
Kenneth Reece

Second from the left in the photograph of the Worfield XI Cricket 
Club sits Ken Reece. He is smiling, as well he might, for he must 
surely have been one of the luckiest men to survive the Second 
World War. It was just ten years before this photograph was taken, 
that this quiet young man from Roughton, aged just nineteen, would 
have the greatest escape of his life, an event he would probably 
prefer to forget. 

It was on the 15th March 1944, when Sergeant Kenneth Reece 
joined six other crew members of a Lancaster bomber as part of a 
mission to bomb Stuttgart. Reece was one of two gunners, the mid-
upper gunner, the other being the rear gunner, Sergeant James 
Naylor, also nineteen, from Bradford. The pilot of the Lancaster was 
Samuel Atcheson who had just been awarded the DFC for 
completing nineteen successful attacks on strongly defended targets 
in Germany and for continuing to attack Leipzig even when his 
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instruments ceased to work due to icing. Reece was in good hands 
with this pilot but, of course, there were many other factors which 
could make the difference between survival and the alternative, as he 

would soon discover.
It was in the evening when the Lancaster took off from East Kirby 

in Lincolnshire. Reece’s plane left earlier than the main force so the 
crew could measure wind speed and direction, major influences in 
determining the accuracy of bombing. 

The flight path to Stuttgart was over the Normandy coast towards 
Metz and then south, flying through the Vosges & Jura gap until they 
reached Stuttgart. The weather during the night had been a mixture of 
heavy cloud which protected the plane from enemy view and clear 
sky essential for a successful attack but leaving aircraft in full view 
of enemy fighters.The route took the Lancasters close to the Swiss 
border which was not without risk. The Swiss guarded their 
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The solid black line represents the approximate flight path of Lancaster 
bombers from East Kirby to Stuttgart 15 March 1944.
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neutrality and took a very dim view of planes overlying their 
airspace. Regardless of whether the plane was German or belonged 
to the allies, violation of Swiss airspace could lead to a plane being 
shot down. Another factor which increased the risk of this mission 
was that the city had recently suffered two spates of bombing, in 
February and on the 1st of March. It might be expected therefore that 
their defences had been reinforced in anticipation of further such 
raids.

All went well on the flight as the Lancaster travelled over France 
but just as they were nearing the German border all hell broke loose. 
The Lancaster seemed to stop dead, not the ideal scenario for a plane, 
and almost immediately the petrol tanks exploded. In a few seconds 
the whole aircraft was in flames. While Atcheson and his crew were 
prepared for attack by German nightfinders, one must have slipped 
underneath them and blasted the belly of the Lancaster. The time was 
22.30 hours Swiss time. 

Shocked, disorientated, and blinded by smoke, the pilot banked 
the plane right, and when he regained control the plane was heading 
south across the French/Swiss border above Lugnez. There was 
nothing for it but to jettison the bombs. Seven bombs and two 
hundred incendiaries were deposited across the countryside, only part 
of the total load of munitions carried. The remainder must have been 
still in the plane when it crashed with the loss of all the other crew 
members. 

Ken Reece jumped after the bombs were jettisoned and drifted 
east. He must have been amazed to find himself alive and in one 
piece when he landed unhurt on a snow-covered hill. Down the hill 
he walked with one boot on and one off, having lost a flying boot in 
his parachute descent. The cold must have been biting. Reece’s 
intention was to walk down the hill until he met a road but he first 
came across a railway track and hid under a small halt elevated from 
the ground. His idea now was to board a train to France from the 
Germany he thought he was in. After several hours, with no sign of a 
train, and the cold affecting him badly, Reece decided to give himself 
up to the Station Master. It is a wonder the Station Master didn’t die 
of shock when he opened his door to find a strangely dressed, 
bearded man, standing there almost as white as the snow and nearly 
speechless with cold. Reece also received a shock when he found 
that he was not in Germany but in Switzerland. He had landed two 
and a half miles inside neutral territory. 
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Reece was handed over by the Station Master to the authorities 

and transferred to the Hotel Gurten-Kulm in Berne as a prisoner of 
war. It was here that his lost boot was returned to him full of 
carefully wrapped eggs.These war stories never cease to amaze me. 
How did the finder of the boot find its owner, and how kind not just 
to take the trouble to return it but to fill the boot with eggs. Going the 
extra mile is not an adequate description. 

Reece was in Switzerland for several months as a prisoner of war, 
in Berne, Adelboden and Lausanne. Here he met Wing Commander 
Jones, the Assistant Air Attache in Switzerland, who suggested that 
Reece should leave Switzerland to meet the US Army who were 
advancing in France. How Reece managed to make this journey I 
don’t know but he did join the Army north of Geneva and six weeks 
later was visiting a pub in Bridgnorth when he bumped into Wing 
Commander Jones. What Jones was doing in Bridgnorth I have no 
idea. 

Bomber Command suffered terrible losses on the night of the 15th 
March as they did throughout the War. More than fifty five thousand 
out of a total of 125,000 air crew died, and they played a vital role in 
winning the war. And yet, although Churchill said in 1940 that, ‘the 
fighters are our salvation but the bombers alone are the means of 
victory,’ in 1945, he made no reference to Bomber Command. The 
bomber crews not only felt ostracised they were ostracised. The 
rights and wrongs of bombing an area can be argued at length when 
there is no threat to one’s survival but circumstances were very 
different in wartime. It wasn’t until 2012 that a memorial was erected 
to their memory in Green Park, London, surely a shocking injustice. 

Thanks are due to Ken Reece’s son, Stephen, for drawing this 
story to my attention and pointing me in the direction of the 
reference on which the article was based. 

Reference: ‘No Shots Please, We’re British,’ by Roger Anthoine, 
Aeroplane Monthly January 1993 
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And for those of you who like your history a little older we are 

still working on the fourteenth century Manor Court Rolls and have 
just come across a reference to the Castle in Hallon. The date is 1327 
and I think this is a reference to a house with a ditch around, all of 
which Stephen was going to enclose. 

Stephen at Asterne alias took from the lord one piece of land at the 
castle and now takes one piece containing 6 feet from each part of 
the increase and rendering for this increase 8d per annum and 
encloses between the house and the ditch and he gave to the lord for 
ingress 6d 

The other reference is in 1396 to a place called Fort Hill. I assume 
this is the same as the hill the castle was on ie down Pound Lane but 
this may not be correct.  

The township [of Hallon] presents that the way here at ForteHill is 
destroyed in default of William of Tresele (6d), chaplain and it is 
ordered the road be repaired against the next court under a pain of 
half a mark 

In the same court roll is a reference to droving, a subject we have 
been trying to find evidence about for a long time. 

Item present that John Herefordshire on Thursday in the Feast of St 
Michael last past came to Wyke with 6 calves price 22s 8d which 
price was raised to the use of the lord because the said John 
feloniously took them at Lodelowe and drove them and he admitted 
that the cattle were abandoned. It is said that John the drover on the 
second day after St Michael last past led five calves price 30s, 
abandoned goods and one returned to the bailiff 
Item. Present that 1 heifer colour dun price 2s 6d was seized because 
the aforesaid John drove it. In the custody of the bailiff 
Item present one young mare price 6d colour falowe led by the same 
John the drover in the custody of the bailiff. Item present one bay 
horse price 40d led by the same John the drover in the custody of the 
bailiff 

References: P314/W/1/1/1/ and P314/W/1/1/202-205 (Shropshire 
Archives)


