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War Planes' Research Takes Off in West Clare
By Austin Hobbs
A Miltown Malbay man, who saw an RAF Spitfire crash land in west Clare over forty years ago, is now hoping to mount an exhibition of World War 2 air crashes and forced landings. The crash he witnessed as a youngster at Hanrahan's field, on the outskirts of Miltown, on April 7, 1945, sparked off a lifelong interest in war planes for Cyril Jones.
Now an enthusiastic mem​ber of the Warplane Research Group of Ireland, Cyril is trying to get as much detail as possible on the twenty re​corded crashes and forced landings in Clare between 1939 and '45. The material collected will, he hopes, form part of an exhibition display which the WRGI plan to put together to mark the 50th anniversary of the outbreak of the second world war next September.
The WRGI was founded in Cork city in 1981 by a small group of people who wanted to research the background to world war 2 air crashes in Cork and Kerry. However, over the years their research inevitably led them to deal with crashes over a much wider area of the country.
The WRGI operates on a non-profit making basis and no funding is sought or accepted from any govern​ment department. Cyril Jones first came in contact with the group about three years ago after he read an article on the Warplane Research Group in the Holly Bough, a Cork Christmas publication. He wrote to the chairman, Frank Donaldson and has been in touch on a regular basis since.
Prompted by a letter in the  Clare Champion, Cyril has been devoting quite a lot of time to the subject of war planes over the past couple of months. Marvin Gleeson from Parrickswell, in his letter, asked for assistance in gather​ing information about wartime air crashes, and since then both men have helped each other.

A computer data base on the two hundred or so world war 2 air crashes in the 26 counties is  maintained  by the WRGI and they share research mate​rial with interested indi​viduals or groups in Britain, the U.S., Germany and Ire​land.
Their records include such information as date of crash, serial number of aircraft, num-ber of crew and history of crew, number killed, aircraft mission and details of the inci​dent. The information is con​tinually updated from sources around the country as well as overseas. It can take two years or more to research an indi​vidual crash and major efforts are always made to trace sur​vivors of the incident or their nearest relatives.
The WRGI try to trace as many people as possible who were at the scene of any crashes, including Gardai, Army-LDF and local people.
When research on an indi​vidual crash is completed, or as nearly completed as can be achieved, an Air Memorial Ceremony is then held. These ceremonies are held as close as possible to the crash site, and former crew members and relatives are invited to attend. These ceremonies are orga​nised in co-operation with the local people, and are attended by a senior member of the Embassy or Embassies con​cerned, having an interest in the crash. It is usual that WRGI would present their re​search findings on the crash, during the week-end of the ceremony.
The organisation takes a strong line on wreckage collec​tion and members interest in it extends only to what it may tell about a particular inci​dent, they oppose the collec​tion of wreckage unless such wreckage can be put on public display in the area near the crash site.
According to Cyril Jones, of the one hundred and fifty pilots and crewmen involved in the Clare incidents less than twenty were killed. His mother, Kathleen took photos at several of the crash sites in west Clare including the two accompanying  this feature.
Cyril has vivid memories of the Miltown Malbay crash landing by a Spitfire which apparently ran out of fuel. It was a Saturday and he was out for a walk with his mother when they saw the plane pass overhead from a southerly direction. Others who saw it included Michael Burke, E. G. Carroll and Noel Walsh.
"The pilot tried to land in a big field but changed his mind because there were cattle grazing there. Instead he brought her down in a smaller field - Hanrahan's, about a mile from Miltown on the Mullagh road. The wheels seemed to clip a stone wall but he pulled them up immediately and the plane came to a stop thirty yards short of the far wall. All things considered, it was a good landing", Cyril recalled.
Cyril hot footed it back to. Miltown to spread the news of the crash. In a short time a big crowd arrived at the scene and the gardai also turned up just to make sure nobody went near the plane.
The incident brought a little bit of excitement to the town, said Cyril.
The RAF pilot, who was unin-jured, was brought to the gar-da station where Garda McMa-hon's wife prepared a meal for him. Cyril isn't sure if the pilot was interned at the Curragh or, like many of his compat​riots, escorted to the Northern Ireland border. At any rate the Spitfire was dismantled  and transported   by  road   to   the Currach.
Although the Miltown crash was the only one he witnessed, Cyril was brought by his pa​rents, John and Kathleen, to the scene of several others.
An RAF Wellington bomber crashed  and  broke  up  com​pletely on the   Kilmihil Cooraclare border at 7.30 a.m. on Oct. 25, 1941.
The two Canadian pilots and four British crewmen had in​tended to ditch the stricken plane at sea but a miscalcula​tion meant it came down on land instead. However, all six had parachuted to safety well in advance of the crash.
The six men were brought to Quilty Garda Station and from there they were transferred to Limerick army Barracks. One of them, pilot officer, Bob Keefer, a twenty four year old Canadian, later escaped from the Currach.

Cyril was also brought to see the wreckage of the RAF Sunderland B 24 bomber which crashed into the Atlan​tic off Doonbeg on Dec. 3. 1941. Out of a crew of eleven there were two survivors, a Canadian, Sergt. Flemming and a Scotsman. Segt. Flem​ming later escaped from the Curragh Camp to rejoin the RAF but he was killed in ac​tion over the English Channel.
The dead airmen were laid out at Quilty Hall and they were buried with full military honours in Doonbeg and Mil-town Malbay. Among those buried in Miltown were Air​craft man F. W. Lea, Sergt. S. J. Epps and Segt. M. W. G. Fox, both wireless operators and air gunners.
A United States airforce P. 38 made a successful landing near Black Head lighthouse on Dec. 23,1942 and the pilot, the . sole occupant, got out without any injuries.
One of the most spectacular forced landings occurred at Lahinch beach on July 10, 1943. The U.S. Airforce B 24 bomber came down safely on the beach and just one of the eleven on board sustained in​juries. Being in the middle of Summer a huge crowd came to the north Clare resort to see the plane.
Cyril also saw several of the crash wreckages at Rineanna and after the war it was a great Sunday treat to be brought for a drive to Rinean​na to see planes taking off and landing.
Anybody with information or memorabalia relating to world war 2 air crashes can contact Cyril at 065-84009.
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