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In July 1940, Canada had been at 
war with Germany for ten months. 
That spring, Canada’s First Brig-

ade had fought a run-
ning, last-ditch battle 
to prevent the German 
Blitzkrieg from over-
whelming France, and 
Canadian warships had 
assisted in the evacua-
tion of Dunkirk. Can-
adian merchant mar-
iners faced death in 
the cold and oily wat-
ers of the North At-
lantic, victims of Ger-
man U-boats which 

were sinking scores of Allied vessels 
with little fear of retribution. In the 
skies over England and the English 

Channel, a handful 
of young Canadian 
volunteers with the 
Royal Air Force’s No. 
242 Squadron – the 
“Canadian Squadron” 
– confronted Hitler’s 
Luftwaffe in the Bat-
tle of Britain. Back at 
home in Canada, tens 
of thousands of young 
men and women had 
volunteered for ser-
vice overseas, among 

Sgt. Joe Hicks’ War
In April 1942, Royal Canadian Air Force No. 420 

Squadron makes a fateful raid on Rostock, Germany

by Bob Ingraham

Author’s Note
Near the end of a long road trip in 1999, I stopped for a break at a small antique store in 
Quesnel, BC. I spent a pleasant few minutes browsing through a box containing a few dozen 
picture postcards from around the world, and then discovered a gem. It had been posted 59 
years earlier by a young Royal Canadian Air Force airman, Joe Hicks, to a young woman 
in Fort William, Ontario, which was Joe’s home town. Its message was brief and pointed. 
The price was right--$3--so I bought it.

It was not difficult to learn the basic outline of Joe’s story. He had volunteered near 
the beginning of the Second World War and was assigned to an RCAF Bomber Command 
squadron. The intriguing details of Joe’s adventures came to light more slowly, however. 
With the assistance of researchers in Canada, England and Denmark -- and through inter-
views with surviving family and friends -- a grim, but fascinating picture emerged. This is 
the story of the desperate British plan to defeat Germany by air, of a horrific crash behind 
enemy lines, and of a doomed wartime romance. But mostly, it’s the story of a brave young 
Canadian airman and the family that loved him.
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them Joseph Melvin Hicks, a 19-year-
old Royal Canadian Air Force airman. 
On 28 July, he addressed a picture post 
card to “Miss Madeline Vale, #5 Apts., 
631 S. Vickers St., Fort William, Ont.” 
In large block letters, he wrote “How 
About Writing???” Postmarked Re-
gina, Saskatchewan, it pictures a large 
brick building identified both as the 
“Royal Canadian Air Force Barracks” 
and the “Normal School at Regina, 
Sask.” The return address reads, “J.M. 
Hicks, R68516, #2 ITS–RCAF, SQD. 
1, FLT. C, Regina, Sask.”

No. 2 ITS was an Initial Training 
School of the British Commonwealth 
Air Training Plan, or BCATP. It was 

also known as the Joint 
Air Training Plan ( JATP) 
or Empire Air Training 
Scheme (EATS), and often 
just shortened to the “Plan” 
or the “Scheme.” By the 
end of the war, the BCATP 
had trained more than half 
of the Commonwealth air-
crew who fought against 
the Axis.1 

Regina was among 
scores of Canadian com-
munities that hosted 
BCATP training facilities, 
but housing was always a 
problem; the ITS in Re-
gina was located in a pub-
lic school simply because of 
a shortage of other suitable 
buildings. 

Initial Training Schools 
played a combined role 
as a basic training facility 

and ground school for future aircrew. 
Students followed a strict regimen of 
classes in basic aeronautics and navi-
gation. Like soldiers in basic training 
in every country and every age, they 
marched everywhere, cleaned and pol-
ished everything, and exercised end-
lessly. Their training would eventually 
take them to far flung corners of the 
country and the world, and often into 
harm’s way. So it was with Joe Hicks.

Joseph Melvin Hicks was born to 
Emily Payette Hicks and John Jo-

seph Hicks, on 8 December 1920, 
in Fort William. When the Second 
World War began, the family was liv-
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ing at 349 North Syndicate Avenue 
in Fort William, but within a few 
months they had moved to 323 South 
Vickers Street. 

Joe, whose red hair became more 
blond in adulthood, attended St. Stan-
islaus School and vocational school. 
He became a popular member of the 
YMCA basketball team – hardly sur-
prising considering his height of al-
most 6’3”.

Joe dreamed of becoming an aero-
nautical engineer and a pilot. His sis-
ter, Marcella Hicks Aedy, recalled in 
an interview that he was crazy about 
airplanes. Their mother, she said, used 
to complain about bumping her head 
on the balsa models hanging from Joe’s 
bedroom ceiling. Marcella added that 
Joe saved his allowance so he could take 
flying lessons at Bishop’s Field near Fort 
William, a passion which he kept secret 
from his parents but not from Marcella. 
(Marcella also recalled that the recipi-
ent of Joe’s postcard, Madeleine Vale, 
was not a girlfriend as such, but just one 
of his crowd from school days.)

A university education was not 
in the stars for Joe. Following gradua-
tion from vocational school, he went 
to work as a brakeman for the Canad-
ian Pacific Railroad, on the same day 
– 1 September 1939 – that Germany 
attacked Poland. Joe was laid off thirty 
days later, applied to join the RCAF, 
and was rejected by letter from the De-
partment of National Defence. He re-
applied on 1 April 1940, and on 20 
June 1940, in Fort William, he signed 
his RCAF (Special Reserve) attestation 
papers. He requested flying duty, and 

indicated that he had experienced two 
hours of flight as a passenger, an extra-
ordinary amount of time in the air for a 
teenager in Depression-era Canada.2 

Joe completed the ITS course in 
Regina and went on for additional 
training at #2 Elementary Flying Train-
ing School back home in Fort William, 
flying the De Havilland DH 82 Tiger 
Moth, followed by #2 SFTS (Service 
Flying Training School) at Uplands, 
in Ottawa.3 He had almost reached his 
childhood dream of becoming not just 
a pilot, but a fighter pilot, for #2 SFTS 
was dedicated to 
teaching future 
fighter pilots in 
North Amer-
ican Harvard II 
and Yale-1 train-
ers. Joe, however, 
made a fateful 
choice. Accord-
ing to Marcella, 
he assaulted his 
commanding of-
ficer during a 
party. In the re-
sulting melee, 
the officer’s club 
was, in Marcella’s hyperbolic word, “de-
stroyed.” “My brother was not lazy or 
disrespectful, but he had a limit,” Mar-
cella said. “Apparently this young offi-
cer rode them unmercifully. There were 
a lot of pompous little men who didn’t 
do anything to earn their rank.”

Joe’s service record seems to cor-
roborate Marcella’s recollection. On 
10 December 1940, almost a month 
before his class was scheduled to gradu-

Joe dreamed of 
becoming an 
aeronautical 

engineer and a 
pilot. . . Joe saved 

his allowance 
so he could take 

flying lessons 
at Bishop’s 

Field near Fort 
William.

Sgt. Joe Hicks’ War
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ate, he was demoted two pay grades, 
from Leading Aircraftman (LAC) to 
the lowest rank in the air force, Air-
craftman Second Class (AC2). On the 
same day, under “Pay Entries” in his 
service record, this notation appears: 
“Cease to draw Flying Pay of 75¢ per 
diem.” On the same day, Joe was trans-
ferred from #2 SFTS at Uplands to 
“General Duties” at No. 1 Manning 
Depot at the Canadian National Ex-
hibition Grounds in Toronto, where 
he continued to buck authority. His 
service record indicates that in the four 
days from 27-30 December 1940, he 
went AWL – Absent Without Leave 
– and forfeited three days’ pay.

Joe’s service record makes no dir-
ect reference to his apparent alterca-
tion with his commanding officer, or 
to his unauthorized absence. Although 
there was a detention centre at No. 1 
Manning Depot, the absence of any 
record of incarceration indicates that 
Joe was not severely punished. The 
likely explanation is this: the Canadian 
government had spent many months 
and thousands of dollars training Joe 
as a pilot, and could scarcely afford to 
lose its investment, especially when 
his new skills could easily be trans-
ferred to other vital wartime jobs. So, 
instead of facing the ignominy of se-
vere punishment, Joe soon found him-
self on his way to Winnipeg and No. 
5 Air Observers School, where he was 
Taken On Strength (T.O.S.) on 31 
January 1941. Two days later he was 
automatically promoted to his previ-
ous rank of Leading Aircraftman.

The term “observer” in the con-

text of Joe’s training had its origins in 
the First World War, when soldiers 
dangled in wicker baskets from teth-
ered gas balloons to observe enemy 
troop movements. By the time of the 
Second World War, the observer’s job 
required advanced mathematics and a 
solid grounding in all aspects of avi-
ation and air combat. Mere “observ-
ing” had given way to navigation and 
bomb aiming.

Non-commissioned aircrew were 
made sergeants as a matter of policy, 
so Joe Hicks became T/Sergeant Joe 
Hicks on 9 June 1941. (The “T” in 
“T/Sergeant” means “Temporary.”)

Joe graduated from Air Observer 
School in July 1941 with a 72.5 per 
cent average, earning the right to wear 
the air observer’s half-wing badge, 
comprised of an “O” for “Observer” 
with a single feathered wing attached 
to it. The badge – commonly and 
crudely called the “Flying Arsehole” – 
was worn above the left breast pocket.

Joe continued his training on a 
cross-country odyssey that took him 
to Bombing and Gunnery School in 
Fingal, Ontario, to Air Navigation 
School in Rivers, Manitoba, and on 1 
August 1941, to No. 31 OTU (Oper-
ational Training Unit) at Debert, 
Nova Scotia.

No. 31 OTU, the first of four 
OTUs established by the RAF in Can-
ada, trained Commonwealth aircrew 
to fly new Canadian- and American-
made bombers and transports to RAF 
squadrons in the United Kingdom.4 It 
was a pioneering effort undertaken by 
airmen who had rarely or never flown 
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out of sight of land and into unknown 
weather. It started out as the Atlan-
tic Ferry Organization (ATFERO), 
administered by British Overseas 
Airways Corporation (BOAC) and 
staffed by a mix of civilian and mil-
itary personnel. In July 1941, AT-
FERO was taken over by the RAF and 
became known as Ferry Command. 

Joe’s service record provides no 
details about his association with 
either No. 31 OTU or Ferry Com-
mand. No. 31 OTU was charged with 
training aircrew to fly long distances 
in marginal flying conditions, so it’s 
safe to assume that Joe got in a lot of 
flying in rotten weather. How much 
he flew with Ferry Command is not 
known. The Command had its own 
large pool of pilots and aircrew who 
undertook thousands of flights across 
the Atlantic, at first, and eventually to 
combat theatres around 
the world. After they de-
livered military aircraft 
to designated commands, 
they returned to Canada 
by sea or on slightly modi-
fied Liberator bombers 
that served as the barest 
of bare-bones passen-
ger transports. However, 
many more Common-
wealth aircrew – observers 
and wireless operators/air 
gunners, especially – were 
“one trippers” who trained for just 
one flight across “The Pond.” Having 
delivered one new aircraft to the RAF, 
they would be ready for additional 
training and assignment to operation-

al commands. It is possible that Joe 
made more than one Ferry Command 
flight to the U.K. and back to Canada. 
Early in October 1941, he apparently 
was part of an aircrew that delivered 
a bomber or transport on a one-way 
trip to the U.K. He spent almost three 
weeks at No. 3 Personnel Reception 
Centre, at Bournemouth on England’s 
south coast, and then reported to No. 
16 OTU, Croughton, Oxfordshire, 
where he would train for nighttime 
bombing missions on Handley Page 
H.P. 52 Hampdens. 

The twin-engine Hampden, intro-
duced into service in August 1938, 
was already obsolescent when Ger-
many invaded Poland. It could deliv-
er only a modest bomb load of 4,000 
pounds, unlike the later Avro Lancas-
ter, which would eventually pulverize 
German targets with “Blockbusters” 

weighing in at 22,000 pounds. 
The Hampden featured a narrow, 

bulbous cabin for its crew (pilot, two 
gunners, and observer) and a long, skin-
ny tail with small, twin vertical stabiliz-

The Handley Page H.P.52 medium bomber, shown on a wartime postcard, 
was one of the few RAF/RCAF bombers capable of reaching Germany in 
the opening months of the Second World War. 

Sgt. Joe Hicks’ War
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ers. Its crews referred to it as the “Flying 
Suitcase” or the “Flying Panhandle,” or 
more ominously, as the “Flying Frying 
Pan” and “Flying Coffin.” 5 

Air Marshall Sir Arthur Travers 
Harris, Air Officer Commander in 
Chief of RAF Bomber Command dur-
ing the war, asserts in 
his post-war mem-
oir, Bomber Offensive, 
that the Hampden 
bomber, “a most feebly 
armed aircraft,” was 
“cold meat for any de-
termined enemy fight-
er in daylight.” 6 The 
Hampden’s only sting was in its Vickers 
.303 machine guns, which had scarcely 
evolved since the First World War. The 
.303 bullets could not penetrate the ar-
mour of German fighters, but German 
fighters could knock a Hampden out 
of the sky without even coming within 
range of the bomber’s guns.

The Hampden had other short-
comings. A “stabilized yaw,” which 
caused it to stall easily in low-speed 
turns, sent many crews to their deaths. 
The narrow crew compartment – only 
three feet wide and crowded with 
guns, ammunition boxes, and radio 
and navigation equipment – made it 
difficult to render aid to any wounded 
aircrew, and difficult to exit by para-
chute. A fatal flaw in the Hampden’s 
design no doubt resulted in the death 
of many Hampden aircrew: there was 
no seat for a co-pilot, and the back of 
the pilot’s seat was hinged and had to 
be laid flat to enable him to scramble 
over it and into the cockpit. Replacing 

an incapacitated pilot with another pi-
lot, assuming there was one on board, 
was virtually impossible.

Despite its shortcomings, the 
Hampden, along with the Whitley 
and Wellington, bore much of the bu-
rden of carrying the war to Germany. 

At first, raids involv-
ing Hampdens were 
mounted in daylight, 
but combat losses 
were so great that the 
outdated bombers 
were assigned primari-
ly to nighttime propa-
ganda “leafleting,” 

mining, and bombing sorties. German 
defences, designed for daylight oper-
ations, were at first largely ineffective 
against night-flying intruders. By April 
1940, Hampdens and other RAF and 
RCAF bombers were ordered on night 
raids deep into Germany.

Joe Hicks would have agreed 
with Arthur Harris about the Hamp-
den. On a leave home before leaving 
for the U.K., he complained about the 
aircraft. Marcella recalled him saying 
that it was “held together with bailing 
wire.” She added that Joe had no en-
thusiasm for his assignment, and even 
seemed to have a premonition that he 
would not return from the war. Joe’s 
leave-taking was further complicated 
by romance – he had become engaged 
to Margaret Dempster, of Winnipeg.

Joe and Margaret had met at a 
dance while he was training in Win-
nipeg. Margaret, interviewed by tele-
phone from her home in Scotland, 
said that Joe asked her to dance with 

. . . the Hampden 
bomber, “a most feebly 

armed aircraft,” was 
“cold meat for any 
determined enemy 
fighter in daylight.”
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him to “Alexander’s Ragtime Band.” 
Joe’s dancing “wasn’t all that good,” 
Margaret said. He wrote her tele-
phone number on a pack of cigarettes, 
but didn’t call. Several weeks later, 
they ran into each other at a ski club, 
and Joe soon became a regular visitor 
in the Dempster home. 

Margaret’s romance with Joe fol-
lowed a typical wartime pattern. They 
spent a two-week holiday together, 
and she saw him almost every week-
end and during the week “if he could 
get away with it.” “[There] wasn’t a lot 
of time,” she explained. “It was during 
the war and time was very fast, you 
know what I mean? You didn’t have a 
lot of time [together]….” 

Joe revealed little to Margaret 
about his life in the RCAF, but he did 
tell her that he had lost his chance to 
become a pilot: “I always figured there 
was something [like a fight] but never 
got to the bottom of it.” Margaret re-
called Joe as a gentle, quiet person, 
“fun to be with.”

Joe proposed to Margaret less 
than a year after they met, and sent 
her a gold and platinum engagement 
ring, set with a single diamond and 
engraved “JH to MD 27 Feb 1942.” “I 
wanted to get married before he left, 
but for some reason he felt that we 
should wait,” Margaret said. “I don’t 
know why. What shall I say? I was 
quite willing to. He felt we should 
wait until he came back.”

By 28 March 1942, 21 months 
after he joined the RCAF, Joe Hicks 
had completed night-flying training 
and received orders to join No. 420 

Squadron, an operational bomber 
squadron flying Hampden I bombers. 
The squadron, a unit of 5 Group, had 
begun forming at RAF Station Wad-
dington in Lincolnshire County on 
19 December 1941.7 It was one of sev-
eral-score RAF Bomber Command 
stations which dotted Lincolnshire 
north and east of London during the 
war. Lincolnshire was chosen because 
of its relative proximity to Occupied 
Europe and to Nazi Germany itself.

No. 420 Squadron was more Brit-
ish than Canadian, because Canada 
had not yet been able to train suffi-
cient numbers of airmen to create “all-
Canadian” squadrons. The squadron’s 
first commanding officer, Wing Com-
mander J.D.D. Collier, was British, 
as were virtually all ground crew and 
many air crew. The squadron’s first 
Canadian commander, W/C D.A.R. 
Bradshaw, took command on 30 
March 1942.

When Joe Hicks and W/C Brad-
shaw joined No. 420 Squadron, it had 
been at war for more than two months, 
bombing German cities, dropping 
sea mines into coastal shipping lanes 
used by the German merchant marine 
and navy, and participating in the ill-
fated Operation Fuller, which was in-
tended to stop the German Cruisers 
Scharnhorst, Gneisenau and Prinz Eu-
gen from breaking out into the Atlan-
tic from their safe havens in the Baltic.

Margaret Dempster recalled re-
ceiving weekly letters from Joe after 
his arrival at Waddington. One let-
ter mentioned that he was involved in 
mine laying; such details would nor-

Sgt. Joe Hicks’ War
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mally have been censored, so that par-
ticular letter escaped censorship. A 
No. 420 Squadron log book from this 
period records combat sorties to Lille, 
France; to Terschelling in the West 
Frisian Islands, off the north coast of 
Netherlands, and to Heligoland, in 
the North Sea west of Jutland.

No one could have envied Joe’s job. 
As navigator, his lanky frame crouched 
in the cramped and frigid “greenhouse” 
in the bomber’s nose, his primary task 
was to guide his bomber from Wad-
dington to a particular target, using 
antiquated navigational instruments 
under flying conditions that were often 
marginal, or worse. Then, as bomb aim-
er, he guided the bomber as near the 
aiming point as possible – this was the 
“bomb run” – and chose the right mo-
ment to release the bombs. 

If the bomb run was successful 
(which to bomber crews meant that 
they actually dropped their bombs, 
supposedly on target), the observer re-
verted to his role as navigator, selecting 
the safest route back to England, not 
that any such route could be construed 
as remotely safe, especially if the raid 
had taken them deep into Germany. 
By 1942, Germany had established 
the Kammhuber Line, a formidable 
defensive array of long-range radar, 
radar-guided searchlights and anti-air-
craft guns, listening devices, and night-
fighter bases which stretched from the 
Belgian border into Denmark.8 Early 
in the war, few allied bombers could 
cross the Kammhuber Line with im-
punity. Not until 1943 would radar 
countermeasures successfully protect 

Allied bomber streams, and not until 
1944 were they afforded the protec-
tion of long-range fighter escorts.

On 23 April 1942, it can be as-
sumed that the pilots and crew of No. 
420 Squadron assembled for a briefing 
about their target for that night: the 
“old and inflammable” port of Ros-
tock on Germany’s Baltic Coast. The 
safest route would take them north-
east from Waddington across the 
North Sea, passing north of the Neth-
erlands. They would turn east to cross 
the narrow isthmus of Jutland, and 
then southeast towards Rostock.

Rostock was the second German 
city to be targeted by Bomber Com-
mand under a new bombing policy. 
The “Butt Report,” a study released in 
August 1941, revealed that most RAF 
bombs were landing five miles or more 
away from the targets. In addition, 
the RAF was suffering insupportable 
losses of aircraft and aircrew. In Nov-
ember, to assuage mounting public 
opinion against what seemed to be a 
pointless bombing campaign, Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill ordered 
a cutback to raids deep into Germany. 

Early in 1942, however, a change 
of strategy occurred. Frederick Alex-
ander Lindemann, the first Viscount 
Cherwell, a British physics profes-
sor on leave from Oxford and an in-
fluential scientific advisor, convinced 
Churchill that if Germans were “de-
housed” by blowing up and burning 
their homes they would soon lose the 
will to continue the war. It seems not to 
have occurred to Cherwell or Church-
ill that the London Blitz of 1940-41 
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had not demoralized the British, but 
stiffened their resolve to win the war. 
Nevertheless, Churchill ordered the 
RAF to add entire German cities to its 
lists of targets. This policy, called “area 
bombing,” would be shaped and re-
fined by Arthur Harris, who assumed 
leadership of Bomber Command in 
late February. 

The first step in area bombing 
involved the dropping of tons of in-
cendiaries on German cities. The re-
sulting fires would serve as markers 
for bombers carrying high-explosive 
bombs. In theory, the high-explosive 
bombs would turn wooden buildings 
into kindling, igniting a firestorm, 
and only a few such firestorms would 
result in the Germans suing for peace. 
In practice, conditions only rarely 
combined to allow a firestorm to de-
velop. The incinerations of Hamburg 
and then Dresden later in the war, 
which together killed 85,000 civilians 
(estimates vary widely), were tragic ex-
ceptions rather than the rule.

The first city targeted under the 
new area bombing policy was the 
medieval city of Lübeck on Germany’s 
Baltic coast. On the night of 29/30 
March 1942, half of Lübeck was de-
stroyed, including its 12th Century 
cathedral. Rostock, west of Lübeck, 
was next on the list of area-bombing 
targets. It would be raided at about 
midnight on four consecutive nights, 
starting on the night of 23/24 April; a 
nearby Heinkel aircraft factory would 
also be targeted.9

Only two Canadian Hampden 
squadrons were operational at this 

time – Nos. 408 and 420. Both squad-
rons flew on all four Rostock raids, 
but Joe Hicks and his crew flew only 
on the second raid, on the night of 
24/25 April. Their aircraft, Hampden 
P5330, coded-named PT-J, was one of 
twenty-one Hampdens tasked to drop 
incendiaries from an altitude lower 
than 2,000 feet. 

Because the Germans did not 
consider Rostock a significant mil-
itary target, anti-aircraft defences 
around the ancient city on the night of 
the first raid were limited, and unpre-
pared. Bombs 
were falling 
before Ros-
tock’s citizens 
heard air raid 
signals. Little 
damage re-
sulted from 
the raid, how-
ever, and no Bomber Command air-
craft were lost that night.

Records of the second attack are 
contradictory. Some reports indicate 
that the Heinkel factory, as well as a 
submarine shipyard northwest of Ros-
tock, were severely damaged. However, 
the official history of the RCAF, Cru-
cible of War, does not mention the ship-
yard, and asserts that the Heinkel fac-
tory was not bombed. 

The third and fourth raids near-
ly destroyed Rostock, and resulted in 
serious damage to the Heinkel factory 
(which, however, was soon operating 
normally again).

For Joe Hicks and his crew, catas-
trophe followed on the heels of the 

For Joe Hicks 
and his crew, 
catastrophe 

followed on the 
heels of the second 

Rostock raid.

Sgt. Joe Hicks’ War
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second Rostock raid: Of 125 air-
craft of six different types, Hampden 
P5330 was the only aircraft lost. Fol-
lowing the raid on Rostock, it crashed 
on a Danish farm at Sonderby Bjerge, 
southeast of the town of Assens on Fu-
nen Island (also known as Fyn Island), 
killing three of its four crew. Dead 
were Sgt. Joe Hicks; Sgt. J.H. Smith, a 
Canadian gunner, and the RAF pilot, 
Sgt. Jack Potter. The lone survivor was 
Sgt. Frank George Webster Adams, a 
Canadian gunner. 

It is unlikely that the events of 
that night will ever be reconstruct-
ed with precision. According to the 
aforementioned log book, which be-
longed to Sgt. Adams, the aircraft took 
off from RAF Station Waddington at 
9:15 p.m. on 24 April 1942. RAF rec-
ords document the loss of a No. 420 
Squadron Hampden on the night of 
the raid.10 Entries in Joe Hicks’ service 
record, dated 25 April 1942, state that 
his Hampden was lost to “Presumed 
enemy action” and that Joe himself 
was “Presumed Dead.” 

German records provide tantal-
izing yet conflicting clues about the 
cause of the crash. A German docu-
ment, translated by Danish research-
er Søren Flensted, provides details of 
a flak attack on a Hampden as it flew 
over Denmark after attacking Ros-
tock: “At 0134 hrs [1:34 a.m. on 25 
April 1942] an enemy aircraft with 
position [navigation] lights on was 
fired at by Flakzug Spodsbjerg with 25 
rounds of 2 cm flak at 500 metre alti-
tude and at a distance of 1800-2000 
metres. All rounds hit the target. It is 

believed that the aircraft is the same 
aircraft that crashed near Assens.” 
The Kriegstagesbuch Admiral Däne-
mark (the diary of the German navy 
admiralty in Denmark) seems to con-
firm this attack, and notes that the air-
craft was believed to be the one that 
crashed near Assens.

Another German record, also pro-
vided by Søren Flensted, notes that a 
flak ship in the Langelandsbælt, the 
strait between Langeland and Lolland 
islands, southeast of Funen Island, 
successfully attacked the Hampden. 
Credit for this attack, however, was 
given to a Luftwaffe flak unit at Spods-
bjerg on Langeland Island.

The crash of Hampden P5330 
on Funen Island occurred about 3:00 
a.m. A farmer, Svend Bæk Hansen, 
witnessed the crash; after the war he 
made a sound recording, in Danish, 
about the event. Finn Buch, a Dan-
ish researcher who specializes in the 
study of Bomber Command crashes 
in Denmark, transcribed the record-
ing in English. In the recording, Han-
sen describes how he was awakened by 
the sound of the bomber approach-
ing Funen Island from the southwest. 
He recalls that at least one engine was 
running roughly; it sounded “just like 
putting an iron bar into a car engine!”

According to Hansen, the bomb-
er circled the area for about five min-
utes. The crew, obviously looking for 
a place to land, dropped flares and 
lowered the landing gear. Flying once 
more toward the sea, the bomber 
crossed a road – then crashed in an ad-
joining field, near a seaside cliff called 
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Klint. The bomber shed its propel-
lers and engines, then its wings, and 
its fuel tanks exploded. When it was 
over, wreckage was strewn for almost 
100 metres across the field. 

In his recording, Hansen explains 
how he and other Danes living in the 
area rushed to the crash site to offer 
help, but found only one survivor, 
Sgt. Adams, who was lying near the 
road, his uniform on fire. The rescu-
ers extinguished the flames, and Sgt. 
Adams was taken, unconscious and 
with a broken leg, first to Hansen’s 
farm, and then to the Assens County 
and City Hospital in Assens, six km to 
the northwest.

At first, nobody could approach 
the wreckage, which continued to burn 
furiously. (Hansen attributes the intense 
fire to incendiary bombs, but a German 
report on the crash specifically men-
tions that the bomber was not carrying 
bombs when it crashed.) Eventually, 
using a hand lamp, Hansen went clos-
er and found two dead airmen – Sgt. 
Smith and Sgt. Joe Hicks. Both bodies 
were badly burned, but Hansen says in 
his recording that had he known them 
in life, he would have recognized them 
in death. One victim had had both feet 
traumatically amputated, apparently by 
a “metal plate.” A farmhand found the 
pilot, Sgt. Potter, sitting dead in the re-
mains of his cockpit.

The Danes wrapped the dead air-
men in their undamaged parachutes 
and took the bodies to the Assens hos-
pital, where they were received at 4:10 
a.m., according to hospital records.

As a result of Sgt. Adams’ hospi-

talization in Assens, a significant docu-
ment about the crash of Hampden 
P5530 came into being. Knud Molst-
ed, an assistant physician who treated 
Adams, spoke with the airman, and on 
15 November 1945 wrote a statement 
dedicated “To memory of Sergeant-Pi-
lot Jack Potter/Yorks., England.” The 
three-page, hand-written document 
is in the possession of Sgt. Adams’ 
nephew, Phil Adams. It based in part 
on Molsted’s conversations with Sgt. 
Adams, and while it contains minor 
and obvious errors of fact, most of the 
statements are corroborated by other 
evidence. Significantly, Dr. Molsted’s 
document provides details about the 
events before the crash and about the 
crash itself:

The plane had been over Germany, 
bombing the town of Rostock. Dur-
ing its trip back over the Baltic Sea, 
one of the two engines stopped. As the 
remaining engine did not look good 
too, Jack Potter resolved to try to reach 
Sweden, by crossing the Danish islands 
of Funen and Sjalland. However the 
hacking of the motor increased; so he 
ordered the crew to be ready to jump. It 
was a very dark night and of course the 
country was completely blacked-out….

When the plane was about 50-100 
yards above the ground, it sudden-
ly went into spinn [sic] and hit the 
ground. Nobody had had time to get 
out. The tail of the plane broke off and 
was flung 50 yards away. Adams was in 
there that saved his life. 

The other three members of the crew were 
killed instantly. All of them were brought 
to the hospital. Adams soon recovered 
and was made a prisoner of war.

It is noteworthy that Dr. Mol-
sted’s statement does not mention 
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a German attack on the Hampden 
bomber. However, Sgt. Adams appar-
ently suffered a severe concussion in 
the crash of the bomber: he was un-
conscious when he was rescued, and 
loss of consciousness in such circum-
stances is normally assumed to be 
symptomatic of concussion. There is 
evidence of concussion, as well, in an-
other document in Phil Adams’ pos-
session – a memoir apparently writ-
ten after the war by Martin Ashfeld, 
“Port Officer” at Assens. According to 
Ashfeld, Sgt. Adams’ Danish surgeon 
tried to persuade the Germans to al-
low the sergeant “complete rest” for 
at least six weeks “as the concussion of 
the brain and the wound on the back 
was very dangerous.” Concussion is 
not only dangerous, but also can cause 
significant memory loss. Sgt. Adams 
may have suffered retrograde amnesia 
– loss of memory of events immedi-

ately before concussion. Perhaps, be-
cause of concussion, he simply had 
no memory of an attack or attacks on 
his bomber. The fact that Sgt. Adams 
remembered some events before the 
crash is consistent with the pathology 
of retrograde amnesia.

If the details that led to the crash 
of Hampden P5330 have been shroud-
ed by time, the events that followed the 
Hampden’s crash at Sonderby Bjerge 
are clear and unambiguous. Although 
Danes had been first on the crash site, 
German soldiers weren’t far behind. 
By the light of a gray dawn, German 
photographers recorded a melancholy 
scene of destruction. Their photo-
graphs show German officers and en-
listed men examining the shattered 
and burned wreckage. Theirs was 
not idle curiosity, for the wreckage of 
bombers of either side often yielded 
“black box” technological secrets that 

The Hampden crash site.
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could tip the balance of the war, at 
least temporarily.

The final act of the tragedy at 
Sonderby Bjerge would involve a fu-
neral procession and interment in 
Assens New Cemetery. “On April 
27, 1942,” writes Finn Buch, “about 
500 citizens of Assens followed them 
on the way from the hospital to the 
mortuary [at Assens New Cem-
etery]. Their coffins were wrapped in 
the Union Jack.” The next morning, 
the dead airmen were laid to rest in a 
graveside ceremony; officiating was a 
German militärpfarrer (military chap-
lain) named Vorrath, from Odense, 
the largest city on Funen. 

Danes were not allowed to at-

tend the funeral. When the funeral 
was over, however, Danes covered the 
airmen’s graves with fresh flowers, and 
would keep them covered with fresh 
flowers until the end of the war.

On 29 April, four days after the 
crash, Sgt. Adams was taken prisoner 
by the Wehrmacht. 

Two days after Hampden P3550 
crashed in Denmark, Joe’s family back 
in Fort William learned that he was 
missing in action. Marcella, Joe’s sister, 
had gone for a drive with her mother. 
“I can’t forget it,” she said. “We came 
home, and I thought it was so brutal. 
There was just a telegram stuck in 
the front door: ‘We regret to inform 
you….’”

In Winnipeg, Joe’s fiancée, Mar-
garet Dempster, learned the sad news 
when she arrived home from work: 
“My parents said they needed to talk 
to me. Joe’s family had called to say 

that he was missing.” 
The Fort William Daily 

Times-Journal reported the 
story on the front page of 
its 28 April 1942 edition: 
“Mr. and Mrs. J.J. Hicks, 
323 South Vickers Street, 
received word Sunday night 
by cable that their son, 
Flight Sgt. Joseph Melvin 
Hicks, 21, observer with 
the RCAF, is missing over-
seas as a result of air oper-
ations. He has been missing 
since April 24.” 

Just the day before, the 
story continued, Joe’s par-
ents had received a letter 

from him, dated 27 March. He wrote 
that he was currently on leave, and that 
he had just received official word of 
his promotion to flight sergeant. The 
newspaper story, written in the tone 

The funeral for the crew of Hampden P5330, held 27 April 1942 by Ger-
man Occupation troops. 
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of an obituary, gives details of Joe’s 
life in Fort William, and lists next of 
kin.11 (Despite Joe’s apparent promo-
tion, he is listed in Canadian military 
records as Sergeant Joseph M. Hicks, 
not Flight Sergeant.)

Almost two weeks passed before 
the government confirmed the Hicks 
family’s worst fears. On 10 May, they 
received word that Joe had been killed. 
On 11 May, the Daily Times-Journal 
carried Joe’s obituary, again on the 
front page. Joe thus became but one 
of more than 42,000 Canadians who 
died in combat in the Second World 
War. 

For many months in the early 
1940s, young Commonwealth airmen 
like Joe Hicks, armed with inferior 
weapons but blessed by a noble goal, 
stood almost alone between freedom 
and a world threatened by Naziism. 
By the end of the war, the RCAF had 
lost 9,240 aircrew – all volunteers – as 
a direct result of combat operations.12 
No. 420 Squadron counted 84 con-
firmed dead and 228 missing and pre-
sumed dead. Only forty-nine per cent 
of all RCAF aircrew survived the war.

In Bomber Offensive, Arthur Har-
ris pays the young aircrew of Bomb-
er Command this tribute: “There are 
no words with which I can do justice 
to the aircrew who fought under my 
command. There is no parallel in war-
fare to such courage and determina-
tion in the face of danger over so pro-
longed a period, a danger which at 
times was so great that scarcely one 
man in three could expect to survive 
his tour of 30 operations…. Such de-

votion must never be forgotten.”
On 22 July 1945, a group of 

Danish citizens arranged for a stone 
monument to be placed at Sonderby 
Bjerge in memory of the dead air-
men. The site of the crash of Hamp-
den P5330 was a quiet farmer’s field 
before 25 April 1942, and so it re-
mains today, more than 65 years later. 
Sgt. Joseph Melvin Hicks and a score 

of other Canadian aircrew, including 
Sergeants Smith and Potter, still rest 
in the quiet, well-tended Assens New 
Cemetery on Funen. 

Epilogue
• Margaret Dempster, Joe’s fiancée, 
joined the Hicks family in their grief, 
and became their lifelong friend. After 
Joe’s death, Margaret had to “get away 
– to get a fresh start.” She signed the 
Official Secrets Act and was sent to 

This stone monument was placed by Dutch citizens at 
Sonderby Bjerge in memory of the dead airmen. Photo 
courtesy of Finn Buch
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Washington, D.C. to work at the Brit-
ish Admiralty Delegation, in Navy Sig-
nals with a group of Wrens, members 
of the British Women’s Royal Navy 
Service. Her job was the sending, re-
ceiving, and decoding of cyphers, but 
part of her reason for taking the job 
was the hope that it would put her in 
a better position to learn the details of 
Joe’s death. Her search for those details 
came to nothing, but her work took 
her into a new relationship. Margaret’s 
boss in Washington was Frederick 
William James Cooper, a career dip-
lomat; they married on 29 September 
1945. Margaret spent the next several 
decades accompanying her husband as 
he was posted to various embassies.

Margaret once had several me-
mentos of Joe, including an observer’s 
badge, a photograph of Joe taken at a 
barracks in England, and her engage-
ment ring. She and her husband were 
living in the British Consulate in Alep-
po, in northern Syria, at the outbreak 
of the Six Day War. When the con-
sulate was set on fire, they had to be 
rescued from the second floor, leaving 

behind all of their belong-
ings except for the clothes 
they were wearing. Only 
the engagement ring was 
eventually returned. Mar-
garet Dempster Cooper 
died in 2003.

• Marcella Hicks, Joe’s sis-
ter, became a nurse and in 1948 mar-
ried Donald George Leonard Aedy, 
who had been an RCAF pilot offi-
cer during the war. They became par-
ents of a son, L.J., and two daughters, 
Janice and Linda. Marcella died in 
2005 at age 82; she was predeceased 
by Donald.

• Emily Hicks, Joe’s mother, was devas-
tated by Joe’s death. “She was a wreck,” 
Marcella recalled. She said that Emi-
ly never really got over her grief, but 
“…went on being a useful person. She 
took the weight and tried to keep 
things normal.” Emily and Margaret 
Dempster’s parents became close 
friends. Emily died in 1976 at age 85.

• John Hicks, Joe’s father, a retired 
CPR engineer, died in 1951 of a heart 
attack at the family’s summer home 
near Fort William. He was 67. Mar-
cella recalled that her father, like her 
mother, never ceased grieving for Joe. 
She believed that her father’s heart 
problems resulted in large part from 
his personal grief. His obituary errs 

The Assens New Cemetary and 
the headstone of Sgt. Hicks, Potter 
and Smith. Separate headstones 
later replaced the single one.
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in stating that Joe died in 1942 “over 
Holland.” Neither John nor Emily ever 
knew how or where their son died.
• Madeline Vale, to whom Joe’s post-
card was addressed, joined the Royal 
Canadian Navy during the war and 
was stationed in Halifax. In 1950 she 
married William Holt, a veteran of the 
Canadian Forestry Corps who served 
overseas for six years during the Sec-
ond World War. They had a son, John; 
William died in 1968 when John was 
only seven years old. Madeline died in 
1998.

• Sgt. Frank George Webster Adams re-
covered from his injuries and spent the 
remainder of the war in German POW 
camps. On 24 April 1945, three years 
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