George Firth Spencer
Brown DFC MiD

Royal Australian Navy

CMDR George Firth Spencer “Spanky” Brown was born in
Echuca VIC on 6th February 1922, and joined the Royal
Australian Air Force straight out of school, aged 18.

He served in RAAF 76 Squadron (flying Kittyhawk P40 fighter/
bombers) and, while still a Warrant Officer, won a DFC in
operations against the Japanese in Milne Bay, the Admiralty
Islands and elsewhere in the SW Pacific Theatre. Part of his
citation read:

“As a section leader and deputy flight commander he has
displayed exceptional courage, skill and determination whilst
flying in active operations against the enemy, which together
with his enthusiasm and his undoubted ability as a leader have
rendered him a most valuable member of his Squadron.”

In the second week of February 1945 the British Pacific Fleet
(BPF) arrived in Sydney to prepare for a possible invasion of
the Japanese mainland, mooted for early the following year.
The Fleet included the four armoured-deck fleet carriers
Indomitable, lllustrious, Indefatigable and Victorious.

The Fleet Air Arm, with “wastage” (loss rates) of greater than
10%, was desperately short of pilots and so the BPF
approached the RAAF (through the RAN) for assistance. In May
1945 permission was given to hold a Selection Board for
suitable pilots to transfer from the RAAF to the RAN Volunteer
Reserve as Air Branch officers for service with the BPF.

The first Selection Board convened on 8 June 1945. Three
requirements were mandated by the RN selectors - operational
experience in single engine aircraft, a minimum of 500 hours
total flight time and under the age of 26. This was considered
quite exacting and, although there was a large number of
volunteers, most did not meet these criteria. Those selected,
including Brown, had all flown Spitfires or P-40 Kittyhawks on
active service in Europe or the South West Pacific.

After suitable training, including deck landings on HMS
Indomitable, the transferring pilots were deemed to be naval
aviators and were preparing for the invasion of Japan. This was
not to be, however, as the atomic bomb attacks on Hiroshima
and Nagasaki brought the war in the Pacific to an end.

Many of the ex-RAAF pilots, now wearing RANVR ‘wavy
stripes’, found themselves languishing at HMS Nabthorpe, not
far from Sydney. Their Commanding Officer, recognising the
vast experience of most of his aircrew, allowed them free reign
and for some months their flights around the country followed a
trail of wineries or scenic beaches - or, on one occasion, to
Tasmania where a guard of honour was formed to celebrate the
marriage of Sub-Lt George “Spanky” Brown to his fiancee, Joy.

As normality slowly returned after the war, surviving members of
No 1 RANVR Course gradually dispersed. George Brown
demobbed in 1946, but rejoined in 1948.

In May of 1949 he took passage aboard the the SS Orontes for
flying courses in the UK. This included a spell on 766 Naval Air
Squadron at HMS Fulmar, flying Seafires, before being posted
to HMS Wulture where he joined 808 Squadron in April of 1950.
This unit was newly formed as part of the RAN Fleet Air Arm’s
21st Carrier Air Group.

Over the next few years Brown served on 808 Squadron both at
HMAS Albatross (NSW) and aboard HMAS Sydney, including
service in the Korean conflict flying Sea Furies for which he was
mentioned in dispatches:

‘A natural leader in the air and on the ground, whose efforts
against the enemy have met with considerable success. He is
very keen to get to grips with the enemy and sets a fine
example to other pilots of his Squadron”

He did well and was promoted to Lieutenant Commander in
August of 1952, subsequently commanding both 808 and 805
Squadrons.

In October 1955 he was again booked a passage to the UK for
duties as the staff on RANLO, wearing the rank of Acting
Commander.

In was in that role that in January 1956 he arranged a visit to
808 Squadron in Yeovilton, now back in the UK to train and re-
equip on the Navy’s new Sea Venom jet fighters. This would
have been normal practice in his position of Staff Officer (Air) in
the UK.

On completion of the Yeovilton visit Brown was scheduled to fly
to /RNAS Culdrose (in Cornwall), where he was to visit two
other RAN Squadrons working up on the new Fairey Gannet
ASW aircraft. LEUT Peter Wyatt, one of the 808 Squadron
pilots, had been tasked to fly him there in a Venom.

On Thursday 5" December 1956, the weather at Yeovil was
foggy, but deemed acceptable for the transit to Culdrose. Wyatt
was by then well practised in instrument flying and was in fact
the Squadron’s Instrument Flying Examiner. On take-off from
the Air Station, however, the Venom did not climb at the angle
required to clear obstacles and the little fighter clipped a tree. It
gradually lost height before striking a chimney of a house in
lichester (where the Brown family had actually spent Christmas)
scattering bricks across the major lichester to Shepton Mallet
road. Had ejection seats been fitted the two aviators might
have been able to escape, but the Squadron’s aircraft were
Mk.20 derivatives on loan from the RN, which were not fitted
with the seats.

The aircraft then crashed into a caravan park being used as
married quarters for men at the nearby RNAS Yeovilton, finally
coming to rest in a paddock on Castle Farm. Mrs. Grace Beard
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Group portrait of 12 former Royal Australian Air Force, (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. The group became known as No.I RANVR Pilots’ Course.

Identified back row from left: Acting Sub-Lieutenant (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 (later Lieutenant Commander, (Lt Cmdr)), of Adelaide, SA; A/Sub Lt John Bradley (Jack)
O'Connor, of Yarrawonga, Vic, formerly of 80 Squadron (Sqn), RAAF; A/Sub Lt Charlie Bowley, who later crash landed, going over the side of
HMS Indomitable but was rescued by a following destroyer, Acting Lieutenant (A/Lt) Kenneth Brian Innes (Brian) Smith, of Adelaide, SA,
formerly of 80 Squadron, RAAF, and an elementary and services flying instructor, A/Lt George Edward Pagan, of Damar, Qld; A/Lt Arthur John
'Nat' Gould, of Queensland, 2 Operational Training Unit and formerly of 75 and 457 Sqns, RAAF; A/Lt Clifford Herald Gray of Dungog, NSW.

Front row: A/Sub Lt George Firth Spencer 'Spanky' Brown, DFC, (later Cmdr) of Echuca, Vic, formerly of 8 Operational Training Unit,; A/Lt
Roy Clayson 'Shorty" Carroll, of Blackall, Qld, formerly of 1 Aircraft Depot; A/Sub Lt Philip Crothers, of Northhampton, WA, formerly of 2
Operational Training Unit; A/Lt lan Sandford Loudon, of Port Moresby, PNG, formerly of 76 Sqn, RAAF.

and her 3 month old son, Geoffrey — residents of the caravan
park — were also killed, and three other residents were injured.

The cremation ceremony and Memorial Service was held on 10
January 1956 at RNAS Yeovilton and was attended by CMDR
R.H. Hain, who represented the Commanding Officer of HMAS
Melbourne (which was about to conduct Flight Trials off
Portsmouth). Hain was Commander Air of the ship, and
subsequently sat on the Board of Inquiry into the accident.

Both Peter Wyatt and Spencer Brown were married
accompanied. Their widows and families returned to Australia by
civilian cruise ship. The remains of the two officers were also
repatriated to Australia. Brown’s ashes are interred in the
Military Section at Springvale Botanical Cemetery in Melbourne.
(Dodonaea Area, Colonnade 4, Section K, Niche 26).

A memorial Service was held for CMDR Brown on Sunday 26 ~ e \
August 1956 at St. Marks Church of England in Dromana, ~ \
Victoria. The lectern donated by the family in Brown’s memory - - ]

was dedicated on that day. Carved in Queensland Maple, it bears e : , ,
’ “ PN B Still in their RAAF uniforms. First day at Nabthorpe/Naval Air
the Air Force motto “Per Ardua ad Astra”. It is in use to this day. Stsiorn Selturais e e e Seutn 1L io Wi 10

Spencer was survived by his widow, Joy’ son Geoffrey and George BI"OWI’l DFC,. F/O Leslie Norton, F/O Robert Davies
daughter Belinda. By May of 2019 there were also seven (seated in the cockpit) and Lt Fraser. Both Norton and Brown
grandchildren and five great-grandchildren. were to lose their lives in flying accidents after the war. ¥

Joy Brown subsequently married RADM Alan Antony Willis OBE.
She died on 20 August 2012 at the age of 89, at Southport QLD.

Obituary by Marcus Peake, using the following references:

Fleet Air Arm Association Accident Database. We are obliged to CMDR Brown'’s son, Geoffrey, who provided the
NAA RAN Personnel Records. image of the portrait on page 1 of this Obituary and many of the
“The Two Dozen” by Graeme Lunn, FlyBy 68 (Apr 23) pp34 details about his late father, the accident that took his life, and of his
Aviation Safety Network. final resting place.
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