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Leslie John Norton
Sub Lieutenant

Royal Australian Naval Volunteer Reserve

Acting Sub-Lieutenant (A) Leslie John Norton, Royal Australian 
Naval Volunteer Reserve (formerly of the Royal Australian Air 
Force), lost his life on 29 November 1945 during an aircraft acci-
dent at the Royal Naval Air Station, Schofields, New South 
Wales. He was 21 years old.
Born on 23 November 1924 in Manly, New South Wales, Leslie 
was the son of Sydney Manning Norton and Sylvia May Norton, 
of Mosman. He grew up on Sydney’s North Shore and was em-
ployed as a bank clerk before volunteering for wartime service. 
In 1942 he enlisted in the Royal Australian Air Force, undertaking 
his initial training at Bradfield Park. He later qualified as a fighter 
pilot and served in the South-West Pacific Area, contributing to 
Australia’s air operations in the closing stages of the Second 
World War.
Seeking to continue flying after the war’s end, Leslie volunteered 
for naval aviation and was accepted into the Royal Australian 
Naval Volunteer Reserve for service with the Royal Navy’s Fleet 
Air Arm. He trained at HMS Nabthorpe at Schofields and was 
posted to 801 Naval Air Squadron, part of the air group of HMS 
Implacable. The unit was among the first to operate the new 
Seafire Mark XV, a powerful carrier-borne fighter introduced in 
the final months of 1945.
On 27 November 1945, during a flying display arranged for a se-
nior naval visit, Leslie’s Seafire suffered a catastrophic structural 
failure during a high-speed manoeuvre and crashed near the air 
station’s wardroom. Despite the skill and experience he had 

Above. AI cleaned image of A/Sub-Lt Leslie Norton.  

Below: Former RAAF pilots who were the first group selected for training as 
Naval Aviators with the British Pacific Fleet (Fleet Air Arm), HMS 
Nabthorpe, at Schofields NSW. Identified back row from left: A/Sub Lt) Leslie 
John Norton, of Sydney, NSW, killed in a flying accident at Schofields on 29 
November 1945; A/Sub Lt Robert Lindsay Davies (laterLt Cmdr); A/Sub Lt 
John Bradley (Jack) O’Connor; A/Sub Lt Charlie Bowley, who later crash 
landed, going over the side of HMS Indomitable but was rescued by a 
following destroyer; A/Lt Kenneth Brian Innes (Brian) Smith, an elementary 
and services flying instructor; A/Lt George Edward Pagan; A/Lt Arthur John 
‘Nat’ Gould; A/Lt Clifford Herald Gray. Front row: A/Sub Lt George Firth 
Spencer ‘Spanky’ Brown, DFC, (later Cmdr), who was killed in a flying 
accident on 5 January 1956; A/Lt Roy Clayson ‘Shorty’ Carroll; A/Sub Lt 
Philip Crothers; A/Lt Ian Sandford Loudon. Image courtesy of the 
Australian War Memorial.
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gained in two services, he had no chance of survival. Subse-
quent technical investigation indicated that the accident was con-
sistent with a rare and previously unrecognised aerodynamic 
fault in early examples of the Seafire XV, rather than any error on 
his part.
Sub-Lieutenant Norton was laid to rest with service honours in 
the Sydney War Cemetery, Rookwood, where his grave—Plot D, 
Row D, Grave 15—is maintained by the Commonwealth War 
Graves Commission. He is remembered as a devoted son, a ca-
pable and dedicated young aviator, and one of the first Aus-
tralians to enter the post-war Fleet Air Arm. His loss was deeply 
felt by his family, his squadron, and the broader naval aviation 
community.
More than seven decades after his passing, Leslie John Norton 
is commemorated for his service, his professionalism, and the 
promise of a life cut short while performing the duties he had em-
braced with distinction.

Excerpt from CMDR Mike Crosley’s book “They gave me a Seafire”, which explains the 
circumstances and cause of the accident that claimed Leslie Norton’s life. 

“The first Spitfire to be flown with the new Griffon engine was flown by Jeffrey Quill in November 1941. 
In October 1944, he carried out the decklanding trials of the Seafire 46 and 47 in Pretoria Castle, and 
happened to be joined by Buster Hallett who was doing a few in the Seafire XV at the time. When I visited 
the Fifth Sea Lord on 8 December 1944 to ask whether we could take some Mark XVs with us to the 
Pacific, they were still not ready.
Thus, when we eventually received our first three XVs in Australia in November 1945, we were very 
proud of them. Three weeks afterwards, on 27 November, we were paid a visit at Schofields by the 
Australian Naval C-in-C. Not suspecting the Seafire's XV's potential dangers, we arranged a small flying 
display.
After an impressive balbo of all 36 Seafires, it was S/Lt Norton's turn. He was to do a solo demonstration 
in one of our Seafare XVs. In his display he was to carry out a slow roll on take-off followed by an 
immediate loop, to a fast run over the airfield at about 425 knots, then another loop and a roll-off-the-top 
to finish with. Like all Aussies, he was an experienced Spitfire pilot and knew exactly what he was doing. 

Lieutenant George Willcocks, DSC, RNVR, writing from Australia in 1984 writes of this incident:
‘He went in just beyond t he Wardroom. The aircraft broke up in midair and the starboard wing fell off. The engine travelled on for a 
mile with its prop still spinning, and set fire to some trees off the airfield. It was a tragedy, for Norton's parents were watching and so 
was his fiancee. He was due to marry next day with a large squadron party laid on.’
The Board of Enquiry found that it was ‘Pilot Error’. They said he was exceeding the limit of 425 knots IAS.
I was not at all happy about this, neither was Nat Gould or lan Lowden of the Aussie's Flight. Norton would not have done anything so 
stupid. My own experiments for the next two days revealed that both of our remaining Seafire XVs became left-wing-low at speeds 
above 400 knots. By 450 knots, all the aircraft had become so left-wing-low that strong aileron forces were required to keep laterally 
level. I looked across to the starboard wing, the one which had first come off Norton's aircraft, and saw that the up-going aileron angle 
was much greater than usual, yet the down-going aileron on the port wing had barely moved at all. It was obvious that the control wires 
were stretching and that the aileron on the starboard wing was 'upfloating' a great deal. I thought that this might be a very dangerous 
state of affairs at high IAS, as I had not seen it happen before. Application of even harder aileron to raise the left wing had no effect 
and, if the speed was increased further in the dive, it showed signs of having the reverse effect. (The wing itself was twisting, the aileron 
acting as a tab, reversing the lift. No wonder Norton's wing came off, for the aileron would eventuallytear off due to excessive 'upfloat' 
and this, and wing twist, would precipitate wing spar failure.)
I reported my findings to the ship's Senior Engineer Officer and 
he grounded all our new Seafires and those in the delivery 
pipeline at Brisbane. I had explained that I had thought that the 
large aileron forces to hold the right wing down were required at 
these very high speeds to offset the anti-torque twist built-in to the 
Griffon-powered version of the Spitfire. As 425 knots - the limit set 
in the Pilot's Notes - could easily be exceeded even in a shallow 
dive, we should be losing wings and pilots all the time in 801, 
unless something was done to improve things. ·The technical 
fault - well-known to aircraft designers - is correctly described as 
'aileron reversal'.
Within two months, a party of aircraft technicians from the UK 
arrived. They stripped off the skin behind the main spar on the top 
surface of each wing root and replaced it with skin of a far thicker 
gauge. To be able to remedy this defect so quickly, it was obvious 
that the manufacturers had recently struck the snag themselves 
- 'aileron reversal' - but hoped that we in 801 would manage 
untilthey could get round to the remedy in Australia. After the 
modifications we had no further trouble with wing twist, even 
when we exceeded 425 knots ‘accidentally’ by 50 knots or so.” 
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