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Reginald Wild’s distinguished flying career both started and
ended at Wagga Wagga, NSW.

Born in Laura, South Australia, on 16 June 1922 Reginald Albert
Wild gained his School Leaving Certificate before training as a
tinsmith.

Enlisting on 1 February 1941 at Adelaide’s No.5 Recruit Depot,
the eighteen year-old cadet was awarded his flying badge on 24
July 1941, graduating from No.11 Flying Course at RAAF Base
Forest Hill (renamed RAAF Base Wagga in 1952) after 50 hours
in the DH.82 Tiger Moth biplane and 105 hours in the CAC
Wirraway. Sergeant Pilot Wild sailed from Sydney for overseas
service on 16 October 1941, arriving in the UK five weeks later.

Commonwealth aircrew went to the RAF’s No.3 Personnel
Reception Centre in Bournemouth, from where Reg was posted
to the 59th Operational Training Unit at RAF Base Crosby-on-
Eden in Cumbria. Trained for over 60 hours in a Hurricane for
day fighter operations, he left the UK for Aden on 30 May 1942.

After learning to fly P-40 Kittyhawk fighter-bombers in desert
conditions at RAF Sheikh Othman’s No.73 Operational Training
Unit, Reg finally joined a front-line squadron for his first tour of
operations on 1 August 1942, 18 months after enlisting.

The RAF’s No.112 Squadron, a unit of the Desert Air Force’s
No.239 Wing supporting the Eighth Army in their North African
Campaign, had lost six pilots in the previous ten weeks and Reg
was one of their replacements. He was flying the Kittyhawk
Mk.11l, whose large air inlet had the squadron adopt the
distinctive ‘shark’s mouth’ paint scheme seen in action, and
briefly admired in passing, on some Luftwaffe Bf110s earlier in
the war. Most of the squadron’s flying was hazardous ground-
attack and escort missions where Reg excelled in the aircraft
and role.

Sergeant Pilot Wild was commissioned a Probationary Pilot
Officer with seniority of 5 March 1943. The following month he
was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross, the 23 April 1943
citation reading:

“Pilot Officer Wild has led his flight on many occasions
displaying great skill and determination and at all times
unswerving confidence in his companions. During the advance
from El Alamein this officer completed more than 100 sorties. In
the course of many clashes with fighters, he has always
engaged them with coolness and keenness and pressed home
with daring many bombing and machine gun attacks on enemy
road transport and airfields. This officer has destroyed three
enemy aircraft and damaged two more”.

While the squadron was operating from an advanced landing
ground in Sicily, that island having been invaded on 10 July
1943, his father in South Australia received a telegram from the
Casualty Section in Melbourne on 7 August 1943: ‘Regret to
inform you that your son Pilot Officer Reginald Albert Wild is
missing as a result of air operations on third August 1943.°
Even as his father was reading the telegram dreaded by all
parents in wartime, Reg had returned to his squadron on

5 August. A very relieved Albert Wild received a second
telegram on 10 August 1943: “Your son...previously reported as
missing is now safe and has returned to his unit.’

Reg had been leading a four aircraft formation which took off
from Agnone Landing Ground at 10:15 for a ‘Rhubarb’ sweep to
disrupt enemy motor transport. Encountering anti-aircraft fire

with his Kittyhawk FR.520 hit, he ordered the other three to
carry on and he would see them at the pre-arranged position on
the coast. He did not make the rendezvous and was reported
missing.

After separating from his flight, Reg decided to strafe alone a
defended electric transformer station, his aircraft suffering
further damage to starboard wing and propeller from return fire.
Unable to climb he headed out to sea at 200 feet but turned
back as he lost power, eventually making a wheels-up forced
landing five miles east of Santo Stefano di Camastra on Sicily’s
northern coast. Picked up by American soldiers of the

3rd Division, he was admitted to a US hospital for the shallow
shrapnel wounds to his legs. Discharged on the morning of 5
August, he managed to rejoin his unit at 22:00 that evening.

Reg’s first operational tour of thirteen months ended on 1
September 1943. He had flown 138 operational sorties during
196 hours in his Kittyhawk fighter-oomber, and it was time for a
‘rest’ as an instructor with 73 OTU, now transferred to RAF
Base Abu Seir in Egypt.

On 14 April 1944, Reg commenced his second tour. After four
weeks and 23 sorties with No.3 (Kittyhawk) Squadron RAAF, he
returned to 112 Squadron as “A” Flight Commander for the fight
up the Iltalian peninsula. The unit had converted to the North
American P-51 Mustang Mk.IlI, Reg flying 110 sorties over 170
hours in this fighter-oomber. When his tour finished on

14 October 1944, 112 Squadron had lost another nine pilots
during that final five months. On posting, Reg was reported as
above average: ‘a sound, steady officer who has proved a
capable flight commander and leader’ with ‘the makings of a
good squadron commander’.

Leaving ltaly at the start of December, Reg finally disembarked
in Melbourne on 12 February 1945 with just over 1,000 hours
total flight time. After completing No.14 GCI Controllers Course
at No.1 Radar School, RAAF Base Richmond, Reg joined 169
Radar Station on 21 July 1945. The unit of three officers and 30
airmen were ordered to prepare to move north to Morotai, an
island south-east of the Philippines, for operations with the 1st
Tactical Airforce, on 15 August 1945. Hiroshima and Nagasaki
were bombed on 6th and 9th of August, shortly after which the
movement order was cancelled.

Reg Wild was demobbed on 21 January 1946. Two years later,
married to fellow South Australian Natalie and with an infant
Neville, he found himself attracted by the RAN recruiting
advertisements for the new Air Branch. Experienced aircrew
were sought after, and Acting Lieutenant (P) Wild DFC was
appointed on 5 January 1948, with his seniority backdated to 16
December 1944.

Before passage to the UK for conversion flying courses there
was mandatory sea training to ‘navalise’ the new entrant, now
sometimes called ‘Oscar’ by his shipmates. After eight months
in the frigate Murchison, Reg had gained the requisite trust of
his captain, being awarded his Bridge Watchkeeping Certificate
on 14 February 1949.

Natalie and young Neville accompanied Reg to the UK, where
he commenced his training with the Royal Navy in April 1949.
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Reg was reported three months later as having: ‘Natural ability,
possesses dash and enthusiasm to a marked degree. Should
become valuable addition to RAN.’

On Anzac Day 1950, the two squadrons of the RAN’s 21st
Carrier Air Group reformed at Vulture Naval Air Station St.
Merryn in Cornwall. Reg joined 808 (Sea Fury) Squadron,
commanded by Lieutenant Commander John ‘Apples’ Appleby
RN. After work-up, embarked on Sydney in UK waters, the
squadron passaged to Australia at the end of August 1950 with
thirteen Sea Fury FB.lIs. Natalie and Neville returned to South
Australia aboard the SS Strathaird.

When the Sydney CAG was formed for Korean service, 808
was one of its three squadrons. Over seven war patrols, from
October 1951 through the harsh winter to January 1952, 808
set an operational record second to none. With the
preponderance of ground attack missions Reg’s experience
with 112 Squadron stood him in good stead as the United
Nation Command continued Operation Strangle. Once again
Reg heard the distinctive sound of flak hitting his aircraft, as it
did on 8 December damaging the starboard wheel faring of
WE.676.

His backdated seniority to 1944 saw Reg promoted Lieutenant-
Commander on 16 December 1952. Well respected, and
reported, he was appointed the commissioning commanding
officer of 850 Squadron. Reformed in Australian service at
Albatross/Naval Air Station Nowra on 12 January 1953 850 had
12 Sea Fury FB.lIs on strength.

When the newly promoted Lieutenant-Commander Guy
Beange DSC (CO 723 Squadron) married Dr. Helen Flynn on
Saturday 16 May 1953 in Wagga'’s St. Michael’s Cathedral, the
arch of honour included Reg and five other Sea Fury pilots. Guy
and Reg had flown together over Korea in 808, so Reg had led
a temporary detachment of Sea Furies to the nearby RAAF
Base Wagga. The reception following the ceremony was, no
doubt, a boisterous one.

The following morning (17 May 1953) a RAAF technical
apprentice named Richard Jackson was about to go solo for

just the second time, waiting in his DH.82 Tiger Moth VH-BNF

as the formation of six naval fighters took-off for local flying
before returning to Nowra.

Reg had visited the tower with the RAAF liaison officer and
mentioned to the duty airport controller he proposed to fly over
Uranquinty before heading to Nowra. The nearby RAAF Base
was where Guy and Reg’s 808 Korean colleague, and probable
wedding guest Peter Goldrick, was instructing at No.1 Basic
Flying Training School. Forming up after take-off at 10:15 they
flew a tight low-level formation over the township, no doubt to
wake up the newly married couple, before heading back to the
airport and on to Nowra.

A radio call approaching the boundary — at 150ft and 250+kts —
was too late for the tower to issue a traffic warning, or give
instructions to the just airborne Tiger Moth. Reg’s Sea Fury, in
the lead, hit the Tiger Moth from astern and below with its
propeller, cockpit canopy and fin. Miraculously the Tiger Moth’s
pilot, who had the presence of mind to attempt a spin recovery
technique, walked out of the wreckage with minor injuries and a
dislocated shoulder.

The propellor reduction gearing of Sea Fury VX.762 failed and
Reg lost power. Attempting to make a forced landing in a field
two miles away he hit the surrounding trees and did not survive
the crash.

As was too often the case in naval aviation Lieutenant-
Commander Reginald Wild DFC RAN, only 30 years old, left a
young family bereft in the married quarters at the Naval Air
Station. Already with a son and daughter his wife, Natalie, was
pregnant with their third child. She returned with the children to
South Australia.

Adapted from an article “Reginald’ by Graeme Lunn,
Slipstream Magazine Dec 25.
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