Noel Stewart Ferris

Noel Stewart Ferris was born on 27 September 1924 at Armi-
dale on the Northern Tablelands of New South Wales, the
youngest of seven children born to William and Amy Ferris of
‘Brookvale’. Attending Armidale High School the fair-haired,
blue-eyed teenager was an outstanding sportsman, winning
an Athletics Cup in December 1940. Noel also gained a
Rugby Blue playing for the High School team with “dash and
courage ... and has a bright future”. He joined the local Air
Training Corps and was an active member of the Scouts.

Firmly in the school’s academic stream Noel studied Latin,
higher maths and chemistry, sitting the Leaving Certificate
exams at the end of 1941. His results gained him employ-
ment as a junior bank clerk. In early 1942, with World War 2
raging and Japanese forces threatening Australia, the mobil-
isation for military service was stepped-up. Noel’s brother
Athol had attested for army service in January 1942 while his
sister June joined the Women'’s Auxiliary Australian Air Force
that April. On 29 September 1942, two days after his 18th
birthday, Noel Ferris enlisted in the Australian Army at
Paddington, Sydney. His sister Edna joined her sibling June
inthe WAAAF’s two months later.

After recruit training Private Ferris joined the Army Field Ser-
vice Training Unit in Melbourne. Seeking a more exciting ser-
vice career - and one more in keeping with his abilities - saw
Noel discharged from the army after four months. Two days
later, on 20 February 1943, he enlisted in the RAAF as an
Aircraftman 2 for aircrew training. Noel had decided to follow
in the footsteps of his older brother: Hughie Ferris had joined
the air force in December 1941, gained his wings in Canada,
then flew Kittyhawk and Mustang fighter bombers in the Mid-
dle East and ltaly.

Awarded his flying badge Sergeant Pilot Noel Ferris left Aus-
tralia on 12 December 1943, disembarking in England on
Australia Day, 26 January, 1944. While in Melbourne he had
made a female acquaintance with whom he obviously kept
up a loving correspondence. In June 1944 the engagement
of Flight Sergeant Noel Ferris and Olive French of East Bur-
wood was announced.

Noel’s training continued: 90 hours in the Airspeed Oxford at
an Advanced Flying Unit, 79 hours on the twin-engined Vick-
ers Wellington bomber at an Operational Training Unit, and
finally 50 hours flying four-engined Short Stirling and Avro
Lancaster bombers at a Heavy Conversion Unit. Commis-
sioned Pilot Officer in November 1944 Noel with his newly
formed crew joined No.463 (Australian) Squadron, No.5
Group, at RAF Station Waddington, Lincolnshire, on 7 March
1945. Three days before Luftwaffe intruder aircraft had set
fire to the station’s bomb dump at 00:45, but failed to shoot
down any of the returning Lancaster’s during the hour they
loitered in the vicinity.

Made an Acting Flying Officer Noel’s bombing tour began on
16 March 1945 with 518 total hours in his logbook. N0.463
Squadron had the highest casualty rate of any RAAF
Squadron engaged in the air battles over Europe, losing 79
aircraft and 546 aircrew in 180 raids and crashes. One of
those lost aircraft would be Noel’s on his sixth mission.

Noel first had to fly an operational mission as 2nd Pilot with
an experienced crew. On the night of March 16/17 he joined

Private Noel Ferris, Australian Army

the crew of Flying Officer Hubert Townley as 225 Lancasters
of No.5 Group bombed the old cathedral town of Wiirtzburg.
Dropping from 8900ft at 21:55 the crew reported that good
fires were started. The subsequent fire-storm destroyed 89%
of the town with over 4,000 civilian deaths. The rear gunner
could see the glow of the burning town for 45 minutes after
leaving the target.

His confidence bolstered by this initial exposure to opera-
tions, Noel captained his own crew to raid a synthetic-oil re-
finery at Bohlen on the night of March 20/21, flying Lancaster
ME.478. Taking off at 23:45 they bombed at 03:48 from
13,250ft, landing back at Waddington at 07:09. Searchlights
and heavy flak over the target meant nine of the 224 Lancast-
ers failed to return, including one from No.463 Squadron.

Further missions to Bremen and Nordhausen followed be-
fore the crews penultimate mission on the night of April 8/9.
Taking off in ME.478 at 18:13 they joined 230 other Lancast-
ers and 11 Mosquitoes of 5 Group attacking the oil refinery at
Litzkendorf. Flying at 16,000ft over the target they were hit
by heavy predicted flak at 22:33. Damage to both wing roots
caused the inner engines to cut. Immediately jettisoning the
bomb load Noel and his flight engineer feathered the star-
board inner but allowed the port inner to windmill, maintaining
that engines ancillary generator and keeping electrical power
to the aircraft.

Turning westward with only two engines the Lancaster de-
scended to 11,000ft, Noel then electing to continue the de-
scent to 8,000ft, briefed height for the return leg. Heading for
allied held territory the Lancaster could only make around
150kts. After 40 minutes of struggle to maintain controlled

Noel Ferris Obituary. Page 1




All Noel’s crew survived Lancaster ME.748’s destruction. Two weeks later, on Anzac Day 25 April
1945, they flew together in Bomber Command’s final heavy bomber raid of World War Two

flight the starboard outer engine cut around 15 miles south of
Kassel. With only his port outer engine running Noel could
not maintain heading or height, entering a gradual right hand
descending turn at 700 feet per minute. At 5,500 feet he gave
the order to abandon the aircraft. All the crew acknowledged
and Noel continued his struggle until all six had successfully
bailed out, finally leaving his seat at 3,200 ft as the Lancaster
went into a final uncontrolled dive.

Fortunately Kassel had been captured several days before
and the front lines had moved slightly east for the final push
to the Elbe River. Unsure in no-mans land, Noel walked fur-
ther westward for nine hours before meeting American
troops. Over the following days all the aircrew made similar
contact with friendly troops and were returned to Eng-

land. Having their lives saved by parachuting from a
disabled aircraft all seven became members of the
Caterpillar Club, their walk to allied lines also qualifying

for the Late Arrivals (Flying Boot)a Club.

Back at Waddington Noel and his crew flew one final
mission on Anzac Day, 25 April 1945. This was a force
of 107 Lancasters and 12 Mosquitoes against the Tons-
berg oil depot in southern Norway used by U-boats.
Noel, flying RF.152, bombed from 9,200ft at 23:51.
Their seven hour flight was in the final European the-
atre heavy bomber raid of the war, the Lancaster of
No.463 Squadron that failed to return becoming the last
of more than 3,300 lost in World War Two. Total RAAF
losses in Bomber Command were 4,050 killed.

There was still flying to do as released POWs were re-
turned to the UK, N0.463 alone repatriating 1,102 men
in two weeks. Victory Europe Day on 8 May 1945 was
celebrated in the squadron’s No.2 Hangar. The

Squadron summary of operations for 9th May reads: 'Still cel-
ebrating VE Day. A large proportion of the squadron is suffer-
ing from hang-overs. No work today.’

Noel, promoted Flying Officer and posted out of the
Squadron on 21 September 1945, disembarked in Sydney at
the end of November. Taking leave in Armidale his fiancee
Olive visited from Melbourne. The wartime romance, how-
ever, conducted by letter through his long months of over-
seas service, did not survive peacetime. Demobilised in Feb-
ruary 1946 Noel enrolled at New England’s University Col-
lege to continue his education.

In 1947 Noel Ferris was known as a ‘hard running centre’ for

Flying Officer Noel Ferris RAAF
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Lesvie L. Tnvaw c/o IrnviNe Air Cuute
F.RACS., F.R.S.A, o¥ Great Britain L1p,
Hoxorary Sec, IcknieLy Way

Eurorean Brana Lercnworti, Herts

CATERPILLAR cw&
22nd May, 1945.

W/0. M. R. Bitmead, Aus.d437330,
Sgte, Mess,
R.i.F, WADDINGTON,

1Anes,

Dear W/0. Bitmead,

Referring to your letter of 23rd April, I
am terribly sorry that it has not been poesible
to write socner,

I am indeed glad that T/0, Ferris, F/S.
CLALL, F/0. Ricbardson, I'/S. Bigwood, F/S., Brown
F}S Hares and yourself were able to cave your
lives with Irvin chutes. I have much pleasure
in welcoming you as members of the Club and in
sending your membership cards with our best wish

Your Caterpillar Pine are on order end will
be sent ms soon ms received.

Wishing vou all the best of Iuck, I am,

Youra Bincprﬂlv

ol Y=

leslie L, Irvin,.
VHH,
Enc. 7 Cards,

Their lives saved by parachute south of Kassel the crew
became members of the Caterpillar Club

Maintenance and Aircraft Control) courses at Dryad in Hamp-
shire and Daedalus/Naval Air Station Lee-on-Solent, Hamp-
shire.

It was the SMAC particularly which helped turn any ex-air
force pilot into a naval aviator. Covering flight deck safety, air-
craft handling on that flight deck and in the hangar, it included
how to spot, park and secure an aircraft whatever the sea
state. The vital co-ordination between Flying Control, Bridge
and Flight Deck Party was belaboured, maintenance control
processes aboard a carrier taught, and always the vital crash
and fire procedures were stressed. Full of the theory Noel’s
Deck Landing Training followed, culminating with landing
qualifications and flight deck drills at sea in the designated
training carrier.

Returning to 796 Squadron Noel launched in Firefly FR.1
DK532 for a maintenance test flight from St. Merryn on
Wednesday 22 February 1950. At 16:08 the engine failed
and the aircraft ditched into the sea just off the Camel estu-
ary. A naval launch quickly arrived at the scene guided by a
Lancaster of Coastal Command that was fortuitously over-
head. Resuscitation on the 25 year-old aviator was unsuc-
cessful.

Noel’s parents in Armidale received the news the next day
and Shirley, who had returned to live with her family in Mos-
man, was informed. Lieutenant (P) Noel Ferris was buried at
St. Merryn’s Church, Padstow, with full naval honours on Sat-
urday 25 February. A memorial service in Armidale’s St. Pe-
ter’s Cathedral, where Noel and Shirley had married less
than three years before, was held the next day, Sunday 26
February 1950.

Shirley never remarried.

the University rugby team, while on the Uni cricket team he
had ‘batted soundly and driven the ball well’. It was not all
sport and study for Noel who announced his engagement in
February, marrying local Armidale girl Shirley Whildon on 7
April 1947. As a newly married young man with operational
flying experience returning to the bank obviously held little
appeal. Noel would have been attracted to the Royal Aus-
tralian Navy advertisements for aircrew to join the forming
Australian Fleet Air Arm.

On 3 February 1948 Noel was appointed an Acting Lieu-
tenant (P) RAN and posted for an induction course at
Flinders Naval Depot, the RAN training school at Victoria’s
Western Port Bay. Confirmed as a Lieutenant (P) in the new
Air Branch he joined the Tribal-class destroyer Arunta for five
months seamanship training from 12 July 1948. Noel and
Shirley (at her own expense) took passage on
RMS Strathaird to the UK in January 1949, where demand-
ing training and flying conversion courses with the Royal
Navy awaited Noel.

They arrived in the UK on 16 February 1949, and Noel joined
No 22 Flying Training School at RAF Syerston, Notting-
hamshire. Then on 30 March he moved to Fulmar/Naval Air
Station Lossiemouth, Scotland, for a ‘strike’ course. The next
posting was to Gannet/Naval Air Station Eglington, Northern
Ireland, for an advanced ‘strike’ course, now with live ammu-
nition. In October he went to Vulture/Naval Air Station St Mer-
ryn, near Padstow in Cornwall, flying with 796 Squadron.
This squadron supported the Aircrewmans School and was
about to become the airborne classrooms of the Observers
School. From that squadron he was lent for SMAC (Ship’s

Lieutenant (P) Noel Ferris RAN
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