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Introduction 

The Second World War is the most written about subject in British history.1 Wartime 

British society has been of particular interest to historians. However, the experiences 

of the Free French (excluding Charles de Gaulle and London officials) is a forgotten 

history. This dissertation will explore that history by scrutinising the experiences of 

the members of two Free French squadrons at RAF Elvington on the outskirts of 

York. It will explore their interactions with local people, investigate how they were 

perceived at the time in the local press and how they have been remembered, as 

well as how the airmen themselves have remembered their time at Elvington. 

This dissertation will argue that the positive atmosphere of Elvington, which included 

its ‘homely’ ambiance, contributed to positive experiences of York for the airmen. 

Little historiography exists in English about the Free French in Britain during the 

Second World War, meaning there is no real comparison that could be made with 

other work researching them. This study is a local micro-study, which differs from the 

existing material on the Free French, which is mostly about General de Gaulle and 

his circle in London. A gap will therefore be filled in historical study because the day-

to-day experiences of specific Free French groups, such as those at RAF Elvington, 

have not been researched thoroughly.  

This study will argue that the French in York were treated with a neutrality in the 

press, but rhetoric after the war was positive and appreciative of the French airmen’s 

contribution to the war effort. They were even commemorated in the village of 

Elvington, which was part of a widespread commemoration boom in the 1990s. 

                                            
1
 A simple search on the Bibliography of British and Irish History website will illustrate this. 12,328 

results appeared when the Second World War was searched, compared with 8,704 for the First World 
War and 2,946 for the term ‘Tudor’, showing how popular the discipline is.  
Source: Bibliography of British and Irish History. (2017). Search. 
http://cpps.brepolis.net.libaccess.hud.ac.uk/bbih/search.cfm? [Accessed 26/01/2017]. 

http://cpps.brepolis.net.libaccess.hud.ac.uk/bbih/search.cfm
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The framework for Squadrons 346 and 347 came from French Bomber Groupes 2/23 

and 1/25 which had been flying in North Africa in 1943, and were then subsequently 

integrated into the RAF.2 The air crews needed training at RAF bases before the 

squadrons were formed, after which they became fully integrated squadrons within 

Bomber Command.  From 7 May 1944 until the end of the month, the changeover of 

personnel began at RAF Elvington, with the personnel of 77 Squadron beginning to 

transfer to RAF Full Sutton – which was only ten miles north-east of RAF Elvington - 

and the French beginning to arrive at Elvington.3  Squadron 346 was swiftly 

propelled into action prior to the D-Day invasion to attack a radar station at Ferme 

d’Urville near Cherbourg-Octeville in France.4  347 Squadron was not rushed into 

action as hastily, with their first mission being an attack on a V-Weapon site at Mont 

Candon in Northern France on 27 June 1944.5 British civilian morale was relatively 

high when this group of French airmen came to Britain in 1944. Relations between 

the British and French were also better than they had been at previous points of the 

war, and the Operation Overlord invasion would turn the war decisively in favour of 

the Allies.   

The dissertation will start by discussing the experiences of some of the French 

airmen and compare them with some British people who had experiences of York 

during the Second World War, including a member of 77 Squadron, the squadron at 

Elvington immediately prior to the French. The second chapter will consider some of 

the relationships resulting from the time the French airmen spent in Britain, using two 

servicemen as case studies. The first case study will discuss the relationship of 

                                            
2
 Bourgain, L. (1998). Halifax For Liberté! 4 Group's Gallant Frenchmen At Elvington, 1944-1945. (P. 

Hinchcliffe, Trans.). Warrington: Compaid Graphics. (Original work published 1997), p. 9. 
3
 Usherwood, M. (1998). The RAF Elvington War Diary. Preston: Compaid Graphics, pp. 74-76. 

4
 Royal Air Force. (2017). Bomber Command No.346 Squadron. Retrieved from 

http://www.raf.mod.uk/history/bombercommandno346squadron.cfm.  
5
 Royal Air Force. (2017). Bomber Command No.347 Squadron. Retrieved from 

http://www.raf.mod.uk/history/bombercommandno347squadron.cfm.  

http://www.raf.mod.uk/history/bombercommandno346squadron.cfm
http://www.raf.mod.uk/history/bombercommandno347squadron.cfm
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Henri and Pat, who got married after falling in love very quickly, although this ended 

tragically when Henri failed to return from an overnight bombing mission. The second 

is a study of some of the letters that Jean sent to his girlfriend, Betty, in Cheshire. 

These together can paint a picture of the typical relationships that many of these 

men had whilst in Britain, and suggests that exciting relationships facilitated 

conditions for positive experiences of York. The last chapter will discuss the role of 

the press in the reception of the French airmen. This is important because although 

this may not have necessarily affected the experiences of the French airmen at the 

time, it suggests something of the reception which they received, and the way the 

local population perceived them, which may have affected their daily lives whilst in 

York. This chapter will also examine how the press has commemorated and 

remembered the French after the war, and will discuss how commemoration could 

impact on how the French view their time at Elvington. 
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Historiography 

To understand the experiences of the Free French in Britain during the Second 

World War, it is worth first considering the British wartime society in which they found 

themselves living. This can be done by summarising the historiography of British 

society in the war in relation to the morale of civilians and the experiences of foreign 

servicemen, considering many foreign servicemen had frequent interactions with 

civilians. Having established this context, the historiography of the Free French in 

Britain can then be explored. Finally, a brief analysis of the way in which memories 

of the Second World War relate to this project will be undertaken. 

The historiography of civilian morale in the Second World War comes in three main 

phases. First, in the 1950s and 1960s, historians with personal memories of the war 

largely argued that morale was very high. Revisionists between the 1970s and 1990s 

then sought to discredit these claims by exhibiting evidence of low morale. Lastly, 

historians have sought to correct the apparent ‘over-correction’ of the revisionists by 

taking a more central ground with regard to morale, concluding that morale was quite 

good, although it did sometimes dip.6 Richard Titmuss in Problems of Social Unity 

first argued that morale and solidarity for one another on the home front was high, 

claiming that ‘the mood of the people changed [after Dunkirk, the Blitz, and the threat 

of invasion] and, in response, values changed as well’.7  A. J. P. Taylor concurred in 

his English History, 1914-1945, stating, ‘This was a people’s war … They 

themselves wanted to win … they remained a peaceful and civilized people, tolerant, 

patient, and generous’.8 Angus Calder, in his influential book, The People’s War, 

                                            
6
 Mackay, R. (2002). Half the Battle: Civilian Morale in Britain During the Second World War. 

Manchester: Manchester University Press, p. 9. 
7
 Richard Titmuss in Smith, H. (Ed.). (1996). Britain in the Second World War: A Social History. 

Manchester: Manchester University Press, p. 1. 
8
 Taylor, A. J. P. (1965). English History, 1914-1945. London: Oxford University Press, p. 600. 
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wrote: ‘the people increasingly led itself. Its nameless leaders … asserted a new and 

radical popular spirit. The air raid warden and the shop steward were men of destiny, 

for without their ungrudging support for the war it might be lost’.9 This shows that 

Calder had an equally positive view of the morale of the people. 

Revisionists such as Tom Harrisson and Harold Smith advanced an argument to 

suggest that the positive, resilient home front was a myth. Harold Smith argued that 

historians who advocated a complete consensus of a united civilian home front in 

Britain ignored much of society, writing, ‘[they ignore] the wartime experience of 

racial and ethnic minorities, the evidence of increased gender conflict … rising crime 

and juvenile delinquency rates, and the extent to which class feeling remained strong 

during the war.10 Anthropologist and Mass-Observation founder Tom Harrisson’s 

extensive work on the Blitz highlighted the terrible time people went through during 

the Blitz. Tables such as one estimating the number of deaths from the Blitz and the 

percentage of people uninterested in war news, which climbed to 39 percent in early 

1941, show how maintaining high morale would be difficult.11 These examples 

emphasise that morale was not as high during the war as was claimed by early 

historians, although it must be added that Harrisson admitted that the British people 

did not crack and performed valiantly during the Blitz.12 Angus Calder, in his second 

major publication, The Myth of the Blitz, even argued that ‘there is ample evidence, 

familiar and unfamiliar, to indicate widespread fear and paranoia bordering on panic’ 

during the summer of 1940 at the height of the Blitz.13 This indicates that the morale 

                                            
9
 Calder, A. (1969). The People's War: Britain 1939-45. London: Pimlico, p. 21. 

10
 Smith, H. (1996). Britain in the Second World War: A Social History. Manchester: Manchester 

University Press, p. 3. 
11

 Harrisson, T. (1976). Living Through the Blitz. Glasgow: William Collins Sons & Co., pp. 265, 284. 
12

 Ibid., p. 281 
13

 Calder, A. (1992). The Myth of the Blitz. London: Pimlico. p. 109. 
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on the home front was open for debate, with the Blitz being the prime example to 

argue that morale was not all that it initially seemed. 

In response to the revisionists’ claims that the home front was not very positive, post-

revisionists such as Peter Hennessy and Robert Mackay have argued that the home 

front was more of a positive experience than a negative one. Robert Mackay calls 

the revisionism of civilian morale an ‘over-correction’, and sought to rebuff the 

revisionism because he believed it was in danger of becoming as much of a myth as 

the early historiography on the subject.14 Peter Hennessy argued that wartime Britain 

was a ‘more politically united nation than at any other time in the twentieth century. It 

was better fed, more productive and less embittered between its social gradations.15 

This illustrates that the historiography has circumnavigated to argue that morale in 

Britain was relatively high during the Second World War. The French airmen arriving 

in Britain were thus descending on a unified society that were trying to win the war, 

meaning more servicemen coming to help win the war were likely to be welcomed in. 

The study of foreign servicemen in Britain during the Second World War has become 

a more popular research topic in recent years. Although it was acknowledged in 

earlier historiography, it was on the periphery of research. Arthur Marwick briefly 

commented on British feelings towards Americans, saying that a lot of British 

servicemen did not like the Americans because of their boastfulness.16 However, in 

2004, Mark Connelly argued that many American servicemen were ‘sober, shy, 

lonely young men who led quiet lives while encamped in Britain’.17 This would 

challenge the common notion that the Americans were ‘over-sexed, over-paid, and 

                                            
14

 Mackay, Half the Battle: Civilian Morale in Britain During the Second World War, p. 9. 
15

 Hennessy, P. (1993). Never Again: Britain 1945-1951. London: Vintage, p. 52. 
16

 Marwick, A. (1976). The Home Front: The British and the Second World War. London: Thames and 
Hudson, p. 94. 
17

 Connelly, M. (2004). We Can Take it: Britain and the Memory of the Second World War. Harlow: 
Longman, p. 187 
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over here’. Simon Topping argued that relations between people in Northern Ireland 

and the American servicemen stationed there were generally quite good, although 

tensions did occur when sex became involved – especially involving black GIs -  

which often led to fighting in the streets.18 Historians seem to agree that relations 

between locals and foreign servicemen were overall quite good, and tensions usually 

arose with disagreements about sex and relationships. However, the majority of 

historiography focusses almost wholly on American servicemen, and neglects the 

other foreign servicemen. 

Wendy Webster has researched more broadly on foreign servicemen and has 

argued that foreigners were much more positively received in Britain during the 

Second World War if they were in uniform.19 Webster also argued that tension 

occurred between British servicemen and colonial troops because the British saw 

them as ‘inferior’.20 Alan Brown also wrote about foreign servicemen in Britain during 

the war. Brown’s political history of foreign airmen in Britain argues that Winston 

Churchill was willing to welcome anybody to Britain that was willing to fight against 

Nazism, which means that foreign servicemen were welcome in Britain during the 

Second World War.21 Brown also argues that the relationship in the RAF between 

the British and the French was tense early in the war, but eased after they returned 

from Africa.22 This compares to the other European exiled air forces, such as the 

                                            
18

 Topping, S. (2013). "The dusky doughboys": Interaction between African American soldiers and the 
population of Northern Ireland during the Second World War. Journal of American Studies, 47(4). pp. 
1131-1154. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0021875812001764, p. 1139.  
19

 Webster, W. (2015). Britain's love/hate relationship with 'foreigners' during the Second World War. 
Retrieved from http://www.historyextra.com/feature/second-world-war/britain%E2%80%99s-lovehate-
relationship-%E2%80%98foreigners%E2%80%99-during-second-world-war.  
20

 Webster, W. (2016, November). The Empire Comes to Britain, 1939-45. Paper presented at Mixing 
It, Huddersfield. 
21

 Brown, A. (2014). Flying for Freedom: The Allied Air Forces in the RAF, 1939-45. Stroud: The 
History Press. Retrieved from 
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com.libaccess.hud.ac.uk/lib/hud/reader.action?docID=774693, p. 223. 
22

 Ibid., p 227. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0021875812001764
http://www.historyextra.com/feature/second-world-war/britain%E2%80%99s-lovehate-relationship-%E2%80%98foreigners%E2%80%99-during-second-world-war
http://www.historyextra.com/feature/second-world-war/britain%E2%80%99s-lovehate-relationship-%E2%80%98foreigners%E2%80%99-during-second-world-war
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com.libaccess.hud.ac.uk/lib/hud/reader.action?docID=774693
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Dutch and Norwegians, who according to Brown, did not have the same kind of 

problems that the French did with the RAF.23 It is clear from the historiography of 

foreign servicemen in Britain during the Second World War that more work could be 

done on researching the experiences of all the servicemen that came to Britain to 

fight from all around the globe. 

To understand the main subjects of this study, the French airmen of Squadrons 346 

and 347, it is necessary to consider the reasons why these Frenchmen were 

stationed in Britain at this moment in history. The historiography concerning the self-

imposed exile of de Gaulle to Britain is limited and basic in the English language, 

perhaps because a uniformity of opinion exists among historians about these 

events.24 Research into the Free French has been conducted by French historians, 

but the majority of it remains untranslated. Andrew Shennan is one of many to argue 

that de Gaulle’s speech on BBC radio on 18 June 1940 ‘established de Gaulle's 

reputation as the first resister’, although it took some time for the news to filter 

through.25 This would be hard to argue with, since Churchill’s search for a higher 

profile Frenchman to lead the external resistance proved unfruitful.26 John Lester 

described the poor initial intake of French resisters to Britain after de Gaulle’s call to 

arms in June as resembling a ‘motley crew’.27 The initial low intake of resisters into 

the Free French movement in Britain was of course disappointing to de Gaulle, 

however, by 1944, this number had grown substantially. 

                                            
23

 Ibid., pp. 227-228. 
24

 Some of the major works on the Free French include: 
Jean-Louis Crémieux-Brilhac’s La France Libre: De l’appel du 18 Juin à la Libération (1996); Henri 

Michel’s Histoire de la France Libre (1980); Jean-François Muracciole’s Les Français Libres: L'autre 

Résistance (2009). 

These are not discussed here because they are in French and have not been translated into English. 
25

 Shennan, A. (1993). De Gaulle. London. Longman, p. 2. 
26

 Lester, J. (1971). De Gaulle: King without a Crown. Folkstone: Bailey Brothers & Swinfen, p. 101. 
27

 Ibid., p. 105. 
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Being one of many inactive Free French fighters in Britain may not have deterred 

some from fighting for what they believed to be a just cause against the Nazis. 

However, the Franco-British relations would have had an effect on their time in 

Britain. Peter Bell wrote extensively on Franco-British relations during the twentieth 

century. Bell argues that the confusion and disagreements over the evacuation of 

troops at Dunkirk soured relations between the two nations very early on in the war, 

claiming that this left relations at a low point for years.28 Bell then goes on to argue 

that relations with the Free French in Britain was both a close relationship and an 

extremely difficult one.29 Relations were left in a bad state in 1945 over the issue of 

the independence of Syria and Lebanon, in which the British threatened to open fire 

on the French, highlighting low Franco-British relations.30 Peter Mangold, who 

examined relations between the British and Free French in London, has argued that 

British relations with the Free French were tense and always close to boiling over.31 

On the other hand, Lindsey Dodd has argued that French opinion was popular 

towards the British, especially in regards to the RAF, because they were seen as the 

potential liberators of France.32 The British historiography of the Free French, 

relations with Britain, and Charles de Gaulle all focusses on the high politics of the 

officers and generals, who dealt with politicians such as Churchill. It does not focus 

on the servicemen of the Free French and their experiences of Britain and the 

relationships they formed with British people during the war.  

                                            
28

 Bell, P. M. H. (1996). France and Britain, 1900-1940: Entente and Estrangement. Harlow: 
Longman, pp. 239, 250. 
29

 Bell, P. M. H. (1997). France and Britain, 1940-1994: The Long Separation. London: Longman, p. 
36. 
30

 Ibid., pp. 50-51. 
31

 Mangold, P. (2012). Britain and the Defeated French: From Occupation to Liberation, 1940-1944. 
London: I.B.Tauris. Retrieved from http://www.ebrary.com, p. 13. 
32

 Dodd, L. (2016). French Children Under the Allied Bombs, 1940-45: An Oral History. Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, pp. 197-198. 

http://www.ebrary.com/


12 
 

Nicholas Atkin has written the only major study in English of French people in Britain 

during the Second World War. With regards to de Gaulle, he argues that the French 

in Britain only seriously rallied around him when the tide of the war was starting to 

turn.33 He goes onto argue that ‘the overwhelming majority of French servicemen in 

Britain … wanted to return home regardless of the discomforts that awaited them on 

their arrival’.34 Atkin clearly believes that French servicemen in Britain had poor 

experiences of Britain during the Second World War. However, it must be considered 

that Atkin was referring to the French servicemen that were in Britain in the early 

phase of the war. Atkin does not refer to the French servicemen that came to Britain 

in the later years of the war, such as the French that arrived from North Africa in 

1943. This study will argue against Atkin’s argument, by using the example of the 

French at York to show how many servicemen had positive experiences of Britain. 

Only one book has been published about the French airmen at Elvington. Louis 

Bourgain’s Halifax for Liberté! is a narrative autobiography - although he only 

admitted to it being autobiographical after publication - of a Pilot Officer based at 

Elvington during the last year of the Second World War.35 It is an excellent account 

of the day-to-day experiences of an airman, but it does not provide argument or 

analysis about the events described. Bourgain does, however, write about Franco-

British relations as a result of his time at Elvington. He says that the French ‘were 

very grateful, and that gratitude persists to this day’ when writing about the 

generosity of Sir Arthur Harris in letting the French ferry servicemen on leave to and 

from France after the armistice was signed.36 This book is useful for the public who 

                                            
33

 Atkin, N. (2003). The Forgotten French: Exiles in the British Isles, 1940-44. Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, p. 23. 
34

 Ibid., p. 129. 
35

 Bourgain, Halifax for Liberté!, p. 291. 
36

 Ibid., p. 244. 
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would wish to learn about the exploits of a foreign pilot during the war, but the lack of 

analysis means more work can still be done in the research of the French at 

Elvington. 

To understand the memories of RAF Elvington that the French airmen and British 

airmen had, it is worth considering how memories of the Second World War have 

been constructed. Pierre Nora’s very influential work on ‘sites of memory’ in France 

is a useful launch-pad for understanding Second World War memories. Nora argues 

that ‘sites of memory’ show that memory and communication are now the centre of 

history, making it fade out of the centre of society.37 These sites dictate the 

memories that are remembered and the ones that are forgotten. For example, in 

France, key ‘sites of memory’ regarding the Second World War would be the 

resistance movement or de Gaulle’s 18 June speech since they have become part of 

national collective memory. French bombers operating out of Elvington would not be 

one of Nora’s ‘sites of memory’ because they are not part of French collective 

memory. 

Lindsey Dodd has argued that bombing trauma – amongst French civilians on the 

receiving end of Allied bombing - is not at the forefront of French war memories 

because the memories of resistance and collaboration have overshadowed them.38 

Dodd, in more recent work on French children’s experiences of bombing, argued that 

‘bombing is crowded out [of histories of the Occupation], creating, for those who did 

have distressing experiences, a dead-end for memories which do not chime with 

                                            
37

 Nora, P. (1996). General Introduction: Between Memory and History. In P. Nora & L. D. Kritzman. 
(Eds.) Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past, Volume I: Conflicts and Divisions (pp. 1-20). 
(A. Goldhammer, Trans.). Chichester: Columbia University Press. (Original work published 1992), p. 
20. 
38

 Dodd, L. (2013). It did not Traumatise me at all: Childhood ‘Trauma’ in French Oral Narratives of 
Wartime Bombing. Oral History, 41(2). pp. 3748. ISSN 01430955, pp. 45-46. 
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wider public discourse’.39 This would be one explanation as to why memories of 

bombing in France is not part of a wider public memory. Another would be that, as 

Noakes and Pattinson argue, cultural memories of the war are always changing, 

being a mix of private and public memories, meaning they are not part of a public 

memory now, but could become later.40 This point was taken further by Frances 

Houghton, who argued that the absence of public recognition in commemoration for 

Bomber Command ‘became an issue of increasing sensitivity among former 

aircrew’.41 However, Houghton subsequently argues that the instalment of a 

memorial for those who flew in Bomber Command during the war represented some 

sort of victory, which suggests those in Bomber Command could one-day be part of 

the popular memory of the Second World War.42 The fact that British members of 

Bomber Command have struggled to gain commemoration and recognition for their 

efforts in the war mean that it is much more unlikely that foreign servicemen in 

Bomber Command will gain significant recognition in any of the remaining veterans’ 

lifetimes. A lack of commemoration will also mean a lack of research into these 

airmen, because they will not get enough exposure in academic or public circles of 

history. This study of the Free French at Elvington attempts to give just some of 

these airmen exposure in history through a study of their experiences and memories 

of Elvington in York. 

  

                                            
39

 Dodd, French Children Under the Allied Bombs, p. 203. 
40

 Noakes, L. & Pattinson, J. (Eds.). (2014). British Cultural Memory and the Second World War. 
London: Bloomsbury, pp. 15-16. 
41

Houghton, F. (2014). The 'missing chapter': Bomber Command aircrew memoirs in the 1990s and 
2000s. In Noakes & Pattinson, British Cultural Memory and the Second World War (pp. 155-174), p. 
155.  
42

 Ibid., p. 170. 
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Chapter 1: Memories 

The memories of the people who participated in the war effort are crucial to 

understanding the experiences of the French airmen based at Elvington in the 

concluding years of the Second World War. This chapter will examine some of the 

oral histories of the French airmen who flew from Elvington in the war. It will focus on 

the day-to-day experiences of the airmen rather than the operational sorties that they 

flew. The analysis will focus on three themes of everyday life at Elvington: RAF 

Elvington as a base that built a foundation of camaraderie amongst the airmen; 

integration with other people around such as ground staff and local women; York as 

safe place during the war. It will compare the experiences of the French and the 

British throughout this thematic analysis, and argue that the positive atmosphere and 

safety of Elvington meant that the airmen were able to have positive experiences of 

York during the Second World War.  

RAF Elvington was an airbase that had a positive atmosphere and had a strong 

sense of camaraderie whilst 77 Squadron were based there. This seemed to 

continue whilst the French were stationed there. Whilst 77 Squadron were at 

Elvington, a weekly magazine was created called The D. G. Weekly, which stood for 

‘Duff Gen’, meaning ‘fake information’.43 The first publication was released on 15 

September 1943, with the purpose of the magazine being ‘to make it talk each week 

as a sort of personal “tannoy” for the camp’.44 Although the magazine was largely 

satire and produced to provide camp news updates, such as local sports scores and 

reports on upcoming plays, it did also have the intention of trying to improve 

conditions on the base by publishing grievances. An example of this would be 

                                            
43

 Partridge, E. (1990). A Dictionary of RAF Slang. London: Pavilion Books, pp. 27, 32. 
44

 The D. G. Weekly. (1943, September 15). Magazine. Private Papers of V H Clare DFM RAFVR. 
(Catalogue Number: Documents 2261), Imperial War Museum Research Room, London. 
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somebody asking for new blankets because they had had theirs for a full year.45 The 

magazine was run with the authority of the Commanding Officer of the base, but it 

was created by a mixture of people, with the editions in the archives being edited by 

Padre S. Victor Ward. It is an example of how the staff of the base created unity, and 

entertained despite the dangers of their occupations. It also suggests that many 

airmen had fun at Elvington because a lot of activities, published in the magazine to 

raise their awareness, were organised for people to get involved in. A poem 

published on the front cover of the 3 November 1943 edition, entitled Liberty Bus, 

described a journey home from a night out in York, which demonstrates that the 

airmen ventured out into the city to mix with the locals.46 The magazine shows a 

strong sense of camaraderie at Elvington because the airmen unified to keep each 

other entertained and improve their experiences of York. The magazine would be 

able to inject some life into dull days at the base because of its satirical tone. 

Seemingly insignificant pieces of evidence like these magazines can show why the 

airmen speak positively of Elvington, because they contributed to the positive 

atmosphere of the base. 

Thomas Tredwell was an officer in RAF 77 Squadron whilst it was based at Elvington 

during the Second World War. He described what Elvington was like: 

It was as you would expect: flat, subject to a little bit of mist at times, but 

particularly at dawn, but otherwise it was quite a good aerodrome, although it did 

have a disconcerting row of trees outside the end of the runway itself, but 

otherwise, the station facilities weren't bad at all. We even had our own drowned 

quarry as a swimming pool for the odd occasion we were off operations. It was a 

                                            
45

 The D. G. Weekly. (1943, November 3). Magazine. Private Papers of V H Clare DFM RAFVR. 
(Catalogue Number: Documents 2261), Imperial War Museum Research Room, London. 
46

 Ibid. 
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business-like squadron; it was run by the first CO, first gunner CO I think it was, 

Lofty Lowe.47 

Tredwell does not expand on what Elvington was like during off-duty times, but his 

openness to talk about Elvington and his upbeat tone suggested his experiences 

were rather positive. The makeshift swimming pool created at the base suggests that 

Elvington had a strong sense of camaraderie because the airmen chose to make a 

swimming pool that they could use in their spare time for recreational activities. 

French airman André Guedez corroborated this feeling by saying that ‘there was a 

real camaraderie between members of the crew’ of his Halifax.48 This shows that 

Elvington had a strong sense of camaraderie when both the British and French 

airmen were based there, and this is a strong contributing factor that enabled the 

airmen to have positive experiences of York. 

Integration with British airmen and other local people in York is another factor that 

explains the positive experiences for the French airmen. Stephen Rew was a flight 

engineer that worked with the 346 Squadron for its first few months of operations. In 

his memoirs, They Also Served: The Story of an Ordinary Aircraftsman, Rew recalled 

his experiences of Elvington and working with the French, saying that his stay at 

Elvington was ‘almost a holiday’.49 This highlights the positive atmosphere at 

Elvington, through Rew being extremely relaxed there. The title of the memoirs 

suggests that his is a history that had not been explored because the focus has been 

on the men that flew rather than ground staff. His retrospective account has also 

enabled him to contextualise his time at Elvington with the rest of his war 
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experiences, meaning his positive reflections can be treated as a valuable source. 

Rew speaks relatively highly of his French colleagues, in particular the ones he 

worked closest with, calling Hablot – the pilot of the ‘L London’ aircraft that Rew 

worked on - ‘a very sound pilot’.50 Rew connected with his colleagues relatively well, 

despite the language barrier, and he says that he often went out for drinks with 

Bernie and Paul, who were members of the groundcrew on his aircraft.51 Rew’s 

memoirs show that the French airmen integrated well with the British whilst at 

Elvington. This is because the airbase was very welcoming to the French, meaning 

they felt comfortable to integrate with other people quickly because of the homely feel 

of the base. Another French airman, Francis Usai, demonstrated integration when he 

went into York city centre, just days after arriving there, and spent the night with 

some Canadians and French people that he met, which shows that York was a 

comfortable place for the airmen which permitted integration easily.52 A real sense of 

a ‘community of allies’ can be observed in these examples of integration of British 

and French fighters, which furthers the argument that integration of the French 

improved their experiences of York, because the British and French acted like one 

team.53 

In a 2009 documentary concerning six airmen from Squadrons 346 and 347 entitled 

“A Part ça, Tout va Bien” (“Apart from that, everything’s OK”), Pierre Patalano, Louis 

Hervelin, Hervé Vigny, Raphaël Masson, André Guedez and Lucien Mallia spoke 
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about their experiences of RAF Elvington.54 They spoke about a range of topics, 

including missions, food, leave, love, and relaxation. When speaking about 

relaxation, the two most common activities that came up were dancing and drinking 

at the pub. Louis Hervelin spoke fondly of the dance halls, saying, ‘all my comrades 

who were fond of dancing went to ballrooms’.55 Indeed, dance halls were incredibly 

popular during the Second World War. James Nott argued that ‘it is no exaggeration 

to claim that it [dancing] was vital to the maintenance of morale on the home front’.56 

They were a great place for people from all backgrounds to mix and release from the 

stresses of war. Hervé Vigny said that ‘on a day off nobody stayed in their room. 

Everybody was in the pub, in all the villages around’.57 Making use of their 

recreational time meant that these two French veterans had positive experiences of 

York. The relaxed atmosphere for these airmen in York facilitated a smooth 

integration with local people. They were able to adapt into spaces of male sociability, 

such as the pub – substituting ‘café life’ for pub culture, and in turn becoming more 

of a community – and were also able to integrate with local women at the dance 

halls, which would go some way to recreating the conditions of ‘home’. 

Raphaël Masson spoke of his experiences of going out whilst at Elvington: ‘it was 

great, when we went out we relaxed, we let off steam. We no longer thought about 

the missions we went out on’.58 This shows that the off-duty activities that the airmen 

participated in were important to contributing to their experiences of York because 

they helped the airmen clear their heads from a difficult and dangerous job. This 

shows similarities with Stephen Rew who went to the pub with his colleagues during 
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his time off as well. Thomas Tredwell spent some of his time in the swimming pool, 

whereas the impression from the French airmen is that a lot of them spent time in the 

surrounding areas of Elvington, integrating with local people. Both types of activities 

suggest that the airmen based at Elvington, both French and British, felt comfortable 

enough to explore and enjoy their recreational time. 

Most of the interviewed airmen spoke fondly of the romantic relationships they had 

whilst at Elvington. Lucien Mallia said that English women ‘were so nice that I got 

married to an English girl that I met in a local dance’.59 He does not elaborate on 

what made them ‘so nice’, but an exotic foreign woman may have been all the lure 

that these airmen needed to get to know the English women. André Guedez spoke 

about his experiences with a local woman in York:  

I know I fell in love with a lovely young woman. When I returned after having 

been a prisoner, I found her trail again.… I wrote to her, or sent her a telegram, 

and she told me to come [to see her in Cornwall]. I spent a delightful week with 

her.… Afterwards, she accompanied me back to London, just before I took my 

plane to go back to France. That was the last time I saw her.60  

These two examples show how these airmen had positive romantic experiences of 

Elvington, with Mallia meeting his wife whilst stationed at Elvington. York had plenty 

of places to go dancing, and this was where the airmen were mostly likely to meet 

women. With Elvington being roughly five miles outside of York city centre, the 

airmen must have felt comfortable with their surroundings to venture that far away 

from their airbase. It suggests that they were happy to explore North Yorkshire, 

which meant that they were able to meet more people and integrate more with the 

local population. 
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Another reason why the French flyers may have found it relatively easy to integrate 

in York was because it was perceived as a relatively safe place during the war. A 

twenty-year-old Doug Sams moved to York in September 1939 shortly after the 

outbreak of war because his father was transferred to the York branch of his 

company.61 Although he only lived in York until December 1939 before he was called 

up to the Royal Army Service Corps to become a driving instructor, Sams says that 

the war did not affect living in York, stating, ‘it only had one raid … [my] father 

proudly pointed out a crack in the wall [from an air raid]’.62 York was not a major 

industrial hub, and therefore it was not a major target for bombing, which contributed 

to the feeling that it was a safe place. This contributed to largely positive experiences 

of York for Sams because he was able go about his daily life without too much 

disruption. 

John Gould was a child when he was evacuated from Hull to Elvington during the 

war. When speaking about the evacuation, he said: ‘I enjoyed it … It was totally 

different to what we had been used to’.63 Gould speaks about his experiences in the 

village of Elvington in a positive manner, suggesting that he enjoyed his time there. 

When asked if the war affected Elvington at all, he replied: ‘Well the village, I 

suppose it must have done because there was the big aerodrome there, which is 

where the Halifax's and Wellington's used to fly from. There's still a museum there’.64 

His reply suggests that he had some knowledge, but not much, of the RAF base on 

the outskirts of the village. However, Gould is putting forward an interpretation 

because he does not remember anything about the airbase. Gould, even as a child, 
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was wrapped up enough in everyday life to not notice that a military base, that was 

the home of two RAF squadrons, was on his doorstep, which emphasises how 

engrossing life could be even during a World War. The fact that he was an evacuee 

to the village suggests that it was seen as a safe place for people to be during the 

war. This, added to the fact that Stephen Rew remembers his time at Elvington as 

similar to a ‘holiday’ suggests that Elvington was seen as a safe place with a positive 

atmosphere, which explains why the French airmen, as well as the British, had 

positive experiences of Elvington during the Second World War.65 

The French airmen viewed York as a safe place during the Second World War, 

which meant that they felt comfortable regularly going on nights out in the city. 

Francis Usai described his night out in a letter to his girlfriend, Barbara, as a 

‘wonderful evening’ because ‘the famous quartet was seen wandering in the streets 

of York, singing and almost dancing while the flabbergasted passers-by looked on’.66 

The ‘gang’, as Barbara describes them in her diary - Francis, his best friend Henri 

with his fiancé Pat (who’s relationship will be discussed in the next chapter), and 

Jacques - clearly felt comfortable in York, and were able to let their hair down and 

have a lot of fun on their nights out, which suggests that the safety of York meant 

that the French airmen were able to have great experiences of the city.67 

Jules Roy and Raphaël Masson wrote a poem entitled Elvington, which was included 

in a document pack about Masson in the Yorkshire Air Museum archives.68 Their 

poem is an interesting historical source because it condenses their thoughts and 
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emotions about Elvington into just a few lines. The poem was written shortly after 

they had departed Elvington, so their memories of the airbase were still fresh in their 

minds. The poem is not upbeat about Elvington. Masson is largely reflecting on the 

missions undertaken whilst at Elvington throughout the poem, but in particular the 

second stanza, writing:  

Elvington 

Where our life is played with the name that comes out of the urn 

Where I saw the terror of your long night raids 

The fire and the fire, the hell of the projectors, 

The hunger of the hunters, the reddish visions 

Where in the evening, all alone, I felt my heart beat 

Where I learned how to dominate fear.
69

 

The language used here, such as ‘terror’, ‘hell’, and ‘fear’, express how flying night 

bombing missions was very dangerous and terrifying to these airmen. The type of 

language used throughout the poem to describe military duties at Elvington, such as, 

‘where frightful nightmares invade our dreams’, and, ‘where I forget the anxieties of 

long hikes’ (which is presumably a metaphor for long missions), exude a sense of 

negativity about operational duties.70 However, the negativity only surrounds military 

duties in the poem, and it only hints about off-duty experiences with the line, ‘Where 

I’m happy to get back to my room again’.71  This suggests that the airmen saw flying 

and operations as dangerous and understood that their lives were hanging in the 

balance, whilst the safe haven of the ground completely contrasted this and their 
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rooms gave a sense of positivity and safety about life at Elvington. The fact that 

Masson looked forward to being back in his room suggests that Elvington reflected 

the safety and survival of being back on the ground. This would make it a place that 

would enable the airmen to experience York with a positive frame of mind, because 

they were able to treat Elvington like a surrogate home because of its safe 

environment. 
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Chapter 2: Relationships 

Romantic relationships formed by airmen whilst they were in Britain during the 

Second World War were a key aspect of the French airmen’s off-duty experiences of 

York. The Yorkshire Post reported in 1945 that 400 of the 2000 airmen at the base 

were leaving Elvington either engaged or married, and many of these relationships 

will have had a positive impact on the experiences of the French airmen in York.72 

This chapter will examine two relationships of French airmen in detail, showing that 

they demonstrate ethnic mixing and the role romance plays in creating memories of 

the past. The first relationship to be examined will be Jean and Betty, through four 

letters Jean sent to Betty in 1944. Betty lived in Meols in Cheshire – a village on the 

coast close to Liverpool - meaning after Jean had moved to Elvington, they saw each 

other a lot less than when they had first met. The second relationship to be 

examined will be Henri and Pat, and this will be done by analysing a retrospective 

oral history interview with Pat. The analysis of the two relationships will focus on 

three themes: choices and constrictions in the relationships; the relationship with 

place and space in each relationship; the immediacy and hindsight of the evidence 

from each relationship. 

The four letters that Jean Choraval wrote to Betty Davies were written between 15 

June 1944 and 1 December 1944. The large gap between the third (15 August 1944) 

and fourth letter (1 December 1944) could well be because of the time that Jean 

spent in hospital.73 Also, the letters are all from Jean’s perspective, as the letters 

from Betty were not in the collection. Therefore, a two-way dialogue cannot be 

examined, leading to gaps in the evidence. However, the letters are useful because 
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they enable us to gather some insight into the dynamics of a long-distance 

relationship during the Second World War. Pat Martin-Woodgate met Henri Martin in 

Liverpool in December 1943. Henri finished his RAF training and was posted to join 

347 Squadron at RAF Elvington in August 1944. The pair married in September, with 

Pat moving to York to be closer to Henri. In 2010, Pat spoke to Geneviève Monneris 

and Thomas Lesgoirres about her relationship with Henri. Henri died in November 

1944 after his Halifax failed to return from a bombing mission.  

The relationship of Jean and Betty was constricted by the long distance between 

them whilst Jean was in York and Betty in Cheshire. This can be appreciated in the 

second letter, written on 5 August 1944, in which Jean writes, ‘I believe now that I 

can go on holiday with you, but it is necessary that you tell me as soon as possible 

via telegram the city where you would like to go for your holiday for it is necessary to 

tell where I am going’.74 This letter was followed ten days later by another one from 

Jean where he writes, ‘a great misfortune has happened to me. I will not have the 

holiday at the same time as you, and I am very pained and also angry with my 

managers because they are the ones who have delayed the date because of the 

service’.75 This shows how the relationship between Jean and Betty was hampered 

by the long distance between them which meant that they struggled to find time to 

see each other. A similar scenario played out at around Christmas time in 1944, with 

Jean apologising for not being able to visit Betty at Christmas due to military 

engagements, writing that ‘it is impossible for me’.76 This is again presumably 

because operations will have been run through the Christmas period, which is 
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something that the RAF Elvington War Diaries (bombing missions took place on 24, 

26 and 28 December 1944) confirm.77 

Henri and Pat’s relationship is a contrast to this because they made more certain 

choices in their relationship. They married in St. Helens just nine months after 

meeting. Pat described Henri’s proposal: ‘He wasn’t wanting particularly to be 

married, and neither was I. I wasn’t thinking about it. But one night he said, “I know I 

shouldn’t, but I would like us to marry”.… He was the sweetest man. I couldn’t have 

said “no”, and I didn’t want to either’.78 Their quick marriage meant that long distance 

constraints on their relationship were avoided, contrasting Jean and Betty. Their 

marriage enabled Pat to move to York to be with her new husband and watch him 

take off on operations from her flat window: 

I had a little flat, and out of the lovely big window I could see him when they, 

when the plane went off and they used to just do a little [hand gesture to tipping 

the nose of the plane down and back up again], and they did that [just after 

take-off], and from about two o’clock or three o’clock in the morning, I was back 

at the window, frightened for him.… I couldn’t sleep properly, and after I’d seen 

them come back and do their little bob, then I could go to bed to sleep.79 

 By getting married and moving to York, the relationship of Henri and Pat was able to 

avoid some of the strains that Jean and Betty seemed to face because they were 

able to see each other regularly, whilst Jean and Betty did not see each other very 

often at all. Both relationships therefore show life choice management. Henri and Pat 

chose to marry because it seemed the only feasible way for them to be together, 

whilst the constrictions of the war meant that Jean and Betty’s relationship existing 
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more on paper than in real life, with duty coming between them. Henri was therefore 

able to experience York more positively than Jean, because he had his wife there 

with him. 

Both relationships have a contrasting connection with space and place. Henri was 

able to treat York as a home because his wife lived there and he was able to have 

everyday life experiences, an example of which was described by Pat:  

I was throwing a ball, and he [Henri] came up laughing, and I said, “what’s so 

funny?”, and he said, “if you could see you and the dog running around here”, 

you know, and so I used to ask my landlady, bless her, to make me some 

sandwiches for two, and when he couldn’t get away, that’s where we’d be. 

Unless it rained, and he’d take me to a show or something.80 

The dynamics of the Henri and Pat relationship meant that Henri could spend regular 

time with somebody away from Elvington which would give him a release from being 

on-duty at the base. It meant that he could explore York, and this will have improved 

his experiences of York, because he had somebody to enjoy the city with. York 

therefore became a ‘home’ of sorts to Henri, even though he was only there for a 

short period of time. 

Jean did not have the same type of relationship with York. He writes to Betty on 15 

June 1944 that ‘I haven’t been dancing yet because York is far and I don’t have 

courage to go there’.81 This suggests that in his first few weeks of his stay in York, 

his nerves overpowered any desire he had to explore the city. It also contradicts the 

perception of jolly servicemen regularly at the dance hall because it provides insight 
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into anxieties about being in an unusual place, but fits into Mark Connelly’s 

description of a large number of American servicemen being quiet in Britain.82 Jean 

follows this up by writing to Betty on 15 August 1944 that ‘my love, I believe that you 

will go to France before me’.83 Jean had remarked earlier in the letter that he wished 

that the war would end ‘tomorrow’, possibly because he wanted to start his life with 

Betty in France. The planning of his future with Betty indicates that Jean saw the 

roots of a successful relationship with Betty in France, rather than in Britain. This 

suggests that Jean and Betty were frustrated with their situation and would be 

happier in France, because that would be a better place for them. It does not indicate 

that Jean had negative experiences of York; all it can reveal to us is that Jean would 

prefer to be in France with Betty than in York by himself. 

The sources used to gather evidence on these two relationships can also reveal 

interesting distinctions between the relationships. Pat’s oral history about her 

marriage is in hindsight of a marriage that ended tragically when Henri’s Halifax was 

one of five that never returned to Elvington on 4 November 1944 after a bombing 

raid in the Ruhr valley.84 Pat speaks about Henri like he could do no wrong. He was 

the perfect man: ‘He was full of deity. He was always smiling, I never heard him 

grumble’.85 Whilst it is not the place here to challenge Pat’s perception of Henri, it 

can be argued that Pat remembers Henri like this because she is reflecting in 

hindsight, and this is coloured by his premature death. It is likely that they had the 

occasional disagreement, but Pat does not remember him this way, because she 
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wishes to remember him in a positive light. This would be because, as Ken Plummer 

expresses, ‘once composed, the story can become “freeze dried text”’.86 Pat has 

created a memory of Henri that has then become fixed. This explanation does not 

consider external factors that could alter the perception of her memories, though, 

such as social and political changes that alter public perception. Pat’s positive 

memories of Henri are because she loved him and therefore has fond memories of 

the time they spent together, which created positive experiences for the pair of them.  

The letters from Jean to Betty make the relationship appear differently to Henri and 

Pat’s. The immediacy of the relationship and the feeling of being ‘in the moment’ is 

portrayed aptly, with Jean apologising for a misunderstanding in a previous letter 

when he writes, ‘Dear Betty I am very sorry, very sorry I didn’t believe to be that cold 

in my letters. It is true that I wrote those letters a little bit fast, but I didn’t expect that 

you will be angry’.87 This misunderstanding shows how a letter can express emotions 

of the immediacy of the time in a more precise way than memories which add 

hindsight to the equation. Liz Stanley wrote that ‘letters and correspondences are 

everyday documents of life strongly characterised by seriality and succession’, which 

would explain why they reflect the ‘now’, because they are part of a continuous 

dialogue, rather than as standalone documents.88 Both sources, letters and oral 

histories, are useful because they both have merits. An oral history interview years 

after the events mean that the participant has been able to reflect on the events and 

offer insightful reflection of memories. Letters in this context offer immediate reaction 
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to events, and serve to be part of the ‘moment’ of history, because they are written 

whilst the events are happening. 

Although the relationship of Jean and Betty compared to the relationship of Henri 

and Pat seems very different, it does have one major similarity: both relationships 

offered mutual support for the airmen. For Henri, that came in the form of being able 

to see his wife regularly; for Jean, it came in the form of having a girlfriend to write to 

often and travel to see on occasion. The evidence presented by Pat indicates that 

the relationship contributed to positive experiences of York for Henri because he was 

able to explore the city with his wife and spend a lot of time with her, meaning he 

would be less likely to get bored on the airbase when off-duty. The letters from Jean 

to Betty do not indicate much either way about the experiences of York for Jean. 

Initially he is apprehensive of venturing into the city, but no follow-up to this is 

offered, although it can be postulated that his nervousness subsided eventually. 

Jean does not offer any negative feedback about his experiences of York, meaning 

few conclusions can be drawn about his experiences. The two relationships highlight 

the role that romance played in a significant number of the French airmen’s 

experiences of York, and show that successful companionship would improve the 

airmen’s experiences of York.  
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Chapter 3: Press 

The newspapers local to RAF Elvington during the war were The Yorkshire Post and 

the Yorkshire Evening Post. These were regional newspapers circulated throughout 

Yorkshire, meaning many local stories relevant to York were printed. This chapter 

will examine some of the articles written in these two newspapers during the Second 

World War that related to the French at Elvington. It will consider content of the 

articles, as well as the time in which they were published and the absence of 

publications about the French airmen whilst they were operating. Newspaper articles 

from after the conflict will also be examined to compare the legacy and memories of 

the French to the perception of them whilst they were in Yorkshire. The chapter will 

argue that more recent articles have conveyed the positive atmosphere and 

‘homeliness’ of Elvington that express the positive experiences of the French airmen. 

It must be considered when analysing newspaper articles from the Second World 

War that press censorship was active throughout the British press. Rex Pope has 

argued that the Ministry of Information was active in trying to influence public opinion 

on the war in a positive way because they feared that low morale could hinder the 

war effort.89 This would lead to, as Susan Carruthers argues, editors and reporters 

becoming their own censors as well as each other’s censors.90 If this was to be true, 

it is possible that the French were overlooked in York because journalists did not 

want to report anything about the missions of the French in fear of aiding the enemy 

or being disciplined by the Ministry of Information. 
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Mark Donnelly has argued that ‘four out of five men and two out of three women read 

at least one paper each day’.91 This shows how widely newspapers were read during 

the war, and suggests that the local press would have had a large influence on the 

local community because so many members of the local community will have been 

regularly reading newspapers. In the case of these articles in The Yorkshire Post 

and the Yorkshire Evening Post, it could therefore be argued that the tone being 

reflected by these regional papers would be influential to the readership.  

On 22 October 1945, an article was published in The Yorkshire Post in tribute to the 

men of 346 Squadron, titled ‘French Airmen’s Farewell to Yorkshire’.92 This article 

detailed the dignitaries that came to Elvington to give the French a grand departing, 

including the Commander-in-Chief of Bomber Command, Air Marshal Sir Norman 

Bottomley, ‘who made a special journey in spite of extremely bad weather 

conditions’.93 The article expresses a positive sentiment towards the French from the 

local press, writing, ‘they had come to Britain in the hour of peril, and now they were 

leaving after covering themselves with glory’.94 This would suggest that the French 

airmen had been warmly welcomed to Yorkshire and those within the RAF would be 

sad to see them leave. Its position at the top and centre of the front page also 

suggests that the French airmen leaving Britain was important news at the time, 

giving more credibility to the argument that the French airmen were well respected in 

Yorkshire and appreciated for their contribution to the war effort.  

                                            
91

 Donnelly, Britain in the Second World War, p. 70. 
92

 Our Own Correspondent. (1945, October 22). French Airmen's Farewell to Yorkshire. The Yorkshire 
Post, p. 1. Retrieved from http://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/. 
93

 Ibid., p. 1. 
94

 Ibid., p. 1. 

http://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/


34 
 

On 5 September 1945, The Yorkshire Post ran an article that detailed the reported 

arrests of people at RAF Elvington connected with gold smuggling in France.95 The 

article does not go into much detail because the case was at its very early stages, 

but neither does it implicate anybody or any group of people; it stays neutral, merely 

stating that ‘arrests have been made’.96 The article therefore does not implicate the 

case here with any wider views on the French airmen as a group at Elvington. A 

separate court case article printed on 15 October 1945 in the Yorkshire Evening Post 

also stayed neutral when detailing how four French airmen were fined for attempting 

to make a profit by exchanging Francs for Sterling: ‘Gledel was alleged to have 

claimed that he had received 3,000 francs from Deleu and 10,000 from Barbie while 

in camp at Elvington (Yorkshire) so that it could be changed into English money’.97 

The article mentions that French airmen were prosecuted, but the fact that they are 

French airmen is not relevant to the article because no emphasis is placed on this.  

The article that was given most prominence in relation to the French airmen was an 

article covering a plane crash at Escrick, a village a few miles from Elvington, which 

ran as the headline news on 30 October 1945.98 A plane heading home to France 

crashed just after take-off in bad weather, killing one of the crew, and another was 

found dead after bailing out of the plane. The article focusses on the crash and 

rescue operation, describing the plane as a ‘charred wreck with the dead cattle lying 

among the tangle of twisted debris’ and the rescue efforts of German and Italian 

Prisoners of War who ‘worked like heroes to pull away the injured’.99 The article is 
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rather emotive because of the loss of life, and the linked image of the crash 

illustrates to the reader the dangers of flying in poor weather conditions. This article 

will have been given prominence because of the loss of life and relevance to the 

local community, considering the crash destroyed a local farmhouse. It does not help 

to draw conclusions about the experiences of the French airmen whilst at Elvington 

because it only reports on the details of the crash. 

The articles from 1945 do not make it possible for further conclusions to be drawn 

about the experiences of the French airmen whilst they were based at Elvington 

because they stay neutral about events. It is interesting to note that all of the articles 

about the French are written after the cessation of hostilities. Perhaps this is 

because the press was censored and not able to report on the operations of the 

French, including their arrival, or simply that news was not released about the 

French, and therefore the press did not have anything to report. The lack of 

conclusions that can be drawn from these articles mean it is necessary to examine 

articles from after the war, looking back at the French at Elvington, to explore how 

they have been perceived in the local British press.  

Commemoration of the Second World War has become an important aspect of the 

war itself. Commemoration can change how people view certain events. The 

remainder of the chapter will explore how the French airmen have been 

commemorated and remembered in the British press since the Second World War 

concluded, and argue that more recent articles have communicated the positive 

atmosphere of Elvington during the war.  

In 1950, P. J. R. Moyes, a local journalist and historian, wrote an article about the 

French airmen at Elvington. Moyes described their time as a ‘remarkable eighteen 
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months’ operational stay in Yorkshire’, and said that Yorkshire will never forget the 

contribution of these airmen to the war effort.100 This shows that in the immediate 

post-war period, the French had been remembered and were being commemorated 

in a positive light for their contribution to Bomber Command. Moyes’ article details all 

the major events of their stay in Elvington, and is appreciative in tone. Even though 

Moyes claimed that Yorkshire would never forget the French, there was a distinct 

lack of publications about the French until the 2000s, when anniversaries of the 

squadrons were being celebrated in the Press. This came after the commemoration 

boom in the 1990s, which marked fifty years since the end of the war in 1995.  

The French airmen at Elvington were commemorated in the mid-2000s for the loss of 

life that they endured during the war. In 2004, Hannah Chapman wrote an article in 

the Northern Echo detailing arrangements for two services on Remembrance 

Sunday that were to be dedicated to thirty-five French airmen that died in Elvington’s 

worst night of the war, 4 November 1944, the night that Henri Martin died.101 In 2005, 

The Yorkshire Post published an article that remembered the 60th anniversary of the 

plane crash at Escrick.102 The article was entitled ‘Tributes paid to Tragic French war 

heroes’, and describes the crash as ‘the final tragedy’ of the French squadrons.103 

This shows how the commemoration was focused around the loss of life, as well as 

being positive towards the French by labelling them as ‘heroes’. 2009 saw the sixty-

fifth anniversary of D-Day, and this was marked with two articles about the French at 

Elvington. The first, from The Yorkshire Post, told the story of the French with an 

interview with a veteran, and says that the ‘courage and valour’ of those airmen 
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played a large role in making Operation Overlord a success.104 The title of the article 

says that the crews were returning ‘home’ to Yorkshire, which shows that the airmen 

have been remembered in a positive light and had positive experiences of Elvington, 

because ‘home’ is a word associated with familiarity and comfortableness, which we 

have seen was true for many of the airmen. The second, in Dundee newspaper The 

Weekly News, claims that the French airmen played a ‘vital role’ in the D-Day 

operations, and that the airmen had a ‘determination to kick out the enemy’.105 The 

title of the article says that the French airmen ‘reluctantly bombed their own 

people’.106 However, nowhere in the article is this claim backed up. On the first night 

in operation for the 346 Squadron, one aircraft turned back after its navigational aid 

failed – which is mentioned in the article – but only did so because the pilot refused 

to bomb France without being sure of the accuracy of the bombing.107 It is therefore 

an overstatement to say that they ‘reluctantly bombed their own people’ because the 

evidence for this does not exist. The articles from the 2000s pay tribute to the French 

airmen’s war efforts, which suggests that they are appreciated for what they did. By 

describing Elvington as a ‘home’ to the airmen, and claiming that they had a 

‘determination’ to win the war, it  shows that they were dedicated flyers and had 

positive experiences of their adopted ‘home’.  

Recent years have seen a shift in the way the French have been remembered. A 

2014 article, published in the Driffield Times, remembered Lucien Mallia, who had 

just passed away, and provides a narrative of his war experiences.108 He was 
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described as a ‘true and loyal friend’ to the air museum at Elvington over the years, 

and was said to have had ‘loved coming “home” to Elvington’.109 It has already been 

discussed how Elvington felt like a ‘home’ to the airmen, and Mallia’s memories 

clearly underline the view that Elvington was very welcoming to the airmen. In 

December 2016, Express Online published an article which interviewed and 

expressed the story André Guedez (discussed in Chapter 1), who was involved in a 

crash from 18,000 feet but survived.110 The headline claims that he ‘fell from the sky’, 

although in the article it explains that ‘the crew had to bail from the plane at 18,000ft’, 

and he had a parachute, making it less serious than the headline suggested.111 This 

is an example of a sensationalist headline to grab the readers’ attentions in the hope 

of getting them to read the article. These articles show that the press have been 

focussing on personal accounts of the war and eye-catching untold stories because 

these stories are unknown to the reader, as well as showing a more humane side of 

the conflict. It treats the French airmen that flew from Elvington as individuals, rather 

than a collective of people with the same story to tell, which had been the case in 

earlier articles, such as The Yorkshire Post article following the veterans ‘home’ to 

Yorkshire. Articles written within the last fifteen years have focussed on the 

highlights of the French airmen’s stay in Yorkshire, but also have not been afraid to 

explore into the tragic loss of life that they faced. The French are treated like one of 

Yorkshire’s own fighting force, which shows that since the end of the Second World 

War the French airmen have had a positive reception in the local British press. This 

reflects the positive atmosphere that Elvington had during the war because recent 

articles have been very positive about the French, and the interviewed French in 
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these articles have often spoke about Elvington like it is a second ‘home’, which 

reflects the comfortable nature of the base during the Second World War. 

The study of memory in the academic circles of the humanities and social sciences 

was very popular in the 1990s and 2000s.112 Large public commemoration 

ceremonies also show how commemoration has taken a more central position in 

society as well as the increased number of publications about memory.113 It is 

therefore no surprise that the French airmen at Elvington have also been 

remembered in the press, along with the other thousands of servicemen that took 

part in the Second World War. Noakes and Pattinson have argued that some 

aspects of the Second World War outside the major events such as Dunkirk and D-

Day have struggled to gain recognition.114 However, the French airmen at Elvington 

have gained relative local recognition and they are not a major history of the Second 

World War. Of course, their recognition has not been as widespread as many 

aspects such as the Dambusters or the Enigma codebreakers, but they have 

nevertheless been recognised in the local press since the commemoration boom of 

the 1990s and 2000s, showing that there is a place in public memory for more niche 

aspects and groups of the Second World War. 
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Articles written about the French airmen after the war have highlighted the positive 

experiences of the airmen in York including communicating extraordinary stories 

about them. After the commemoration boom of the 1990s, where British forces were 

commemorated for their efforts in the Second World War, the commemoration 

shifted in the 2000s to the minority forces that also fought alongside the British and 

Americans. This is where the majority of the commemoration for the French airmen 

at Elvington has come from. The articles have covered the sacrifices made by the 

French, the gallant missions that they flew, and also memories from the French 

veterans that flew from Elvington in 1944 and 1945. One article includes a quote 

from a veteran reminiscing about Elvington, Hervé Vigny, who says, ‘“Despite what 

happened in the war, I have many fond memories and the English people were so 

welcoming. It has been wonderful to come back and relive some of the 

memories”’.115 This reinforces the argument that the airmen integrated with the local 

community, and suggests that the off-duty experiences of the airmen are more 

powerful than their military duties in memories because Vigny enjoyed returning, 

‘“despite what happened in the war”’.116     
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Conclusion 

Figure 1: An Elvington Halifax Bomber flying over liberated Paris in 1944. 
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The symbolic photograph of the French Halifax flying over Paris with the Eiffel Tower 

in the background shows how much the French were fighting for, and their courage 

in coming to Britain to help the war effort.117 Ana Maria Mauad argues that 

‘photographs make history’,118 but ‘photographs cannot tell stories’, just like this 

photo does not tell the story of the French at Elvington.119 RAF Squadrons 346 and 

347 came to York in the summer of 1944 and stayed until October 1945. In those 

sixteen months at Elvington, the airmen of these squadrons had many different 

experiences of York. Some, such as Jean and Henri, had the comfort and 

excitement of being in a relationship whilst in Britain. Others, such as Lucien Mallia, 

had the local dance halls to blow off steam in their recreational time. Operations 

were dangerous for the men that flew in the Halifax bombers, highlighted by thirty-

five deaths on the disastrous night of 4 November 1944. The French mixed well with 

the local population whilst they were in York, exhibited by Louis Hervelin often going 

dancing and British flight engineer Stephen Rew going for drinks with his French 

colleagues. The positive atmosphere at Elvington, along with fond memories of the 

airbase, exciting activities conducted, and supporting relationships made whilst in 

Britain, made the French airmen’s experiences of York positive during the Second 

World War.  

Nicholas Atkin described the early Free French in Britain as ‘bored’, ‘demoralised’, 

and they just ‘wanted to return home’.120 The relationship between de Gaulle and 
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Churchill was ‘vexatious’, and these two points taken together would suggest that the 

experiences of the Free French in Britain were not positive during the Second World 

War.121 Although this study has explored the Free French in Britain in 1944 and 

1945, three years later than Atkin, it challenges his claim of poor experiences of 

Britain by showing the types of positive experiences that the airmen did have of 

Britain. The experiences of the officials around de Gaulle in London appear to be 

very different to the experiences of ‘ordinary’ Free French fighters. It suggests that 

more research must to be conducted into the Free French before conclusions can be 

made about their experiences in Britain, considering this study has only looked at a 

small group of the French in Britain. 

This study was conducted to understand what the French did whilst they were not on 

military duty, to further understand the contributions of the large numbers of Free 

French forces in Britain during the Second World War. The limited documentary 

evidence that exists about airmen from Squadrons 346 and 347 can be pieced 

together to begin to understand the experiences of the French outside of their duties 

within the RAF. The evidence has revealed brief snippets of the lives of the French 

airmen, and from this, the evidence shows examples of positive experiences of 

‘everyday’ life at Elvington, like Henri walking his dog with Pat. The limited scope of 

these ‘documents of life’, insofar as they are just a tiny piece of everyday life – the 

letters, for example, only contain one half of the correspondence, and it is not a 

complete set, meaning just a snippet of Jean and Betty’s life can be analysed – 

mean that the types of evidence included in the analysis must be broad and creative. 
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This study has demonstrated how the study of the everyday in these French 

airmen’s lives is valuable to understanding their experiences of Britain.122  

Lucien Mallia and André Guedez spoke extensively about their romantic 

relationships whilst in Britain. Raphaël Masson described Elvington as ‘great’ in his 

interview, but a poem that he co-wrote shortly after leaving Elvington was not very 

positive. The poem focuses on the fear of death, which was a major concern at the 

time, whilst his retrospective interview reflects more positively because that fear had 

subsided, leaving his positive memories of York, which highlights the differences 

between contemporary and anachronistic reflections. This suggests that the 

distancing of retrospective accounts enable the participant to reflect in a more 

holistic way that removes some of the immediate emotions that would have been felt 

at the time. Doug Sams spoke fondly of his short time living in Acomb, whilst John 

Gould’s limited childhood memories of Elvington as an evacuee were also positive 

ones. Thomas Tredwell, a British flight engineer who first worked with the French 

when they arrived at Elvington, enjoyed his experiences of working with the French 

at Elvington. Interviews with British people utilised in this study suggest they had 

positive experiences of York, either because whilst in York, they did not seem to be 

effected by the war, or because, in Tredwell’s case, they enjoyed their job and met 

people that they were comfortable socialising with whilst off-duty. The French 

enjoyed their time because they integrated in a similar way to Tredwell by going to 

the pub with their colleagues, in conjunction with exploring the city by attending 

dance hall events, which is something that Mallia and Hervelin spoke about. 

The relationships that some of the French airmen formed whilst in Britain were 

incredibly important for helping them get through the war and enjoy their time in a 
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foreign country. Henri and Pat’s relationship and Jean and Betty’s relationship had 

some similarities which made them comparable. Both airmen met their partners 

before they were posted to RAF Elvington, and were therefore initially in long-

distance relationships. Both had a significant amount of communication with their 

partners, suggesting that they relied on their partners whilst in York. The 

relationships differed by the choices and constrictions in them. Henri and Pat quickly 

married and Pat moved to York to be closer to her new husband before Henri died 

and Pat then found out she was pregnant with his child.123 From what the letters are 

able to reveal, it does not appear that Jean and Betty were married, and they only 

occasionally saw each other when Jean was on an extended leave. These 

relationships facilitated positive experiences of York because they gave the airmen 

some excitement in what could be, at times, a dull occupation when in a foreign 

country. The airmen interviewed in "A part ça, tout va bien" also speak about 

relationships they had whilst in York, some of which are exciting and evoke fond 

memories, suggesting they improved the airmen’s experiences of York.  With airmen 

such as Henri and Jean, who seemed to be in supportive relationships, their 

relationships could be argued to have improved their experiences of York because 

they had somebody to talk to and visit whilst they were in Britain. 

The local press in Yorkshire did not publish many articles about the French at 

Elvington. A farewell article published in The Yorkshire Post paid tribute to the 

airmen and their efforts in the war. The lack of publications during the war was likely 

to be because of press censorship or a lack of information. In the post-war-period, 

however, the press has published more articles paying tribute to the French airmen. 

This began in 1950, and was revived in the 2000s with articles in local newspapers 
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such as the Driffield Times and Northern Echo which sought to raise awareness and 

commemorate the efforts of the French airmen at Elvington. The contemporary 

articles explore the experiences and memories of the airmen in a similar but less 

detailed method to the analysis conducted in this study. They demonstrate how the 

airmen’s integration with local people are what gave the airmen positive experiences 

of York.  

It has been made evident through this study that a range of factors contributed to the 

positive experiences that the French airmen of Squadrons 346 and 347 had of York 

during the Second World War. Whilst off-duty, the airmen would go into York to the 

dancehalls, as well as to local pubs around Elvington. The drowned quarry made for 

an excellent makeshift swimming pool, and many of the airmen were in relationships, 

which meant that they had somebody to regularly write to and visit whilst they were 

on leave. The positive atmosphere at Elvington was the main factor that enabled the 

airmen to have positive experiences of York. This is because the welcoming feeling 

of the airbase made the area seem friendly and meant that the airmen were 

comfortable enough to explore the area and integrate with local people. This study 

has only looked at two squadrons of French airmen. To get a clearer picture about 

the experiences of all French airmen in Britain during the Second World War, more 

studies of different squadrons need to be conducted along similar lines to this one. 

This would then enable the experiences of the French airmen to be considered along 

similar lines to other foreign servicemen in Britain during the Second World War. 

The reasons why the French airmen had positive experiences of York during the 

Second World War have been discussed. These include but are not limited to: the 

positive atmosphere on the airbase at Elvington; the sense of camaraderie in 

Squadrons 346 and 347; the safety of Elvington and York during the war; and the 
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excitement of relationships with women. The positive sentiment that the French 

airmen discussed in this study had of York can be best summarised by Francis 

Usai’s letter to his girlfriend, Barbara Rigby, in March 1945: 

You know, when I left Paris [to transfer to a British hospital to recover after his 

plane crashed on 2 January 1945] I felt sad at leaving France but was just as 

happy at the thought of seeing England again, even without taking into account 

my feelings for you. I think I'm fond of old Albion, somehow this is a sort of 

second country to me.124 
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Appendix A – Notes on methodology 

This project has used a wide range of primary sources that vary from magazines 

found in archives, to oral history interviews and private papers of servicemen from 

the war. This section of the study will introduce the types of primary source material 

that this dissertation will use, and give some critical analysis to the use of each type 

of source. The study of this dissertation is of the ‘experiences’ of the French airmen 

at Elvington. ‘Experiences’ in this study are being defined by the Oxford Dictionary, 

which defines the term as ‘an event or occurrence which leaves an impression on 

someone’.125 ‘Positive experiences’ are thus being defined in this study as 

experiences (as defined above) that are optimistic, certain and invoke a joyful 

response from the participant. This dissertation is focussing on the everyday 

experiences and emotions of the airmen, rather than their military deployment. 

Qualitative sources are being used that complement the type of research being 

conducted because they too focus on the everyday events that ‘leave an impression 

on someone’.126 The study of the everyday enables a deconstruction of the history of 

the high society into the ‘flesh-and-blood human beings whose conflicting ideas and 

actions produced history’.127 It means that a study of some of the ‘ordinary’ 

endeavours that the airmen participated in can be used to understand their 

experiences of Britain, rather than their occupation. 

A large quantity of primary research has come in the form of oral history interviews. 

Oral history allows an insight into the subjective dimension of the past as 
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experienced by individuals, as well as retrospective interpretations of their own past 

inside a wider historical context. Alessandro Portelli argues that what makes oral 

histories useful in comparison to other sources is that ‘[they tell] us less about events 

than about their meaning’ and that they ‘reveal unknown events or unknown aspects 

of known events’.128 Thus, the oral histories used here will enable us to better 

understand the value of relationships and friendships to the French airmen. The lack 

of supplementary sources that help us understand about the French airmen’s 

experiences of Elvington mean greater importance is placed on these oral histories. 

Oral histories are crucial to this project because quantitative data that record the 

number of flights undertaken by a specific crew, for example, will not help us 

understand the experiences of life that these airmen had whilst in Yorkshire.  

A chapter of this project is dedicated to the perception of the French airmen in the 

local press. Whilst fully aware that the local press does not necessarily reflect the 

thoughts and opinions of the local residents, regional newspapers are being used 

because they can reveal more about a region than a national newspaper and will 

have played a major role in forming the opinions of and reflecting the views of the 

residents of York. A strength of newspapers are that, in Stephen Vella’s words, ‘they 

easily lend themselves to the work of comparative textual analysis, opening windows 

onto the intellectual culture that prevailed in a particular time, place or community’.129 

During the war, newspapers and radios were the most popular source of news, with 

Mark Donnelly suggesting that around seventy-five percent of adults read at least 
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one newspaper every day.130 This means that newspapers were important for 

forming public opinion during the Second World War. However, the limitations of 

newspapers must be considered. Vella writes that a drawback of newspapers is that 

‘more news takes place in a given day or week than can possibly appear within a 

newspaper. The raw material of news events must therefore pass through 

successive filters to narrow the range of stories published’.131 The editors of these 

newspapers will have therefore decided what news to include and omit, and this can 

shape public opinion to their wills. It also means that the news being reported by the 

newspapers may not be totally representative of the opinions that the public hold; 

they could instead be the opinions that the newspaper editors want the public to 

have. 

This project will also make use of private letters written by a French airman to his 

girlfriend in Cheshire. Private letters can be extremely useful in micro-studies, 

because they enable historians to get a glimpse of what was happening at a 

particular time from behind metaphorical closed doors. Miriam Dobson stated that 

private letters ‘are often praised for the ‘human dimension’ they bring to history, 

allowing the scholar to capture the raw experiences and emotions of actors in the 

past’.132 This is a clear strength of letters, because it is something that most other 

historical sources may not achieve. However, because there is usually so much that 

we do not know about the letters and their authorship, they have limitations. For 

example, ‘they do not offer a transparent window into the mindset of the author’.133 

Not knowing the author’s reasons for writing can often lead to confusion or 
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unanswered questions, which is something that other sources can avoid, such as 

memoirs, because they are written in hindsight. Alistair Thomson stated that ‘one of 

the challenges for historians working with letters is that only a fraction of the letters 

that are written survive: we usually don't know what has been lost, why some letters 

are preserved but not others’.134 Thomson’s point can be applied to most historical 

sources, however, because many do not survive, so historians have to utilise what is 

available to them. Despite some of their limitations, and when used in conjunction 

with other sources, letters can be very useful for broadening a historical argument. 

Memoirs, a type of source that will be used in the ‘Memories’ chapter, can be very 

useful to historical research because they are a type of testimony, and this, 

according to Devin Pendas, means they are able to provide ‘a unique insight into the 

meanings of historical experience, to the way that people understood and felt about 

their lives’.135 Much like oral history, memoirs are retrospective accounts, based on 

memory, meaning the author is able reflect on events and provide their opinions. 

This can be useful because they have hindsight on their side, although it can also 

have its drawbacks because the memoir may result in little more than justification 

and exaggeration of events. Michael Roper illustrated how the re-telling of stories, 

such as memoirs, can be frustrating in this way, writing: ‘In most cases we lack 

evidence of earlier articulations with which the oral account can be compared. We 

cannot be sure of how, or indeed even if, the story is being retold’.136 This shows the 

context of the time of recollection is as important to the testimony as the content of 

the recollection. Pendas also cited one of the limitations to testimony is the fact that 
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because it is ‘based on direct experience, it cannot offer much useful information 

about historical processes that extend beyond the scope of individual experience’.137 

This means that testimonies are not particularly useful for a macro-study, compared 

to a micro-study. However, for this project, they can be useful, especially to add 

breadth to the memories chapter. 
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