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month-long Royal Tour. While the royal party were ashore 
Southampton made an official visit to New York’s World’s Fair. 
Escorting their monarchs return across the Atlantic it was later 
obvious that Hoath had made firm acquaintance with the Royal 
Party.
At the start of the Norwegian campaign Hoath was with 701 
Squadron at Merlin/Naval Air Station Donibristle. Ordered to 
coastal patrol duties off Norway, six Walrus were craned aboard 
Glorious on 9 May 1940 and, together with 18 Hurricanes of 46 
Squadron RAF, ferried across the North Sea. The party included 
ten officers and eighty-three ratings. All disembarked to Harstad 
in the Vesteralen Islands on 18 May where they were joined by 
three Walruses from cruisers offshore. Hoath in Walrus P5707 
flew anti-submarine patrols and ferry flights, and five Walruses 
bombed Solfolla on 6 June. 

Seagull V (Walrus) A2-24, which was the aircraft in which Hoath lost his life, shown here on an 
earlier launch from a light cruiser. 

John James Hoath was born on 26thJanuary 1916 in the Union 
of South Africa. His father had been an electrical engineer and 
contractor who had sailed for South Africa in 1903 aged 30. He 
married the New Zealand born Ellen “Nellie” Harper and their 
two children, Muriel and John, were born in Johannesburg.  The 
family prospered and returned to England first class aboard 
RMS Durhan Castle in 1919, and John Hoath senior was able to 
retire in his late forties. 
Young Hoath initially attended Caterham School, moving to Pur-
ley Grammar in 1931 where he was a keen rugby player.  In July 
of 1933 he left the school to follow his father into the engineering 
profession.  Over the following years Hoath became keen on avi-
ation and, after elementary flying training, was commissioned as 
an Acting Pilot Officer in the Reserve of Air Force Officers on 24 
November 1937.  Recognising rising European unrest the Royal 
Air Force was planning for expansion. 
In December 1937 Hoath commenced intermediate and then ad-
vanced training at No.8 Flying Training School, RAF Montrose, 
Scotland, on Avro Tutor and Hawker Hart aircraft. In July 1938 
his name appears on the Air Force List for No.215 (Bomber) 
Squadron but this was a ‘numberplate’ squadron without aircraft. 
Hoath was a ‘placeholder’ until the squadron was authorised for 
re-formation, when he would be mobilised as an A-class re-
servist.
The London Gazette announced that on 16 January 1939 Pilot 
Officer J.J. Hoath RAFO “relinquishes his commission on ap-
pointment to the Air Branch of the Royal Navy”, and his seniority 
in the Navy List as an Acting Sub-Lieutenant (A) commenced 
that same day. After conversion to flying a Walrus amphibian he 
was appointed to 712 (Catapult) Squadron at Lee-on-Solent, 
which provided five embarked flights to the 2nd Cruiser 
Squadron of the Home Fleet whose Town class cruisers had 
hanger space amidships for two aircraft.  Hoath joined 
Southampton, flagship of the Cruiser Squadron, on 12 April 
1939. Aircrew already in the flight were 712’s Commanding Offi-
cer and another Sub-Lieutenant (A), while the ship’s comple-
ment included a Lieutenant-Commander (O) for Observer and 
Meteorology duties. 
Southampton and Glasgow accompanied the RMS Empress of 
Australia to Canada in May 1939 for the King and Queens 
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The Worthing Herald. 18 April 1941.



As the campaign came to its chaotic defeat, 701 
Squadron and Hoath had a lucky escape. 
Planned to evacuate the surviving Walruses on 
Glorious, lack of deck and hangar space had the 
squadron assigned to Ark Royal instead on 7 
June. Three RAF pilots landed their Hurricanes 
on the Ark’s flight deck at 19:30 - to prove it could 
be done in extremis without arrestor hooks - fol-
lowed by five Walrus at 20:00. It was the first 
deck-landing for all the air force pilots and for 
most of the naval aviators. The sixth Walrus flew 
across from Glorious at 02:07 on 8 June, the last 
aircraft to ever launch from that doomed carrier. 
Glorious and her two attendant destroyers were 
sunk late that afternoon by the battlecruisers 
Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. There were only 40 
survivors out of the 1,519 crew.
In September 1940 Vichy French fighters at-
tacked HMAS Australia’s Walrus while gunnery 
spotting at Dakar in West Africa, killing its crew of 
three. On 11 November 1940, with the cruiser 
docked in Liverpool for a refit, John Hoath was 
loaned on a ‘temporary basis’ as a replacement 
for the deceased Flight Lieutenant George Clark 
RAAF. This was pending the appointment of an-
other pilot from the RAAF’s No.9 (Fleet Co-oper-
ation) Squadron, which provided the pilots, main-
tainers and aircraft for Royal Australian Navy 
cruisers.
Five months later, in early April 1941, Australia
and Hobart were approaching Wellington, New 
Zealand, to escort troop convoy US10 to Ceylon 
(Sri Lanka). The Australia’s War Diary recorded:
“6 April 1941. 1336 Cruisers catapulted aircraft 
for flying practice, in position 40° 40.6’ S, 174° 
09.1 E.  A catapult failure caused “Australia’s” air-
craft to fall into the sea, unfortunately resulting in 
the death of the pilot, Lieutenant (A) J.J. Hoath, 
R.N., who was not seen again, and the loss of 
the aircraft. The Observer and Telegraphist Air 
Gunner were rescued.”
Hobart’s aircraft alighted on the water near the wreckage of Wal-
rus A2-24 and rescued the badly injured Petty Officer (Air) 
Richard Clark RN and Leading Airman George Stephenson RN. 
Both survived but, despite a lengthy search, Hoath’s body was 
not found and he was declared missing, presumed dead. The 
RAAF report cited catapult failure as the probable cause, the 
only recorded case of its kind. 
John Hoath had been engaged to be married to a Miss Diana 
Pilcher. His mother said: “She is heartbroken, but we must re-
member the many others going through the same sorrow and try 
to bear up”. The whole family were ‘doing their bit’ for the war ef-
fort, both parents were Air Raid Wardens through the blitz, as 
was Hoath’s sister Muriel, in addition to her Women’s Land Army 
work.
Two years after the Royal Tour of Canada Hoath was still re-
membered in those highest circles. In addition to the official Ad-
miralty telegram it was front page news in the Worthing Herald 
that the King had sent a rare personal telegram of condolence:
“The Queen and I offer you our heart-felt sympathy in your great 
sorrow. We pray that your country’s gratitude for a life so nobly 
given in its service may bring you some measure of consolation. 
George IV.”
Memorials:  Lee on Solent Fleet Air Arm Memorial, UK.
Compiled by Graeme Lunn from the following references:
National Archives of Australia
The London Gazette 1937/ 38/ 39
RN Navy List 1940
AWM: HMAS Australia War Diary April 1941
RAAF Flying Accident Report 457
9 Squadron Roll of Honour
ADF Serials & Wikipedia
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Above. When the Purley County Grammar School buildings, in the 
London Borough of Croydon, were demolished their World War Two 
Honour Board was rescued from a rubbish skip. Under the schools 
motto “Fas et Patria” (Faith and Country) is listed 88 alumni who 
died for their country. If this had been a grammar school’s World War 
One list, sixty percent of the names would have been junior army 
officers who perished leading their men ‘over the top’ in the attrition 
trench warfare of that conflict. With air power newly dominant in this 
second great war, sixty percent of the Purley Old Boys honourably 
remembered were air force or naval air branch casualties. One of 
them was J.J. Hoath who died in Australian service.

Next page:  An excerpt from the front page of ‘The Worthing Herald’, 
which printed the story of the personal message received by the 
parents of John Hoath from the King and Queen of England.  It would 
have been a most unusual gesture in a war-torn land where many 
young men like him were being killed every day. 
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