
The last flight of Handley-Page Halifax DT781. 

 

Mk II Halifax similar to DT781 

DT781 was on the complement of Heavy Conversion Unit 1656 based at 
Lindholme South Yorkshire.  RAF Lindholme started life as an expansion 
scheme aerodrome built on the wide expanse of Hatfield moors, some five 
miles east of Doncaster. The site, to the east of the A614 Thorne to Bawtry 
road, was a mile south of the small village of Hatfield Woodhouse, the name 
first selected for the new station. Work began in the spring of 1938 taking in 
approximately 250 acres of pasture for the airfield itself and a further 150 for 
the camp and support facilities.  Re-opened for flying in late October 1942, 
No.1656 Heavy Conversion Unit moved in with a few Avro Lancasters and 
Avro Manchesters from RAF Breighton to serve No. 1 Group's conversion to 
the former type. Now an operational training base, over the next two years 
Lindholme was host to other units with an instructional mission. Both 
Lancaster and Handley Page Halifax crews were tutored here with No.1667 
HCU being established on the airfield in June 1943. 

With nothing like the charisma of its stable mate the Avro Lancaster of “Dam 
Busters” fame, nonetheless the Handley-Page Halifax shared the RAF’s 
offensive thrust into Germany during the Second World War.  Earlier marques 
shared the legendary Rolls-Royce Merlin V12 liquid cooled engines found in 
the Lancaster bomber and the Hurricane and Spitfire fighter aircraft of “Battle 
of Britain” fame.  In Bomber terms the Halifax was to the more glamorous 
Lancaster as the Hurricane was to the Spitfire in the fighter field. 

An early serious design flaw in the rudders caused many fatalities. The design 
was transformed through removing the front turret, armour plate, modifying or 
removing the mid-upper turret, redesigning rudders; it became a solid, 
dependable, but unexciting aircraft.  

All metal, heavier and squarer than the Lancaster but very similar in design. 
Its early design faults and haphazard arrangement of internal controls, dials 
and switches made it harder work to fly. 

Early models with Merlin engines suffered from being overweight.  It was 
documented that individual engines rejected by Avro ended up being used on 
the Halifax production line. 

On January 13, 1944, DT781 took off at 21:49 for a night navigation training 
flight.  Its young crew of English and Commonwealth airmen comprised of 
Flight Sergeant William Routledge Wilson, RCAF, Pilot aged 21; Sergeant 



Robert Herbert Dolden, RAF, Flight Engineer aged 23; Flying Officer 
Frederick Jacob Hjartarson, RCAF, Navigator; Flight Sergeant James Joseph 
Cleary RAAF, Bomb-aimer aged 24; Sergeant Roy Charles Bradbury, RAVR, 
Wireless Operator/ Air Gunner aged 20 and Sergeant Roy Burgess RAFVR, 
Air Gunner aged 19.  At 20,000 feet a fire in the port outer engine led to  a 
general fire and the aircraft breaking up with subsequent loss of control.   

The bulk of the wreckage, which fell at about 01:40 on January 14, was found 
to the east of Holsworthy, near Anvil Corner.  All of the crew perished in the 
crash, despite the prompt action of Home Guard Lieutenant Fred Bate and 
Home Guard Medical Officer Dr. Charles Evans who rushed to the scene.  It is 
not known whether the fire was due to an inherrent engine fault or some other 
cause.  The inexperience of the crew and the aircraft type may have 
contributed to the loss of control.  

 
 
In 2002, by public subscription and largely due to the effort of Mr Charles 
Cornish, a local amateur historian, Holsworthy born and bred, a memorial 
plaque was commissioned and dedicated to the memory of the fallen Airmen 
close to the crash site. 
 

 
 

Charles Cornish and the Memorial Plaque 


