
This is a first-hand account by

David Alfred Holman 

of four brave young men who risked their own lives to save

the crew of a Beverley Aircraft that had crashed close to 

Thorney Island

on the evening of Thursday 17th May 1962



Introduction:

I have read many accounts of the air crash 
over the years, most of which I have 
photocopied, one report even had the 
Beverley crashing into the deeps! I have 
taken time to check with the various people, 
some of which were stationed at Thorney 
Island at the time.  I have never been asked 
for my version of what happened. For that 
reason alone I have decided to note down 
my own recollections of what I remember of 
the night in question. There are still a couple 
of problems which have not been solved and 
having spoken to one of the survivors I was 
surprised that an official enquiry decision 
had been reached before the survivors 
account was declared. 

His version is still classified so cannot be 
reproduced, only touched upon.

Beverley 132 
the actual plane that crashed 



Thursday 17th May 1962:

It was about nine thirty at night when my sister Carol came into the front room and 
said she had heard an explosion and there was a huge fire down at Thorney. I told my 
sister to stay in the house, and on this particular evening my Mum, Dad and both of 
my brothers were all out, we were living at Number 5 Marsh Bungalows, Prinsted at 
the time. I quickly pulled on a couple of jumpers and ran down to the shore.

Straight away, I knew there had been a plane crash. I grabbed a rowing boat that was 
pulled up on the shore, luckily it still had the oars in the boat, (normal thing, in those 
days). A chap from Chidham, Frank, said he would come with me. Frank, whom I had 
never met, lived at Drift Lane, Chidham and as he was only wearing a shirt I gave him 
one of my jumpers to put on. Just then Robert Marsh and Alan Parr arrived. We rowed 
them out and transferred them to Robert’s Dad’s fishing boat, after which we rowed 
down to Thorney. Quite a high tide at the time luckily. 

When we arrived at the crash scene, which took about thirty minutes, the wreckage 
was about three hundred yards from the shore, in line with the East-West runway 
(where a lot of crashes seem to happen), the whole area was ablaze with burning 
wreckage and debris everywhere. On the sea bed, the remains of the Beverley was 
alight with burning wreckage floating around everywhere. It was quite an eerie sight 
as the fire was burning fiercely below the water and so it did not seem natural, to me 
anyway. 



The whole of the area under water was ablaze and you could see the mud, the reeds and 
everything all under water burning fiercely. We rowed over the wreckage and burning 
debris then heard a cry for help. We located where the voice had come from and found an 
airman struggling in the water. We pulled him into the dinghy. He had been in the water 
for over half an hour by now. We called out to Robert and Alan who said that they had 
found another two Airmen. We transferred our chap to Robert’s boat and he said he would 
take them ashore. By this time, there were quite a few people on the Thorney shore, but 
as yet, nobody seemed to have got afloat. 

The Airmen told us that there was a crew of five. We continued to row around the 
wreckage but couldn’t find anybody else. As the tide had turned, I decided that the best 
bet was to row across to Cobnor as that is where most of the flotsam seems to land. We 
rowed around for a while then went up to Chidham and then Nutbourne. Still nothing, so 
we went back to the wreckage but couldn’t find anybody. 

On this particular night, for some reason or another the rescue helicopter at Thorney was 
not available. It had been called to another area for cover, so I was told. 



I have recently spoken to an Airman who was on duty that night. He explained that 
Thorney had only one helicopter and it was called away for cover elsewhere. Also that 
Thorney did not have any water rescue service for anything that may happen. Surprising 
really, as Thorney is completely surrounded by water, well at least on three sides. He was 
very worried the crash had occurred, apart from the loss of two of his comrades he had 
been working on one of the engines only a day or two previous and felt he may have 
been in some way responsible. As it turned out at the inquiry, it was another engine that 
had failed.

We arrived back at Prinsted sometime after two thirty am. We had been out for a little 
over four hours. I took Frank back to our house, Mum and Dad made us both have a bath 
to warm up as we were so cold, after this Frank walked home to Chidham!

One of the Airman was found under the wreckage at a later date and a couple of weeks 
later, another was washed up on shore at Cobnor. 

The cause of the crash was because one of the engines had fallen off and dropped off in 
the garden of a house in Bosham missing the house by about fifty feet. The engines 
apparently were under-powered and needed a lot of maintenance. The track record of 
these engines was not good and there had always been problems.

Eventually the Beverley was taken out of service because of this ongoing problem.  



A couple of weeks passed when I received a letter from the C/O at Thorney, thanking us 
for our efforts. A little while later I received another letter saying that three of us were 
being invited to a parade at Thorney for a presentation to be made by the Air Chief 
Marshall.  I rang the C/O and asked why the presentation was for three people as there 
were four of us involved. I told him to forget it and said I wouldn’t go. He then got in 
touch, said he was acting on orders and suggested I met up with him.                                                         
He said to report to the guardroom and I would be escorted to his office. I explained my 
reason’s for refusing. He explained how the military works and orders are orders. 

He then went on to say that in World War Two when he returned from a bombing 
mission he was awarded a DFC or something and that his crew didn’t. I said I wasn’t in 
the military. After a pause, he said he would invite Frank and his parents to a private 
meeting and would present him with a gift the same as we were to receive. He 
wouldn’t be able to do it until a couple of weeks after our do. He guaranteed to do this, 
at which point I accepted the invitation.

About a week before the parade a chap in the RAF who was lodging at Sea Winds, 
called out what a rotten !x !x I was. I asked him what was up. “What’s up”, he said, “we 
have been on parade most of the week cos of you”. We laughed about that, and he 
explained what was going to happen.



Come the day guests etc were met at the guardroom and taken to the main hanger.           
The Air Chief Marshall stepped of the aircraft then made his way to the hanger where 
the presentation took place. We were presented with a letter from the Air Ministry and a 
silver cigarette box with the RAF crest engraved on it. After which there were various 
interviews with the T.V. radio and local press, also meeting up with one of the survivors.                       
We were then taken to the officer’s mess for a buffet and chat with all concerned.

I had asked for a day off work but was told I was only allowed half a day.  Things seemed 
a little different in those days. Anyway I had to leave about one o clock to get to work for 
the two – six afternoon.

A few years later I received a letter from one of the survivors. Unfortunately I was unable 
to meet. We exchanged letters and many phone calls. 

He was surprised with Board of Enquiry’s decision as it was dated before he wrote his 
report of the events. During his time with the RAF he had about three narrow escapes.

Occasionally I call in at the Methodist Church coffee shop in Emsworth and chat to some 
of the senior members in the centre. One chap in particular was a pilot stationed at 
Thorney who used to fly Beverley’s among other planes. We spent a long time chatting 
about Thorney and I am still finding out more about Thorney. 



When I told him about the Beverley and the survivors he said of one of them, “Oh! 
You mean Dolly”. I gave him his phone number and address and they made contact 
after some forty years. It also turned out that one of survivors used to be a flight 
navigator for my Uncle George who was a Flight Lieutenant based at Thorney after 
moving from a rented property “Long Acres” in Prinsted. 

George also flew Beverley’s many times at night. When night flying he would come 
down quite low over our bungalow and the T.V. would go haywire. My father would be 
sitting there and used to say “Goodnight George”. 

The aircraft would use Southbourne Church spire as a marker as it is more or less in 
line with the main North-South runway. 



Nigel Duncan MCLEOD
Rank Sergeant
Service Number 3505080   Royal Air Force,  
Station RAF Abingdon
Date of Birth 04 August 1935,  Age 26
Date of Death 17 May 1962   Grave Number F.2

Edward Thomas HOLLINS
Rank Flt Lt
Service Number 2508796 Royal Air Force 
Station RAF Abingdon
Date of Birth 23 December 1932  Age 29
Date of Death 17 May 1962   Grave Number F.3 

17th May 1962  a Beverley XL132 crashed off Thorney Island.
After an engine fire - and the subsequent loss 

of that engine - the Beverley failed to make the runway, for an emergency landing, 
and crash landed in Thorney Channel. 

None of the crew had time to don their lifejackets and in their attempts to get ashore, sadly Sgt. 
McLeod and Flt. Lt. E.T.Hollins were drowned. 

Cemetery at  
St Nicholas' Church  

West Thorney 
West Sussex  PO10 8DS 

MOD controlled access.  
Identity required at 

security gate onto island. 

Parish Office
c/o St John the Evangelist

Main Road,  Southbourne PO10 8LB



The aircraft had taken off from the airbase at Thorney Island to carry out local night 

circuits and landings, but at 21.24 whilst on the downwind leg abeam of the airfield, 

No.3 engine failed and the crew reported "We have an engine fire". 

Thirty seconds later a "MAYDAY" distress call was transmitted, and at 21.25 the crew 

reported "No.3 engine running away and we are filled with smoke".  Permission was 

given for an immediate emergency landing, but at 21.26 another aircraft in the vicinity 

reported that the aircraft on fire "has pranged in the drink". 

Several witnesses on the ground reported seeing the Beverley on fire, and also a large 

burning object falling from it - this was No.3 engine, which detached and landed in 

someone's garden. 
The engine landed in the garden of Bosham Manor House, about 50yds from the Church.   

(Information taken from the KSH History Forum)



Press Cuttings









Years later memories
are recalled in the local press







This story was in the West Sussex Observer in 2000 
38 years after the crash













Crash Site Photos



Beverley Wreckage



Wreckage at Bosham
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