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Early life and education 

George James Roney was born in the town of Oamaru in the province of Otago, New Zealand on  1       
January 1922. He was the youngest son of George Charles Roney, a baker originally from Adelaide,      
Australia, and his wife, Rosannah. George had five elder siblings, two sisters and four brothers. His early 
education was at Oamaru North, followed by a secondary education at Waitaki Boys’ High School where 
he attained matriculation standard. George had considerable sporting ability and his name is still visible 
on the Honour Board of Waitaki Boys’ High School, being a member of his school’s first rugby fifteen, and 
playing an ‘outstanding part’ in athletics.   He went on to win the Junior Otago High Jump Championship 
in 1941 and tied equal for the North Otago Championship as a member of the North Otago Amateur   
Athletic Association. He also belonged to the Athletic Football Club and to the Oamaru Miniature Rifle 
Club.  

After leaving school, George was apprenticed locally as a motor mechanic for Maude Brothers, the Ford 
Dealership in Oamaru. He joined the Territorials on 6 September 1940 (for 2 years) and moved with them 
up to Christchurch.  

The Royal New Zealand Air Force (RNZAF) 

 
The New Zealand government established the New Zealand Permanent Air Force (NZPAF) in 1923, with a 
strength of four officers and seven other ranks; its Territorial attachment – the New Zealand Air Force 
(NZAF), retitled the Territorial Air Force (TAF) in 1930 - had around 100 members. Later that year, the  
Canterbury Aviation Company’s assets were acquired for the NZPAF with the help of a £10,000 donation 
from Henry Wigram; the aerodrome at Sockburn, Christchurch, which was named after Wigram, became 
New Zealand’s first military aviation base. In 1934 the NZPAF was renamed the RNZAF, which became an 
independent military service in 1937. 
 

During the Pacific Defence Conference at Wellington, April 1939, the British and New Zealand               
Governments agreed that, in addition to providing personnel for local defence, the RNZAF's role in the 
event of a European war would be to provide trained aircrew to the RAF under the British                    
Commonwealth Air Training Plan (BCATP) which linked Canada, Australia and New Zealand in a training 
scheme to supply aircrew to Britain. It proved to be an important multi-national strategic decision. 

This plan was formalised on 17 December 1939. New elementary flying schools and aeroplanes were     
established in New Zealand with a proposed annual output of 700 pilots and 730 observers and air     
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gunners. Britain supplied training aircraft, mainly Harvards and Oxfords. Another flying school was        
established at Woodbourne in 1939, and an aircraft factory to assemble Tiger Moth trainers was        
completed at Rongotai, Wellington, by early 1940. 
 
At the outbreak of war on 3 September 1939 the RNZAF comprised 91 officers and 665 airmen, with 79 
officers and 325 airmen in the TAF. The government accepted a British proposal to train New Zealand  
airmen for the RAF, as part of the Empire Air Training Scheme (EATS).  New Zealand agreed to provide 
the RAF with 880 fully-trained pilots a year and send another 1992 partially-trained airmen (520 pilots, 
546 observers, and 926 air gunners) to Canada to complete their training. New training schools were    
established at Whenuapai, New Plymouth, Ōhakea, Harewood (Christchurch), and Taieri (Dunedin). An 
initial training school was set up at Rongotai (Wellington) which later moved to Levin.  
 
George enlisted on 21 December 1941 and joined the RNZAF as an Airman Pilot, Group V, (LAC A/Pilot   
U/T GP V) aged 19 years 355 days. George’s enlistment papers state that he had dark hair, hazel eyes and 
stood around 6 feet tall. His father had to sign the consent form as George was under 21 when he         
enlisted.    
 

Initial military service and training 

 

George completed his basic military training, elementary and service flying training in New Zealand. His 

training started immediately after enlistment, with basic training at Initial Training Wing (ITW) Levin     

(22 December 1941 - 5 February 1942), and further training at ITW Rotorua (9 February – 3 April 1942). 

After that his flying training commenced, with initial flying training at No 1 Elementary Flying Training 

School (1 EFTS) Taieri, near Dunedin (2 May 1942 – 25 July 1942) and advanced training at Service Flying 

Training School (SFTS) Woodbourne, near Blenheim (27 July 1942 – 22 December 1942).  The RNZAF F373 

paperwork shows that George learned to fly in a Harvard and was awarded his pilot’s wings on 19         

October 1942.   The Harvard, a single-engined advanced trainer aircraft made by North American Aviation  

RNZAF Harvards at Onerahi Aerodrome, near Whangarei, New Zealand in 1961. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Whangarei_Airport
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Whangarei,_New_Zealand


5 

 

used to train pilots of the United States Army Air Forces (USAAF), United States Navy (USN), Royal Air 

Force (RAF) and other air forces of the British Commonwealth during World War II and into the 1970s. 

The T-6 Texan, its official name, was known by a variety of designations depending on the model and    

operating air force. The United States Army Air Corps (USAAC) and USAAF designated it as the ‘AT-6’, the 

USN called it the ‘SNJ’, and British Commonwealth air forces called it the ‘Harvard’, the name it is best 

known by outside of the US.  

Departure to Britain 

On 19 December 1942 George was  promoted to the rank of Temporary Sergeant and started a period of 

Special Leave, presumably for Christmas and New Year, possibly knowing the date that he would be     

sailing to Britain.  He embarked in Wellington on 15 January 1943, with the ship sailing to Britain the next 

day. As he left New Zealand George became an attached member of the RAF. Several weeks later, on 27 

March 1943, George arrived in England.  His records show that he started the official in-country arrival 

process on 28 March down on the South Coast before commencing further flying training as a Spitfire 

fighter pilot at bases scattered across the country. From George’s paperwork his progress towards       

becoming a fighter pilot with a front line squadron is clearly recorded, as follows:   

28 March 1943: No 11 Personnel Despatch & Reception/Receiving Centre (PDRC)  
Bournemouth & Brighton 
 
The Grand Hotel in Brighton, used as a PDRC at the time, was the hotel that was bombed by PIRA on 12 
October 1984, in an attempt to assassinate Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. 

The Harvard - front cockpit (left) and rear cockpit (right).    

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Army_Air_Forces
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Navy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Air_Force
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Air_Force
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Air_force
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commonwealth_of_Nations
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_II
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Army_Air_Corps
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Navy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Commonwealth_Air_Training_Plan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Provisional_Irish_Republican_Army
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assassinate
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Margaret_Thatcher
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George kitted out in flying kit, date and location unknown. 

George (4th from the left, seated on the wing), date and location unknown. 
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31 May 1943: 12 (NZ) Personnel Reception / Receiving Centre (PRC) 
 
On 19 June 1943, while at 12 (NZ) PRC, George was promoted to the rank of Temporary Flight Sergeant. 
 

29 June 1943: 17 (Pilot) Advanced Flying Unit ((P) AFU) Calveley, Cheshire 
 

In December 1940, it was decided to build an airfield near the village of Wardle, Cheshire, north-west of 
Nantwich, as one of a number of airfields intended to boost the fighter defence of Merseyside. The      
airfield was built in 1941–1942, and had three concrete runways of between 1 100 yards (1 000 m) and   
1 400 yards (1 300 m).  
 
By the time the airfield was complete, the need for fighter defences for the North-West of England had 
declined, so it was decided to use it for training, with the station opening on 14 March 1942 as a Relief 
Landing Ground for No. 5 SFTS based at RAF Ternhill in Shropshire.  On 13 April 1942 No. 5 STFS was      
renamed No. 5 (Pilot) Advanced Flying Unit ((P)AFU), continuing operations both from Ternhill and its   
satellites, including Calverley, which was the only one of Ternhill's satellites to have hard runways. 
 

In May 1943 RAF Calveley became the main base for No. 17 (P)AFU, equipped with 174 Miles Master 
trainers, which moved from RAF Watton in Norfolk. To accommodate the unit's large number of aircraft, 
RAF Wrexham in North Wales served as a satellite airfield.   No. 17 (P)AFU disbanded on 1 February 1944. 
 

30 November 1943: 61 Operational Training Unit (OTU) Rednal & Montford Bridge 
 

For the students participating in the training regime at 61 Operational Training Unit (OTU), day and night  
flying training was included.  61 OTU had formed at Heston, London in June 1941 and moved to Rednal, 
on the SW edge of Birmingham, in April 1942, with a satellite airfield at Montford Bridge, near        
Shrewsbury in Shropshire. The unit moved to Keevil in Gloucestershire in June 1945. 
 

7 March 1944: 1 Tactical Exercise Unit (TEU) Tealing, Inveraldie, Angus, Scotland 
 
In 1941, the MOD decided to build an aerodrome at Tealing. In October 1943 the name of the Tealing 
unit was changed to 1 Tactical Exercise Unit (TEU) under Combat Training Wing, specialising in air firing 
and evasive action.   

By January 1944 the TEU was operating up to 110 aircraft.  In February 1944, RAF Tealing exchanged 40 
Hurricanes for 38 Spitfires from Grangemouth.  Just prior to D-Day, 1 TEU at Tealing was put on             
operational readiness to re-enforce the regulars in the unlikely event of a German counter-attack from 
Norway, but the unit was stood down on 15 June.  The TEU disbanded on 31 July 1944.  

9 June 1944: No. 84 Group Support Unit (GSU) Aston Down, Gloucestershire  
 
No. 83 GSU and No. 84 GSU were holding units for the operational squadrons of the 2 Groups that were 
part of the RAF’s 2nd Tactical Air Force (2 TAF).  The GSUs maintained a large number of aircraft of all 
types used by the squadrons in each Group, prepared ready for issue to the squadrons to replace losses. 
The GSUs also had conversion flights to provide type conversion and continuation training for the pool of   
pilots posted to the GSU to await demand for replacements from the squadrons. No. 84 GSU formed at 
Aston Down on 14 February 1944, with Typhoon Is, Tempest Vs, Spitfire IXs and Mustang Is. No. 84 GSU 
moved to Thruxton on 13 July 1944, and later to Lasham, near Odiham in Hampshire.  

On 19 June 1944, while he was with No. 84 GSU, George was promoted to the rank of Temporary       
Warrant Officer.  Several weeks later, on 6 August 1944, George’s skills were required by a front line 
squadron and he was posted  to No. 33 Squadron at the Advanced Landing Ground at Selsey, East Sussex.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wardle,_Cheshire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nantwich
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Merseyside
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/RAF_Ternhill
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shropshire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Miles_Master
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/RAF_Watton
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Norfolk
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/RAF_Wrexham
http://www.controltowers.co.uk/M/Montford_Bridge.htm
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The Supermarine Spitfire 

George trained on, and flew operationally, one of the most important British fighter aircraft of World 
War II, the Supermarine Spitfire. Some records calculate that nearly 23 000 of these aircraft were built. 
Having taken to the air for the first time in 1936 the Spitfire was under constant development in order 
to be able to assert itself as the enemy developed new types of aircraft. The model produced in greatest 
volume was the Mk. IX, with numbers ranging from 5 665 to over 7 000.  

The Spitfire Mk IX was very much a stop-gap solution to an unforeseen new development in the          
capabilities of enemy fighters, namely the appearance of the German Focke-Wulf Fw 190. When the 
FW190 arrived at the Channel front in September 1941, this new aircraft was markedly superior to the 
then-predominant British fighter, the Spitfire Mk. VB. The next planned Spitfire general-purpose fighter, 
the Mk. VIII, incorporated several refinements developed in the previously developed Mk. III prototype, 
and extensive re-tooling was necessary to get production underway. The main improvement of the Mk. 
VIII, however, laid in the introduction of the new two-stage two-speed-supercharged Merlin engines, 
and the most expedient solution to make these available to the RAF was to adapt the readily available 
Mk. V airframe to this engine. Thus, the first 100 or so examples of the Mk IX were simply conversions of 
Mk VC airframes, performed either at Rolls-Royce or at Supermarine. 

As is so often seen, temporary solutions become permanent; so great was the Mk. IX’s success that it 
ended up as the second-most produced Spitfire mark. Counting also the very similar Mk. XVI, the overall 
production of this type of the Spitfire actually surpassed that of the Mk. V.  One consequence of the 
rushed introduction of this version was that numerous refinements could be, and were made during its 
long production run.   

As stated above, in the early months of 1942 there was much pressure to get Spitfires into production 
using the new two-stage supercharged Merlin 61 engine and to solve this problem the Mk. V was fitted 
with a Merlin 61 engine and designated as the Mk. IX. Although the Mk. V's airframe did not have the 
strength improvements of the Mk. VII and VIII that were really needed for the more powerful engine, 
the Mk. IX still proved to have vastly improved performance over the Mk. V. The Merlin 61 was phased 

Spitfire LF Mk IX MH434, markings of No.222 Squadron RAF (Duxford's Old Flying Machine Company). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1942
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out early in 1943 in favour of the Merlin 63 and 63A. During the second half of 1943, production of the 
Merlin 63 powered F Mk IX was discontinued in favour of the Merlin 66 powered LF Mk IX.; the letters 
‘PV’        before the aircraft’s serial number ‘160’ indicate that George’s aircraft was indeed powered by a 
Merlin 66 engine. 

On 6 October 1944 George was flying a Spitfire with the designation LF Mk IXe. The ‘LF’ are role prefix 
letters, and ‘LF’ stands for ‘Low Altitude Fighter’, a Spitfire only designation. Other role prefixes used by 
the Spitfire included ‘F’ (Medium Altitude Fighter), ‘HF’ (High Altitude Fighter) and ‘PR’ (Photo                       
Reconnaissance). The variants of the Spitfire IX, XI and XVI were also distinguished by suffix letters to     
indicate wing types. The Spitfire used five different wing types , designated ‘a - e’, which had the same 
dimensions but different arrangements of armament and fuel tanks, as listed below:  

 a - 8x .303 inch (7.7 mm) Browning machine guns (300 rounds/gun).  

 b -2x 20 mm Hispano HS.404 cannons (60 rounds/gun) and 4x .303 inch (7.7 mm) Browning M1919      
 machine guns (350 rounds/gun).  

 c - universal wing allowing either ‘a’, ‘b’, or 4x 20 mm Hispano HS.404 cannon armament. The main     
 landing gear was strengthened and moved 2 inches (5 cm) forward to reduce the tendency to ‘nose 
 over’ on landing, and gave provision for a 250 lb (113 kg) bomb under each wing. In practice, most 
 aircraft carried 2x 20 mm Hispano HS.404 cannons (120 rounds/gun) and 4x .303 inch (7.7 mm) 
 Browning M1919 machine guns (350 rounds/gun). 

 d - long-range wing for reconnaissance versions with armament replaced by fuel tanks. 

 e - universal wing allowing two weapon fits:  

 2x 20 mm Hispano HS.404 cannons (280 rounds/gun) and 2x .50 inch (12.7 mm) Browning M2  

 machine guns (500 rounds/gun) 

 or  

 4x 20 mm Hispano HS.404 cannons (280 rounds/gun).  

In summer 1944 several other major improvements were made to the Mk. IXs coming off the production 
line.  They were fitted with the Mark II Gyro Gunsight, which calculated the correct angle of deflection to 
use when leading the target. Its introduction doubled the effectiveness of their gunnery and was a major 
factor in Allied air superiority.  The introduction of the E Type wing removed the .303 machine guns 
mounted in the outer wings, as most aircraft at that time had armour impenetrable by .303 bullets. The 
20 mm Hispano cannon were moved outboard and the more effective .50 calibre Browning heavy         
machine gun was introduced; this improved armament was more effective for both air-to-air                  
engagements and air-to-ground attacks.  

As a result of its over-powerful engine and four bladed propeller, the Mk. IX had a tendency to swing to 
one side during takeoff. This was solved by fitting a larger rudder, giving the pilot better control during 
takeoff. To aid the pilot’s lookout , a new cut-back rear fuselage and a ‘tear-drop’ or ‘bubble’ canopy was 
introduced to the Mk IX. Many Spitfire pilots who were shot down were done so by enemies who          
approached in the aircraft's blind spot. In trials, the new hood design was found to bring about great     
improvements to all-round visibility and with several modifications, was standardised on later Spitfires. 
Extra internal fuel tanks were fitted, as the Spitfire had an embarrassingly short radius of action when op-
erating over enemy territory. External wing tanks had been used as a temporary measure, but they       
increased drag and had to be jettisoned before entering combat.  

http://www.spitfireperformance.com/spitfire-IX.html - an excellent site for Spitfire Mk IX performance      
assessment from Boscombe Down circa 1942. 

http://spitfiresite.com/2010/07/anatomy-of-spitfire-cockpit.html/04n_15_015 - This article, now revised 
and updated, provides a complete photo reference to the layout and operation of the Spitfire cockpit. The 
aircraft  serving as the subject is Supermarine Spitfire Mk. Vb BL628 YO-D, recently completed by Avspecs 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cannon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Browning_Arms_Company
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heavy_machine_gun
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heavy_machine_gun
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rudder
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bubble_canopy
http://www.spitfireperformance.com/spitfire-IX.html
http://spitfiresite.com/2010/07/anatomy-of-spitfire-cockpit.html/04n_15_015
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Ltd in Auckland, New Zealand. Due to the fantastic quality of the restoration work which took full 30 
years, the cockpit of this Spitfire conforms almost entirely to wartime production standards. For this     
reason, the photographs on this website serve as a reliable reference to the cockpit layout of the          
production Spitfire Mk. V. The cockpit photographs reproduced below are of a Spitfire Mk IX.  

 

Cockpit of Supermarine Spitfire Mk.IX, Aviation Museum Prague Kbely,  

markings of No. 310 Squadron RAF. 
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‘The Office’ 
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No. 33 Squadron RAF 

No.33 Squadron had moved from Britain to the Middle East as a bomber squadron in 1935, becoming a  
Gloster Gladiator-equipped fighter squadron on 1 March 1938. The Gladiators were taken into action 
against the Italian Air Force in North Africa in June 1940, with great success. The Gladiators were                
replaced in September 1940 by Hawker Hurricanes, and it was Hurricanes that the Squadron took to 
Greece to take part in the fighting against the Italians in Albania. Operations began in February 1941 but 
were soon disrupted by the German invasion of Greece, and in April only four air-worthy Hurricanes     
remained. These were evacuated to Crete, where three more were lost during the German Luftwaffe 
attacks on the island prior to the airborne invasion. Only one aircraft survived to return to Egypt. 

In Egypt new aircraft were quickly found, and the squadron provided fighter cover during the see-saw 
battles against Rommel and the Africa Corps that ended with the victory at El Alamein. After El Alamein 
the squadron was used to protect the coastal shipping that supported the advance west along the coast    
towards the final German stronghold in Tunisia. By the end of 1943 the squadron had converted to the 
Supermarine Spitfire, and in April 1944 these were taken back to Britain to take part in the D-Day        
landings and the campaign in Western Europe.  In the month before D-Day the squadron flew a mix of 
fighter sweeps, bomber escort and day intruder missions. After D-Day it eventually moved to France, and 
operated as a fighter-bomber squadron until December 1944. 

Apart from a brief spell at Fairwood, now Swansea Airport in South Wales, and two days at Plumetot in 
France, the Squadron operated for most of June, July and August from airbases in South East England, 
putting them within easy flying time of France. George joined No. 33 Squadron on 6 August 1944, an     
important month for the Allies, with the Americans finally breaking out of the Cotentin Peninsula at the 
beginning of the month, and by the end of the month Paris had fallen and the Normandy Campaign was 
over. Allied air assets began to move over to France in force to provide close support for the advancing 
Armies, using former Luftwaffe bases and rapidly built,  temporary Advanced Landing Grounds (ALG). The 
airfields that No. 33 Squadron operated from between 6 August until 15 December 1944, when the 
squadron flew back to Predannack in Cornwall to  re-equip with Hawker Tempests, are shown below:     

1 April 1944:      MersaMatruh 
1-23 April 1944:      On the way back from Egypt to Britain                                             
23 April -17 May 1944:    NorthWeald,Essex 
17 May-3July 1944:    Lympne,Kent 
3-17 July 1944:     Tangmere,WestSussex 
17 July-6 August 1944:     Funtington,West Sussex                                                                        
6-12 August 1944:    Selsey, East Sussex  (ALG, satellite for Tangmere) 
12-18 August 1944:     Fairwood Common, Gower Peninsula, west of Swansea 
18-19 August 1944:     Selsey 
19-20 August 1944:     ALG B.10 Plumetot, France 
20-31 August 1944:     Tangmere 
31 August-7 September 1944:   ALG B.17 Carpiquet, France 
7-10 September 1944:     Lympne  
10-12 September 1944:    ALG B.35 Le Treport, France 
12 September-2 November 1944:   ALG B.53 Merville, France                                                                     
2 November-15 December 1944:  ALG B.65 Maldegem, Belgium 

While in France George was amongst a group of RNZAF Spitfire pilots who were visited by the New        
Zealand High Commissioner, Mr William Jordan, from his London home. This visit took place on               
26 September while George was operating from the temporary, British ALG at Merville, and his name can 
be seen on the bottom of the right hand column, above Warrant Officer N.E.M. MacDonald, in the        
newspaper report on page 18.   



18 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Above and following pages: Photographs from No. 33 Squadron’s albums showing the conditions at 

Merville  airfield while the Squadron was based there from 12 September to 2 November 1944.  The 

four bladed propeller of the Mk IX, and the Squadron code ‘5R’ are visible.  
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Above: Mr Jordan meets pilots of No. 485 RNZAF Squadron, also part of 135 Wing and flying Spitfire Mk IXs.  
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“...The men are living as comfortably as can be expected, and seem to be enjoying their experience in 

France. They sleep in tents but have some fine messing facilities bequeathed by the Germans.” said 

Mr. Jordan.  
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Operation SWITCHBACK and the Breskens Pocket 
 

Following the D-Day landings in June 1944, and the subsequent breakout from Normandy and the          
Cotentin Peninsula, Allied supply lines became stretched as the armies rapidly advanced into France and 
Belgium. Montgomery's 'Narrow Front' thrust towards the Ruhr in September 1944 failed at Arnhem and 
led to a reappraisal of plans to open the port of Antwerp as a logistic hub much closer to the front lines. 
As well as trying to capture all of the ports along the Allied left flank - Calais, Boulogne, Dieppe,            
Cherbourg, Dunkirk, Ostend and Zeebrugge - the Canadian First Army was also given the task of clearing 
the Scheldt Estuary from the North Sea to Antwerp, a 50 km (30 mile) stretch of water that was part of 
Hitler's Atlantic Wall. There were coastal batteries along both banks of the West Scheldt, and the island of 
Walcheren was considered to be one of the most heavily fortified sections of the entire Wall, standing 
guard at the mouth of the Estuary. 

The Allies had reached Antwerp on 4 September 1944 and captured the city and port relatively easily, yet 
due to the focus on Operation MARKET GARDEN planners failed to recognise the importance of blocking 
the escape route being used to evacuate the German 15th Army across the Scheldt from Breskens to    
Vlissingen, along the South Beveland isthmus to Woensdrecht and Bergen op Zoom and into Germany. 
Over a three-week period the Germans carried out their own 'little Dunkirk' and had evacuated over 100 
000 men, their vehicles and heavy equipment by 26 September.  

Operations to take control of the Scheldt commenced in early October 1944, with Allied planning staff 
predicting a quick resolution, but such assumptions were extremely misplaced, as the poor Canadian     
infantry soon discovered. Poor weather, terrain completely unsuitable for heavy armour and fighting a 
well organised defensive force that had taken an oath to fight to the last man and used inundation to 
channel lines of advance into well planned killing zones turned the Canadian advance into a miserable 
footslogging campaign that measured gains in metres.  

No.33 Squadron was part of the Allied air effort supporting the Canadian operations during the Battle of 
the Scheldt, operating from the temporary base at Merville in France for most of the period before      
moving forward to Maldegem in Belgium. It was from Merville that No. 33 Squadron flew missions to   
support Operation SWITCHBACK, the operation that commenced on Friday 6 October 1944, designed to 
clear German opposition from the Breskens Pocket in order to launch Operation INFATUATE 1 and 2, the 
amphibious assault on Walcheren. At around 1500 hrs on Friday 6 October 1944, Warrant Officer George 
Roney RNZAF took off in PV160, a Spitfire Mk IXe, part of an armed reconnaissance sortie.  
 
The Operational Records of the Allied Expeditionary Air Force (AEAF) and Air Defence Great Britain 
(ADGB) for 6th October 1944 state that the fighter planes and fighter-bombers of both commands carried 
out more than 1 000 flights above the occupied part of Netherlands that day. In Zeeland, air support was 
provided for the Canadian ground troops’ attack across the Leopold Canal. Air attacks were carried out on 
German targets near many places in Zeeland-Flanders, including Biervliet, Oostburg and Hoofdplaat in the 
Breskens Pocket.  The Air Branch War Diary of First Canadian Army states, “Friday—weather was good 
and a record number of sorties were flown today. On the ground the fighting around Tilburg and above 
the Leopold Canal has been very heavy.  Operation SWITCHBACK began today and we now hold a small 
bridgehead over the Leopold Canal and most air support was directed into these areas...No 84 Group flew 
719 sorties (armed recce 267, pre-arranged support 355, immediate support 8, tactical reconnaissance 
42, photo recce 39 and artillery recce 8) and 123 Wing carried out most of the air support for Operation 
SWITCHBACK.” 
 
The good weather reported above also favoured the German air defence batteries in the Breskens Pocket, 
and during the mission three of No. 33 Squadron’s Spitfires were shot down after they encountered heavy 
flak. Pilot Officer Clarke RAAF managed to parachute to safety and evade capture; the whereabouts of his 
aircraft are still unknown. Sgt McKee RAF nursed his aircraft south in an attempt to reach Merville, but                   
crash-landed near Kortrijk in Belgium.  Unfortunately George went down with his Spitfire,  unseen by his 
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Schoondijke 

The Breskens Pocket 

Situation on 1 October 1944 

64. Inf. Div. HQ  

Regt. HQ 

Bn. HQ 

64.I.D. Defence Lines 

Flooding 

Defence from bases 
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Allied photo reconnaissance picture of Schoondijke after the battle. Official Dutch damage                   

assessments written after the end of the war stated that Schoondijke had been virtually removed from 

the map. 
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colleagues in his section.  On 9 October 1944 the family received the dreaded ‘Missing on air operations’ 
telegram from the New Zealand Ministry of Defence, containing a message of sympathy from the Prime 
Minister and his Government. Letters of commiseration followed, firstly from George’s Squadron        
Commander, Squadron Leader Ian Matthew, written on 23 October while 33 Squadron was still operating 
from Merville.  On 17 November, two days after 33 Squadron had returned to Britain to commence its re-
equipment with the Hawker Tempest down in Cornwall, George’s close friend, Warrant Officer Evan    
MacDonald, who had been with George when they met the High Commissioner and who had been part of 
his section over Breskens, wrote from London. Both letters offer a vague picture of the events leading up 
to George’s crash, stating that the bombing and strafing mission had been carried out successfully and the 
squadron was reforming to return to base.  Warrant Officer MacDonald wrote that he had actually seen 
George turn away from his colleagues, and they thought he had returned to Merville ahead of them.  
From  OC 33’s letter it is clear that George had made a great impact during his time on the squadron and 
looked certain to be awarded a commission. 
 

By combining amphibious and ground operations, supported by air whenever the weather conditions   
allowed, the Allies had managed to secure the Scheldt Estuary by 9 November. One hundred Royal Navy   
minesweepers then went into action to clear and open up the approach into Antwerp, an operation that 
was complete by 25 November. Three days later, on 28 November 1944, the first Allied convoy docked at 
the port, the first ship being a Canadian built freighter.  The cost in civilian and Allied personnel and social 
infrastructure had been enormous, especially in the Breskens Pocket and on Walcheren island, which 
Bomber Command had flooded by breaching the dikes in four places in order to allow the North Sea to 
flood in twice a day and inundate many of the German positions. In September and October 1944 the air 
forces had carried out over 11 600 bombing and tactical support sorties and had dropped 8 454 tons of 
bombs on Walcheren alone.  

At the end of the war the Dutch Government declared that the damage sustained in Zeeland was among 

the worst in the country, with many of the cities and towns in the province more or less obliterated. It 

would take the islanders until 2 February 1946 before the last breach was closed and the land started to 

dry out. House building started again in 1947, allowing people to move out of ex-military barracks, gun 

battery casemates and prefabs, with the last emergency housing unit finally closing in 1963. On 4            

November 1947 there was an organised tree planting day across the island that had been known before 

the war as ‘The Garden of Zeeland’, the Dutch population having paid for the trees. Princess Juliana    

planted the first tree in Westkapelle that day. The following year her mother, Queen Wilhelmina of the 

Netherlands, planted the first tree in what became known as the Wilhelmina Forest to the south of    

Westkapelle.  

Unfortunately for the family back in New Zealand it was almost a year before the RNZAF officially  
acknowledged that George’s death had probably occurred on 6 October 1944, and the New Zealand   
Evening Post of 12th September 1945 listed George, along with numerous others, on their Air Casualties 
Roll of Honour.  Due to the extensive destruction in Zeeland it was not until 9 June 1948 that a Dutch     
Military Salvage Squad, alerted by a farmer, finally located the wreckage of George’s aircraft in the hamlet 
of Steenhoven. The team was able to recover George’s remains and personal belongings, from which they 
were able to trace his family in New Zealand and inform them that George had been exhumed, identified, 
and given a proper burial in Grave 303B of Schoondijke General Cemetery in Zeeland.  
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Letter 1 
33 Squadron  
R.A.F, 
B.L.A.(?) 
23/10/44 

Dear Mr Roney,  
Before you receive this letter you will have been notified by the air ministry that your son was reported 
missing on the sixth of this month. I hope you will forgive my not writing before but owing to communica-
tions being rather difficult at present, it is quite some time before we manage to find out any particulars 
and I have been postponing this letter in the hope that some news of your son would be forthcoming but 
unfortunately we have received none at this present time. 
 
The squadron was detailed to bomb and strafe enemy positions and had successfully carried out the op-
eration and was reforming when it was noticed that your son’s machine was missing. The section leader 
called him on the R/T several times and when he received no answer went back to the area to look for 
him but unfortunately failed to find him. 
 
George was one of the most promising airman pilots in the squadron, and would shortly have been rec-
ommended for a commission which I am confident he would have received and his presence among us is 
very much missed. The other pilots wish to join with me in offering you our deepest sympathy on your 
very great loss. 
 
I hope that by the time you receive this letter we will have some more definite news but if in the mean-
time I can do anything more to help you please do not hesitate to let me know.  
 

Yours very sincerely 
Ian Matthew 
S/Ldr  
OC 33 Squadron 
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Letter 2 
 
NZ 42427 W/O Macdonald N.E. 
33 Sqdn. B.L.A. 
c/o NZ A.B.P.O. 
London 17/11/44 
 
Dear Mr Roney and family,  
Naturally by this time you have had the news about your son George. I am writing this letter to try and 
give you some idea of what happened. George and I joined this squadron together, after many happy 
months together we always flew together and what we had we shared and in all we were almost broth-
ers. I was flying in the same section as George 6 weeks ago today and after doing our job 3 of us broke 
one way and saw George break to the right. When we came to join up he wasn’t there, and so we 
thought he had returned to base but no. I have waited all this time, just to get some more information 
will be a day or two yet. I won’t endeavour to make the situation brighter or worse, because yourselves 
and we pilots here can only hope for the best. 
 
I have written to the general manager of the P.O. Savings bank in London about George’s bank book. 
£16.odd. and he advised me to send it to you and you can take the necessary action with it. 
I had to go through his kit and I took care to put his very personal kit in the right hands. Parcels and cigs 
he owned I gave to his groundcrew, to whom he was very attached. 
 
Well Mr Roney I will write as soon and as often as possible and hope in a short time you should have 
more definite news. I have some rather good photos of George which I will send to you. Meanwhile we 
shall keep on hoping and I shall close with kindest regards to all at Reed St. 

 
Yours sincerely, 

Evan MacDonald  
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Letter 3_1948? 
 
still no word from air force but they sent back Georges logbook 
You could type this pencilled scrawl 
 
To R Roney Dear Sir etc, 
As commander of the civil defence of the ministry of Home Affairs of Holland I received a letter from the 
mayor of the village of Schoondyke, Province Zeeland, whereat he requested to dig up an English flying 
machine in which yet should be the pilot 
 
Although I only have the charge to clear the south of our country of munitions which remained here after 
the war I regarded it as my duty to that young deliverer of our country who gave all that he had for us, to 
do my best to exhume him and give him a worthy resting place. 
 
We found your brother George James and out of his paybook I read his and your name and address 
Further I found on his body his identity card some French money a drive licence a flute I gave order to 
look carefully for some personal article because I thought you should like to receive these, but we found 
only the named articles 
 
As soon as I perceived that we should find your brother’s body I let it be known to the mayor and I confid-
ed all the found articles to his charge. 
 
We have buried your brother on the cemetery of Schoondyke and I and my men have decided to adopt 
your brother’s grave 
 
I am feeling myself very happy that I could do something for one of our deliverers and that is also the sen-
timent of my men 
 
Also I am pleased that I could find out the name of your brother so that you and your family at present 
know the last resting place of your brother 
 
I hope to receive from you or any member of your family a notice that my letter has been arrived  
 
I beg you to give my salutations to your family 
 
Yours faithfully 
 
Clem Van Daelen 
 
That letter to Ron was written in English by 
Mr Clem Van Daelen 
Afd CT Hulpverl. Dienst 
Parade 5 
Venlo, Holland  
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Letter 4 _1948? 
 
Translation 
 
Dear Family , 
 
On 10 June 1948 the undersigned was appointed to survey the digging up of a spitfire which crashed 
round about  14th Oct 1944 near the municipality of Schoondyke, a village in the Netherlands, province of 
Zeeland, district Zeeuws—Vlaanderen 
 
The main object of digging up the above plane however was to find the pilot because witnesses of this 
accident declared that they had not seen anybody jump from the plane. 
 
After two days of hard work our labour was rewarded. Among the remains of the plane there were the 
remains of a human being   After having dug up the pilot it could not have been anyone else. We could 
see from the paybook which we found on him the following name and particulars: 
George James Roney    Born -/-/-/ occupation of civil life motor mechanic Single 
 
From other particulars I could gather that the above Roney came from N.Z. 
 
Although all particulars regarding G.J.R. will be sent on by the local authorities of Schoondyke I myself  
also feel obliged to tell you of your son’s death and to condole with you in your sad loss. 
 
On June 12.1948 George was buried at Schoondyke I was there to. 
 
Should there be anything you would like me to do for you I shall be only to pleased to help you.  
 
The quarter master of the State police  
(sqd)          F  Picavet 

 
 
Frans Picavet 
Midwoudsestraat 12  
Schoondijke 
Netherlands  
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Above (L-R): 39-45 Star, France & Germany Star, The Defence Medal, The War Medal 1939-45, The NZ War Medal. 

Below: The King George VI Memorial Cross, awarded to the next of kin of all New Zealand servicemen and      
women who were killed while on war service or operational service overseas . 
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Above: Modern map showing Schoondijke, the Groeneweg and Steenhoven.  

Below: Schoondijke Municipal Church. The cemetery where George is buried is behind this church.  
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George Roney (right) and his brother, Stanley (left). 

Like so many young men of his time, including George’s brother, Stanley, who served with the New      
Zealand Army in North Africa, Egypt and Italy, seeing action at El Alamein and Monte Cassino, most left 
their countries of birth with a spirit of adventure mixed with a sense of pride and duty at the opportunity 
to serve their country. Like many of those young men, George did not to return to his homeland, nor 
have the opportunity of leaving descendants who would remember his heroism and sacrifice – such a full 
and active life cut so incredibly short. By the end of the war, 3 635 RNZAF personnel had been killed on      
active service, 350 in the Pacific and 3285 in Europe. 

I am extremely grateful to the members of the Roney family living in New Zealand and Australia who 
have been so generous in sharing their treasured memories with me while I researched George’s life. 
Over the years members of the Roney family have made the long journey over from New Zealand to pay 
their respects and leave a piece of ‘pounamu’, the New Zealand greenstone that holds a special place in 
the hearts of the people of the South Island, on George’s resting place. One of his nieces had never met 
her ‘Uncle George’, as she was born just 3 weeks after he was shot down. However, on 24 September 
2015 she and her husband made the journey from Australia to Europe. They were able to visit George’s 
grave and lay a New Zealand flag and a knitted poppy.  

Warrant Officer George James Roney RNZAF is the only known member of No 33 Squadron RAF who fell 
during the battle, and he now rests in peace just a few minutes flying time away from Walcheren. Sadly it 
took the Squadron 72 years to find George again and recount his story, a man who can now take a         
deserved and lasting place in the Squadron’s history. In memory of the valour shown by so many during 
the bitter and extended struggle to wrest the heavily defended Scheldt Estuary from a determined       
enemy, let us ensure that his sacrifice, and the sacrifice of so many others, is recognized and never       
forgotten.  

 

                         Lest we forget.                                                    Loyalty. 
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