens to the public on Friday 21 August  
 
Marking the 75th Anniversary, Duxford’s People in the Battle of Britain is a new exhibition which presents 
the personal experiences and mementoes of seven people who served at RAF Duxford, a pivotal fighter 
station during the Battle of Britain.  
 
The people represented in the exhibition are David Whitley (Pilot Officer, 264 Squadron), Maria Blewitt 
(Women’s Auxiliary Air Force), Gordon Sinclair (310 Squadron), Guy Mayfield (Chaplain at RAF Duxford), 
James Coward (19 Squadron), ‘Woody’ Woodhall (RAF Duxford Station Commander) and Peter Howard-
Williams (19 Squadron).* 
 
The exhibition was officially opened today by Chas and Liz Bazeley, cousins of Maria Blewitt and Gordon 
Sinclair’s son, Alan.  
 
Maria Blewitt was a member of the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force at Duxford. Her letter home to her 
mother, which features in the exhibition, was written by Maria on 11 September 1940, the day that the 
British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, gave a speech stating: 
 
“‘...a heavy full-scale invasion of this Island is being prepared...it may be launched now... Therefore we 
must regard the next week or so as a very important period in our history.’ 

Maria’s letter shows how real and frightening was the threat of imminent invasion.  In it, she says: “I have 
just been listening to Winston. Brilliant, inspiring but just a tiddly bit frightening.  He seems quite sure 
invasion will come within the next week or so. If not I shall be home for 48 hrs on 17th…” 
 
Gordon Sinclair joined 19 Squadron at RAF Duxford on 27 November 1937.  He was awarded the 
Distinguished Flying Cross on 25 June 1940 and in late June became ‘A’ Flight Commander of 310 (Czech) 
Squadron, which became operational on 17 August. Gordon Sinclair was awarded the Czech Military 
Cross on 24 December 1940. 
 
The exhibition also contains transcriptions from the diary of Guy Mayfield, Duxford’s Chaplain during the 
Battle of Britain. It was to him that pilots would turn when they were feeling the immense pressures of 
the battle.  One diary entry reads: 
 
“19 Squadron were night flying after dinner… [Pilot Officer Horace Trenchard] crashed while we were 
there…he had crashed at Whittlesford…he was killed at once. Peter appeared with a beer and questions 
following on Trenchard’s death. It was a relief to be able to talk realistically to him, not about Trenchard, 
but about the things which we keep concealed for the most part beneath the surface. What happens 
when you die? Is it wrong to be frightened of dying? How should you live if you are twenty and will be 
dead by the end of the summer?” 



James Coward’s Pilot’s Flying Log Book, in which he recorded every flight he made with beautiful 
drawings,  also features in the exhibition, turned to the page upon which he has  drawn an illustration of 
the flight on which he was shot down and wounded.  
 
Many of these objects on display in the exhibition have not been previously seen by the public. 
 
Alan Sinclair said: “It is wonderful that these personal items are on display. It seems slightly ironic that the 
last time I saw it [Gordon Sinclair’s flying suit] he was sitting on a lawnmower wearing it.” 
 
Chas Bazeley said: “It is wonderful to see what Maria was involved in during the war and it’s wonderful to 
know that she has been chosen as the only woman amongst all those handsome chaps. She would be 
delighted.” 
 
RAF Duxford was pivotal in the Battle of Britain. The first Spitfires flew from Duxford. Douglas Bader was 
based at RAF Duxford and it was the home of the controversial ‘Big Wing’ flying tactic.  It is through the 
very different personal stories of the men and woman featured in the new Duxford’s People in the Battle 
of Britain exhibition that we discover what it was like to work and serve at an RAF Fighter Station in the 
relentlessly demanding days of the Battle of Britain. 
 
Duxford’s People in the Battle of Britain is a contemplative exhibition in which visitors can learn about 
people who were instrumental at RAF Duxford, before they visit the Battle of Britain Exhibition to view the  
aircraft that fought the battle from the skies.  
 
Entry is included in general admission to IWM Duxford. 
 
– Ends – 
 
For further press information please contact: 
  
Esther Blaine +44 (0)1223 499 320 
eblaine@iwm.org.uk  
 
 
Notes to Editors 
 
*Duxford’s People featured in the exhibition 
 
David Whitley, Pilot Officer, 264 Squadron  

David’s Flying Log Book can be seen in the exhibition, open at the page which reported that he 
was shot down. 

David Whitley joined the RAF on a short service commission in February 1939 and joined 264 Squadron 
when his training was complete. 
 
David had been fighting the enemy for several weeks before the Battle of Britain began.  Over Dunkirk on 
24 May 1940, he and his gunner, Leading Aircraftman R C Turner, shared in the destruction of a 
Messerschmitt Bf 110. On 27 May 1940, they shared in the destruction of a Heinkel III and on 29 May 
1940, they destroyed three Junker Ju 87 aircraft. 
 
A collision with Pilot Officer M H Young over Dunkirk on 31 May led to Whitley crash-landing on the beach 
there. On 24 June, after shooting down a Junkers 88, Whitley’s Defiant was damaged by fire from a  
Junkers 88 attacked over Manston, but he made it safely back to base. 
 
Whitley and his gunner, Sergeant R C Turner, were shot down in their Defiant aircraft by a Messerschmitt 
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Bf 109 on 28 August 1940, at the tender ages of 21 and 25, as the tragic final entry in David’s Pilot’s 
Flying Log Book shows. 
 
 
Maria Blewitt, WAAF 
 
Maria Blewitt was a member of the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force at Duxford. Her letter home to her 
mother, which you can read in the exhibition, was written by Maria on 11 September 1940, the day 
that the British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, gave a speech stating: 
 
“‘...a heavy full-scale invasion of this Island is being prepared...it may be launched now... Therefore we 
must regard the next week or so as a very important period in our history.’ 

Her letter shows how real and frightening was the threat of imminent invasion.  In it, she says: “I have just 
been listening to Winston. Brilliant, inspiring but just a tiddly bit frightening.  He seems quite sure invasion 
will come within the next week or so. If not I shall be home for 48 hrs on 17th…” 
 
Maria knew many of the pilots whose job was to prevent that invasion. To her, they were not distant 
heroes or ‘Brylcreem Boys’: they were real young men, flying and fighting for their lives.  
 
After the war, Maria had a celebrated yachting career, publishing a book, Celestial Navigation for 
Yachtsmen which for 30 years was the definitive guide to navigating by the stars. 
 
Gordon Sinclair, 310 Squadron  
 
Gordon Sinclair’s flying suit can be seen in Duxford’s People in the Battle of Britain. 

Gordon Sinclair joined the Royal Air Force on a short service commission on 1 March 1937. On 
completing his training, he joined 19 Squadron at RAF Duxford on 27 November 1937.   

Gordon was still with 19 Squadron on 26 May 1940 when he destroyed a Messerschmitt Bf 109 and 
probably destroyed another.  

On 1 June, Gordon destroyed two Messerschmitt Bf 109s and on a later patrol the same day damaged a 
Heinkel HE 111 and a Dornier 17.  He was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross on 25 June 1940. In late 
June, Sinclair became ‘A’ Flight Commander of 310 (Czech) Squadron, which became operational on 17 
August. 

Gordon Sinclair claimed the destruction of a Dornier 17 on 31 August 1940, a Dornier 17 and a 
Messerschmitt Bf 110 on on 3 September and another Dornier 17 on 9 September.  On 9 September, he 
collided with Flying Officer J E Boulton and baled out, spraining his ankle and landing in a wood at 
Caterham. His Hurricane crashed in Wallington. On29 September, Sinclair was shot down by a 
Messerschmitt Bf 109 over Thanet. He baled out, unhurt, and landed at Chilham, while his Hurricane 
crashed at Woodsdale Farm, Godmersham. 

Gordon Sinclair was awarded the Czech Military Cross on 24 December 1940.  

In January 1941, he was posted to Headquarters, 12 Group, Hucknall on staff duties. He was given the 
task of forming and commanding 313 Squadron at Catterick in May 1941. He then took command of 79 
Squadron at Fairwood Common in September 1941 and continued to lead the squadron until he was 
posted to the Directorate of Fighter Operations at the Air Ministry in December 1941. 

Following attachment to various squadrons, Gordon Sinclair was given command of 56 Squadron at 
Bradwell Bay in October 1943. He was then promoted to Wing Commander in May 1944 and joined the 



staff of HQ 84 Group.  He returned to the Directorate of Fighter Operations at the Air Ministry in January 
1945 and in October 1945 was appointed Personal Air Secretary to the Secretary of State for Air, a post 
he held until November 1947.  Gordon Sinclair retired from the RAF on 23 December 1957, as a Wing 
Commander.  

Guy Mayfield, Chaplain 

Guy Mayfield was Duxford’s Chaplain during the Battle of Britain. It was to him that pilots would turn when 
they were feeling the immense pressures of the battle. He recorded his experiences in his diary, part 
of which is transcribed in the exhibition. 
 
Diary entry, 29 February 1940 
 
“19 Squadron were night flying after dinner… [Pilot Officer Horace Trenchard] crashed while we were 
there…he had crashed at Whittlesford…he was killed at once. Peter appeared with a beer and questions 
following on Trenchard’s death. It was a relief to be able to talk realistically to him, not about Trenchard, 
but about the things which we keep concealed for the most part beneath the surface. What happens 
when you die? Is it wrong to be frightened of dying? How should you live if you are twenty and will be 
dead by the end of the summer?” 
 
Born in 1905, Guy Mayfield was educated at Lancing College and Magdalene College, Cambridge. He was 
ordained in 1930 and became Curate at St John’s, Fitzroy Square, London.  He was Hurstpierpoint. 
Assistant Editor at The Guardian from 1936-1939 and Chaplain to the Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve 
in 1939 before going on to chaplaincies at Duxford and Gibraltar, and becoming Senior Chaplain in Egypt 
and the Sudan. 
 
After the Second World War, he became Rector at St Paul’s Church, St Leonard’s -on-Sea in 1946, before 
moving on to Little Horsted in 1948 and becoming Director of Religious Education for the Chichester 
Diocese in 1948. He became Deputy Diocesan Secretary and Press Secretary in 1950 and Prebendary for 
Chichester Cathedral in 1956.  He became Select Preacher for Cambridge University in 1964.  He was 
honorary Canon of Chichester and Archdeacon of Hastings from 1956 to 1975.  He died on 19 July 1976. 
 
 
Diary entry, 5 September 1940 
 
“Cambridge in the morning on the way to G2. Saw Thelma and then out to G2 with wireless and other 
comforts.  A lovely day and happy time there. Got back here at 16.30 and heard, with a great shock, that 
Pinkham, the CO of 19, had been shot down and killed near Snodland at 10.15. This news cast a gloom 
over us, for we liked him very much. He was young for his command but a great man who evolved the 
new fighter tactics. He will find friends from his squadron waiting for him.” 
 
James Coward, 19 Squadron 
 
James Coward’s Pilot’s Flying Log Book records every flight he made. A talented artist, Coward decorated 
his log book with illustrations and photographs. The page to which the Log Book is turned in the 
Duxford’s People in the Battle of Britain exhibition shows Coward’s own illustration of the flight 
on which he was shot down and wounded. 
 
James Baird Coward was born in Teddington, Middlesex on 18 May 1915 and educated at Sutton High 
School.    
 
He joined the RAF as a candidate for a short service commission on 16 October 1936. He did his 
elementary flying training at 9 Elementary & Reserve Flying Training School, Ansty and his intermediate 
and advanced at 2 Flying Training School, Digby from February to September 1937, when he was posted 
to 19 Squadron at Duxford. 



 
On 6 November 1939, Coward was appointed ‘A’ Flight Commander in 266 Squadron, then forming at 
Sutton Bridge. Over Dunkirk on 2 June 1940, he probably destroyed a Messerschmitt Bf 109. After a spell 
in hospital, Coward rejoined 19 Squadron, then at Fowlmere. 
 
On 31 August he was shot down during an attack on Dornier 17s ten miles east of Duxford. He baled out, 
badly wounded, and landed on the Royston-Newmarket Road. Coward was taken to Addenbrookes 
Hospital, Cambridge, where his left leg was amputated below the knee. 
 
Fit again, Coward was posted to Mr Churchill’s personal staff, in charge of roof-spotting at Chequers and 
Chartwell. In early January 1942, he went on a three month refresher course at Hullavington, after which 
he was posted to 52 Operational Training Unit, Aston Down, to command a squadron. In October 1942, 
Coward went as Chief Flying Instructor to 55 Operational Training Unit, Annan. On 21 November 1943, he 
took command of No.1 Aircraft Delivery Unit at Croydon. 
 
Coward was sent on a course at RAF Staff College on 17 June 1944, following which he was posted to the 
Air Ministry, in charge of Fighter Operational Training. After the Second World War, he held a series of staff 
appointments and commands. Coward was awarded the Air Force Cross on 1 January 1954. He retired 
from the RAF on 8 September 1969, as an Air Commodore. 
 

‘Woody’ Woodhall, RAF Duxford Station Commander 

Woody’s name can be seen on the Duxford Commanding Officers’ Board in the Duxford’s People 
in the Battle of Britain exhibition. 

‘Woody’ Woodhall was Duxford’s Station Commander during the Battle of Britain. He encouraged the men 
and women who served here. This helped them carry on, even when it seemed that the odds were 
against the RAF.  ‘Woody’ was also responsible for directing Duxford’s fighters into combat from the 
Operations Room. Several of the pilots thought that he was the most skilled fighter controller in the RAF.  

In his book Soldier, Sailor & Airman Too, Woodhall recalls:  

“It was at Sector level (Duxford was a Sector station) that fighter control became a personal affair. From 
the Sector Station the Controller was in direct communication with the fighter pilots by RT (radio 
telephone)… 

From May to October 1940, we were all stretched to our limits of endurance, but we were not in the least 
downhearted or pessimistic. As Station Commander, I had to learn to snatch sleep in small doses. I had a 
camp bed in my office and one in a cubby hole in the Ops room when it was established at Sawston Hall 
owing to the bombing. At all times I had to be within reach of a telephone… 

During that long summer of 1940 when even the weather seemed to favour the Germans, everyone on 
the Station was working hard and in spite of the threats of invasion, bad news of sinkings by                  U 
boat and reverses in Greece and Crete, morale was high. Our casualties in the air were not light, but our 
victories outweighed them and we knew that man for man, we were superior to the enemy.” 

Peter Howard-Williams, 19 Squadron 

Peter’s medals can be seen in the exhibition 

The Battle of Britain ended in October 1940 but the war was far from over.  

For pilots such as Peter Howard-Williams, the fight would continue for another 5 years. He carried on 
flying and fighting as the Allies went on the attack in northern Europe. He was decorated for bravery and 
in 1941appeared in the film ‘The First of the Few’, about the development and use of the Spitfire.  



Peter Ian Howard-Williams was born in Cowes on 27 December 1919.  He entered RAF College, Cranwell 
in April 1939 as a flight cadet.  The outbreak of war caused the course to be condensed and he was 
commissioned in March 1940 and joined 19 Squadron at Duxford soon afterwards. 

Howard-Williams served with 19 Squadron throughout the Battle of Britain.  He was with 610 Squadron in 
early 1941 and later went to 118 Squadron at Ibsley. 

He was awarded the Distinguished Flying Medal on 4 November 1941.  He was made a Flight Commander 
early in 1941 and claimed a Bf 109 destroyed on 2 February 1941. 

Rarely snapped in photographs from the time, Peter Howard-Williams was more often found behind the 
camera, capturing his friends and colleagues in pictures. 

Howard-Williams retired from the RAF on 11 June 1958 as a Squadron Leader, retaining the rank of Wing 
Commander. 

 
IWM Duxford 
 
IWM Duxford is Britain’s best-preserved Second World War airfield, with a fascinating history that dates 
back to the First World War. Its story reflects the landmark achievements made in aviation history.  IWM 
Duxford is Europe’s premier aviation museum, where historic buildings intersperse with state-of-the-art 
exhibition halls, including AirSpace and the American Air Museum. Historic aircraft can regularly be seen 
taking to the skies from Duxford’s wartime airfield. Through the rich displays of aircraft and the powerful 
stories of the men and women involved, we tell the story of the impact of aviation on the nature of war, 
on people’s lives and on the social and economic history of the region. With one of the finest collections 
of tanks, military vehicles and artillery in the UK, we also show the impact of technological development 
on war and conflict. 
 
Open Daily:  
 
Summer 2015: 15 March to 24 October 2015 10am to 6pm. Last entry at 5pm. 
Winter 2015/16: 25 October 2015 to 11 March 2016 10am to 4pm. Last entry at 3pm. 
 
IWM  
 
IWM (Imperial War Museums) tells the story of people who have lived, fought and died in conflicts 
involving Britain and the Commonwealth since the First World War. 
 
Our unique Collections, made up of the everyday and the exceptional, reveal stories of people, places, 
ideas and events. Using these, we tell vivid personal stories and create powerful physical experiences 
across our five museums that reflect the realities of war as both a destructive and creative force. We 
challenge people to look at conflict from different perspectives, enriching their understanding of the 
causes, course and consequences of war and its impact on people’s lives. 
 
 
IWM London  
 
IWM London – IWM’s flagship branch – tells the stories of those whose lives have been shaped by war 
through the depth, breadth and impact of our Galleries, displays and events. Visit our brand new First 
World War Galleries featuring over 1,300 objects from IWM’s collections, explore what life was like at 
home during the Second World War in A Family in Wartime; delve into the world of espionage in Secret 
War; visit our award-winning Holocaust Exhibition; discover stories of bravery in The Lord Ashcroft Gallery: 
Extraordinary Heroes; see work by some of Britain’s most significant 20th Century artists in our art 



galleries or take in our latest major temporary exhibitions. Our family learning sessions and events 
encourage debate and challenge people’s perceptions of war.  
 
Open daily from 10am – 6pm (except 24 - 26 December)  
IWM London, Lambeth Road, London, SE1 6HZ.  
T: 020 7416 5000 E: mail@iwm.org.uk  
iwm.org.uk / @I_W_M / www.facebook.com/iwm.london 
 
 
Our other branches are IWM North, housed in an iconic award-winning building designed by Daniel 
Libeskind; IWM Duxford, a world-renowned aviation museum and Britain's best preserved wartime airfield; 
Churchill War Rooms, housed in Churchill’s secret headquarters below Whitehall; and the Second World 
War cruiser HMS Belfast.  
 
 
First World War Centenary 
2014 - 2018 marks the centenary of the First World War, a landmark anniversary 
for Britain and the world. IWM will mark the centenary by leading a vibrant, four 
year programme of cultural activities across the country, including the opening  
of brand new First World War Galleries at IWM London in 2014. For more 
information visit www.1914.org 
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