
    NORTHALLERTON AND DISTRICTLOCAL HISTORY SOCIETYNORTHALLERTON AND DISTRICTLOCAL HISTORY SOCIETYNORTHALLERTON AND DISTRICTLOCAL HISTORY SOCIETYNORTHALLERTON AND DISTRICTLOCAL HISTORY SOCIETY    

  

A Narrow Escape 
(The day that Northallerton almost lost a generation of its children) 

 
Occasional Paper 2    by George Riordan      December, 2014 
    

At 14.30 on the 2nd December 1943, Halifax K-King took off from Croft Airfield with a mixed 
Canadian/UK crew of seven on their final training flight before transfer to an operational 
Halifax bomber squadron. The plan was to climb to 11,000 feet over the North Yorkshire 
hills in the vicinity of Osmotherley, where they would be met by a Spitfire, in order to carry 
out an attack evasive exercise, followed by a bombing exercise on the North East coast with 
the inert practice bombs that it was carrying. 
 

 
 

Handley Page Halifax (similar to Halifax Mk V) 
 
As the aircraft reached a height of approximately 6,700 feet in the vicinity of the Fox & 
Hounds pub, two miles to the east of Northallerton, it got into difficulties and began to spiral 
out of control towards Northallerton. By the time that it reached the outskirts of the town it 
had turned on its back and was on fire. It crossed the town boundary above Vicar’s Croft and 
Lascelles Lane at a little over 500 feet, all the time descending, and crossed the High Street 
just south of Barker’s shop. By the time it crossed the Applegarth it had descended to little 
more than 50 feet and was so low when it reached the Council School that it took the weather 
vane off the roof. The aircraft finally crashed about 70 yards to the south west of the school 
(obliterating a bungalow on Springwell Lane), broke into four sections and started to burn 
fiercely. Fortunately, none of the occupants of the bungalow was at home. Mrs Foster had 
taken her daughter shopping just 30 minutes before the crash and her son was at school. 
 
At the school itself, there was panic from the moment that the aircraft roared overhead. The 
second year pupils were taking a dancing lesson in the assembly hall, in preparation for the 
Christmas party, from where they witnessed the plane passing, with the flames from its 
engines turning the assembly hall bright red. A loud explosion followed. The children had a 
well-practised drill should the town be threatened by a bomb attack, which involved being 
escorted by their teachers to the four air-raid shelters in the playground at the rear of the 
school, while carrying a gas mask on a string across their backs - but this situation took them 
by surprise. The second year’s gas masks had been left in the classroom, which added to the 
confusion. The immediate response of the teachers in the hall was to get the children to lie 
flat on the floor; some children in classrooms took cover under their desks and others simply 
waited to be told what to do. 
 



Once a semblance of order was restored, the children filed out of school, holding hands in 
two lines. They assembled on the Applegarth field where a name count was taken, and the 
majority waited to be collected by concerned parents. Some parents had been attending a 
furniture sale at the auction mart and rushed to the school as they were convinced that it had 
taken a direct hit. Mr Render was the first to arrive; he was a fast bowler and good runner. 
 
At least two boys managed to slip away, after the name count, to investigate the crash site. 
Only the town fire engine was there when they arrived, but soon afterwards two RAF fire 
engines and an RAF ambulance arrived. The whole area was a mass of flames which the RAF 
fire engines quickly got under control to the accompaniment of ‘ping, ping, pings’ as bullets 
from the aircraft’s guns exploded in the heat. One crew member was pulled from the 
wreckage and taken to the ambulance but to no avail; all of the crew had been killed 
instantly.  
 
Mr Foster, owner of the stricken bungalow, thought that his wife and daughter had been 
killed and was astonished, but very relieved, to find them standing behind him as he viewed 
the crash site. None of the children suffered any injury but one boy, who had been in the 
toilets at the time of the crash, was so traumatised that he did not return to school for some 
time afterwards. Apart from the crew, the only other fatalities were some piglets and poultry 
which perished when barns near the crash site went up in flames.  
 

 
Council (now Applegarth) School and crash site 

 
The cause of the crash was never established, but was assumed to be structural failure as a 
result of a violent manoeuvre during the staged dog fight with the Spitfire.1 The Canadian 
airmen were buried in Stonefall cemetery at Harrogate, while the remains of the British crew 
members were returned to their home towns. The school has a plaque and painting of a 
Halifax Bomber to commemorate its narrow escape, and the event was mentioned at the 
2013 Armistice Service at All Saints Church, Northallerton. 
 

Crew: Pilot       F/O W.J. Taylor    RCAF  W/Op       Sgt.  T.J. Skyrme   RAF 
F/Eng.         Sgt.  W.J. Morgan RAF   M/U/G     Sgt. J.O. Winters  RAF 
Nav.              Sgt.  J.M. Beatty    RCAF  R/Gun.     F/S  J. Wallace      RCAF 

             B/Aim.          F/O D.C. Walker   RCAF 

 

                                                 
1 It has been revealed that the Mark V Halifax was prone to rudder problems which could cause the pilot to lose 
control. 
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