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Lost and Found at Woodford
John Leeming

Heading. DH.60 Cirrus Moth G-EBLV was 
delivered in 1925 by Alan Cobham to the 
Lancashire Aero Club at Woodford Aerodrome as 
part of the British Government’s initiative to fund 
Light Aeroplane Clubs. There was substantial 
interest from an enthusiastic Club membership. 
(Basil Meads via Martin Cowburn.)

The Lancashire Aero Club (LAC) moved to 
Avro’s new Woodford Aerodrome in Cheshire 
in 1925. They took with them the ‘Penguin’, 
the original, now non-flying LPW glider, with 
the motor from the Parnell Pixie, recruited now 
as a non-flier to give prospective pilots ground 
experience. With the British Government’s 
gift of two Cirrus Moths and the move from 
Bowden to Alexandra Park, Manchester, with 
a workshop in Didsbury and now space in the 

purpose-built Avro hangar at Woodford, the 
Lancashire Aero Club started to build membership.
With two part-time RAF-trained flying instructors 
and later a full-time instructor, inclement weather 
or lack of aircraft hire would lead to problems 
and the Club faced a number of financial 
crisis. A group of members ‘helped out’ from 
time to time even providing a Clubhouse. 
When John Leeming says that in his book, he 
usually means himself and a few others as 

contributors. He was a massive enthusiast and 
benefactor to the embryo civil flying movement.
John Leeming came one quiet November 
afternoon to the Woodford Club to do some 
circuits. His own words from his book ‘Airdays’ 
(published in 1936 by George C. Harrop 
and Co.) tell the story and the aftermath of a 
loss of confidence in his early flying abilities.

MARTIN COWBURN 
Past Chairman of the Lancashire Aero Club

While the struggle for survival was at its 
peak, I added to the general excitement 
by indulging in two crashes. The first was 

merely a peaceful turning over of a Moth when 
landing, and the damage done was not extensive, 
but the second crash was much more serious, and 
for a little while it seemed that the machine was 
beyond repair.

The first crash happened in this way. One 
afternoon in November, about six weeks after my 
first solo in the Moth, I made an appointment with 
one of the voluntary instructors, and after a brief 
test flight departed into the atmosphere alone. It 
was one of those pleasant days we sometimes get 
in November, a slight mist blotting out the horizon, 
but otherwise perfect for a pilot anxious to ‘pile up’ 
flying time for his licence.

After 20mins or so in the air I decided to 
practise some landings. Now, practising landings 
is not a thing one does willingly in front of watchful 
eyes - such eyes are apt to be critical - so I 
selected a spot right away at the far end of the 
aerodrome, a spot hidden from the hangar by 
the slope of a hill. The ground just here was flat, 
and, although I did not know, it had recently been 
ploughed, rolled, and sown with grass seed. The 
young grass had covered the newly turned earth. 
In short, this part of the aerodrome was soft and 
not intended for use.

At 200ft I switched off the engine. The Moth 
glided down, flattened out, and skimmed the 
surface of the grass. As the machine began to lose 
speed the wheels touched earth. For perhaps ten 
yards they ran along the ground, then, while the 
machine was still doing about 30mph, the wheels 
sank, buried themselves in the soft ground. There 
was a sudden stop. The tail rose swiftly up, and the 
Moth came to rest upside-down. Having forgotten 
to fasten the belt which held me to the fuselage, I 
dropped in a heap out on to the soft earth.

The whole thing happened in a few seconds: 
at one moment I was gliding in to land, the next 
the Moth was lying on its back with the petrol 
pouring out from the inverted tank. Only the flop 
of my body as it fell to earth had disturbed the 
afternoon’s silence. About 100yds away, in a field 
beyond the hedge, a farmer was ploughing, two 
great cart-horses drawing the plough - a picture 
of true rustic beauty. As I was skimming the grass 
I had seen the man pull on the long rope reins; I 

think I heard him call “Whoa!” to the horses as he 
drew them up and turned to watch the landing. 
When I scrambled from underneath the fuselage 
and began wiping the mud from my face the farmer 
was still standing staring placidly at the overturned 
Moth. The horses’ breath steamed in the cool of 
the winter’s afternoon as they turned their heads 
and gazed about incuriously.

“I am alright,” I called to the farmer.
“Ay, I see that,” he agreed.
Then, jerking the reins again, and shouting 

“Sted-up!” to the horses, he started on his way - 
ploughing. The thing had nothing to do with him. 
The aeroplane had been flying and was now on the 
ground; possibly it may have seemed strange that 
a pilot should fall out violently at the end of a flight, 
but then aeroplanes were funny things, anyway.

I stood disconsolately by the broken Moth, 
wondering what was the extent of the damage, 
wondering about the cost of repairs, wondering 
how to inform the mechanic that a damaged 
machine awaited his attention, for the Moth, 
hidden from the hangar by the rise in the ground, 
left the aerodrome staff happily oblivious of the 
situation.

In the distance a cow mooed, a flock of rooks 
on their way home passed overhead. It was one 
of those peaceful, pastoral scenes upon which 
so many of our poets have dilated with feeling.
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Right. John Leeming (the man in the hat) and 
Alan Cobham at Woodford following delivery 
of the LAC’s first Cirrus Moth from Stag Lane. 
The flightless ‘Penguin’ was employed to allow 
prospective pilots to experience the feel of 
controls and an open cockpit environment.
(Basil Meads via Martin Cowburn.)

Right. ‘I remembered I had forgotten to flatten 
out. I had flown the Moth straight into the ground!”
Still full of Christmas spirit, the Boxing Day revelry 
at Woodford was curtailed when the Club’s only 
serviceable Moth hit the white-washed target. The 
pilot was extracted from the wreckage by excited 
onlookers. (Basil Meades via Martin Cowburn.)

“Goin’ to be a change in the weather,” the 
farmer called as, completing another furrow, he 
passed near-by.

It seemed impossible to suggest that he might 
take word to the hangar of my predicament. The 
man was busy with his own concerns.

I walked to the road, where a small boy stood 
beside a bicycle.

“I wonder if you would mind cycling down 
to the hangar and asking someone to come up 
here?” I asked him.

The boy looked disappointed.
“Ain’t you going up again, mister?”
I tried to explain the position.
“Tell them there’s been a crash,” I said.
Obviously, the boy regarded this as a fairy-

tale.
“I’m delivering milk, like,” he countered.
“Look here,” I said firmly, “I’ll give you sixpence 

if you will cycle down and tell them at the hangar 
to come here.”

Fifteen minutes later a breathless mechanic 
and an agitated instructor appeared over the 
skyline. No longer might the scene be described 
as ‘pastoral’.

However, if my first crashed Moth attracted 
little attention, the next performance certainly took 
place before a large and excited audience.

On 26 December 1925, Boxing Day, many 
members of the club decided to spend the whole 
day at Woodford. Both voluntary instructors were 
in attendance, and one of those clear winter days, 
with the ground frozen hard, promised plenty of 
opportunity for flying. The Christmas holiday spirit 
still lingered, and, as I had arranged with the 
village inn for a goose to be cooked for our lunch, 
at about one o’clock the entire party moved up to 
‘Mrs Hooley’s’.

A jovial party it was, invigorated by the sharp, 
frosty air, full of rude health, and made hungry by 
the appetising smell of roasting goose. A cocktail 
was suggested. Mrs Hooley admitted that she did 
not know how to mix one, and someone went into 
the bar and produced a drink which he assured 
us was a cocktail of his own invention and known 
as a “Bunsen Burner”. I learned afterwards that 
this “Bunsen Burner” was made by the simple 
process of pouring something from every bottle in 
the bar into one big jug and stirring with a spoon. 
The result was served in tumblers filled almost 
to the brim.

Who first suggested a landing competition I 
am uncertain, but I know that the proposal was 
welcomed enthusiastically and that, finishing our 
lunch as quickly as possible, we rushed off back to 
the aerodrome. While our solitary Moth was being 

got ready - the other Moth was being repaired - 
a bucket of whitewash was found in a near-by 
cowshed and a large ‘target’ painted on the grass 
in the middle of the aerodrome. The rules of this 
landing competition were simple. Pilots were to go 
up to 500ft, throttle back the engine, and land as 
near as possible to the ‘bull’s-eye’ of the target. 
We drew lots as to the order of our going, and I 
won first try.

Off into the air I swept. What a lunch that had 
been! What a perfect day for flying! All that snow 
on the hills over Buxton way. What a jolly, happy 
crowd! Five hundred feet! Back came the throttle; 
the roar of the engine died away. Now, where’s that 
darned target? I fancy I sang with good feeling as 
I turned and glided back towards the aerodrome.

The members stood, a little crowd of black 
dots beside the white circle of the target. Down 
towards them I pointed the nose of the machine. 
Must not overshoot; I essayed a side slip to lose 
height. About right now; there was the white circle. 

Steadily I glided down. The target grew bigger as 
the Moth rushed towards it. There was the white 
centre, there was the place for me to land - a direct 
bull’s-eye. Only one thought occupied my brain: 
there was the centre; there was the one spot for 
me to stop. My eyes fixed upon the middle splash 
of whitewash; I thought of nothing else. Rapidly it 
grew bigger; I could see the blades of grass......

A horrible tearing sound, the cracks of wooden 
spars breaking into a hundred pieces. The Moth, 
its nose buried in the ground, its broken ‘prop’ in 
the centre of the whitewashed inner circle, had 
stopped dead. As the excited onlookers pulled me 
from the wreckage I remembered I had forgotten 
to flatten out; I had flown the Moth straight into 
the ground.

In the early part of the New Year I found 
that my nerves were giving me trouble. Possibly 
as a result of the two crashes, coming so close 
together, I lost all confidence in myself as a pilot, 
and for some weeks even doubted if I should ever 
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Right. Enthusiastic LAC members roll one of their 
two Cirrus Moths out of the cavernous hangar at 
Woodford Aerodrome in anticipation of more aerial 
adventures. Accident damage and poor weather 
combined to put a financial strain on the Club, 
often alleviated only by the personal support of 
John Leeming and other members. (Basil Meads 
via Martin Cowburn.)

Left. The size of the single engined biplane that 
was the Avro Aldershot can be judged against 
the airman standing by the starboard wheel. Bert 
Hinkler, who was testing the aircraft for Avro, 
allowed his passenger, John Leeming, to land the 
aircraft and regain much of his confidence.

fly solo again. It seemed to me that I had lost the 
trick of flying, and fear of doing further damage to 
the delicate finances of the club just terrified me.

Dual instruction with the two voluntary 
instructors failed to provide any cure, and a visit 
to Stag Lane, where I had some lengthy flights 
with Charles Barnard and Captain White, left me 
in the same state of depression - I had entirely 
lost confidence in my ability to handle a machine.

I continued in this miserable state until in 
March 1926 Captain Bert Hinkler arrived at 
Woodford to test machines for Avros. Hinkler 
and I were already good friends, and I was able 
to explain my trouble to him without reserve. He 
said little and made no attempt to encourage me.

“It’s no good trying to make yourself do it,” 
he said. “Just forget you want to pilot yourself 
and come up with me as much as possible, as 
a passenger.”

“But do you think…..?”
“I have a lot of machines to test, and you can 

come with me as much as you like. Don’t bother 
about flying yourself.”

And so we started flying regularly together. 
Whenever Bert Hinkler had a new machine to test 
he would let me know, and then out to Woodford 
I would dash to spend an hour or so with him in 
the air. The new machines he tested thoroughly, 
stunting and diving them, and gradually I came 
to understand his ways, to realise just how he 
sought to discover any trace of weakness. Without 
realizing it I came to understand the symptoms of 
imperfect adjustment, to know instinctively if a new 
machine was right.

It was a sort of intensive instruction course 
in test flying, and the most awkward jobs came 
my way. For instance, I have crouched in the 
cabin of a Bison, watching a certain fitting, and 
on landing have been expected to give Hinkler an 
accurate account of just how that fitting behaved 

while the machine was upside-down or looping 
and spinning.

One day it happened that Hinkler was to test 
an Avro Aldershot, a huge machine in those days, 
with a total of nearly 1,000hp. In the Aldershot 
there were seats for two pilots, who sat side by 
side, each being provided with a complete set of 
controls. Behind the pilots was a cabin in which 
the bomb controls, sighting instruments, and 
wireless set reposed; behind this was the gunners’ 
compartment, complete with guns for firing both 
below the fuselage and above it. Altogether it was 
an impressive and expensive aircraft.

Unconscious of Hinkler’s intention, I sat 
placidly in the second pilot’s seat, while he took 
the machine off, flew about, dived, and performed 
all the usual manoeuvres; then at 1,500ft or so 
Hinkler spoke.

“Just hang on to your controls for a moment. 
Keep her straight. I’m just going into the cabin for 
a moment.”

“Here! No! I say….!”
“Just keep her straight. I want to have a look 

at something inside.”
Before I could protest further Hinkler started 

to climb out of his seat, and instinctively I gripped 
the wheel which controlled the huge bomber. For 

perhaps five minutes we zigzagged about the 
sky, then gradually, as I learned the feel of the 
machine, the path became smooth and peaceful. 
Happily, I sat there sweeping in circles above the 
aerodrome.

“Nice to handle, isn’t she?” murmured Hinkler, 
appearing at my back.

“Beautiful.”
“We haven’t too much petrol. Better come in 

to land now.”
“All right,” I said. “You get back.”
Hinkler peered at the numerous instruments 

which clustered in front of us.
“I’m not getting back,” he said softly. “You are 

going to bring her in yourself.”
I do not know how long we argued, I have 

only the vaguest idea of what was said, but in 
the end I found myself with the engine throttled 
back, hanging on desperately to the control wheel 
and gliding the enormous machine on to the 
aerodrome. Hinkler at the back of me murmured 
warnings.

“Not so steep. Too fast. That’s better. Burst 
of engine or you’ll undershoot. Keep her like that. 
Watch your drift. More into wind.”

Visions of piling up that costly machine filled 
my mind. Pictures of a super crash shrieked at 
me. The thing was madness.

The bomber skimmed 10ft or so above the 
grass, began to lose speed.

“Gently,” came Hinkler’s voice. “Hold her off - 
parallel to the ground. Now tail down! Wheel back!”

With hardly a bump we touched, ran along, 
and came to a stop.

“I’ll taxi her in,” said Hinkler, climbing back 
into his seat.

A great exultation filled me. I had landed an 
Aldershot, a 1,000hp bomber, and I had brought 
it down undamaged, in one piece. I could have 
shouted aloud.

The next day, when I flew a Moth, I found that 
my trouble had disappeared. Confidence was back 
again: I knew I could fly.


