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‘You had days like that.  Good days, you see, and bad days…that would qualify as a 

bad day.’ 

 

Steward Con Moroney 
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Introduction 
 

 

 
n the evening of 21 April 1948, a Vickers Viking airliner crashed into a bleak 

Scottish hillside.  In a remarkable turn of fate, all twenty aboard survived the 

impact and escaped the battered machine before it was consumed by flames.  Yet 

their ordeal was far from over.  Huddling together for warmth next to the wreck, the 

survivors were forced to endure dreadful weather conditions throughout the night.  

Fearing that rescuers would not find them, they successfully trekked over hazardous 

terrain down to safety.  Over sixty years later, the airliner wreckage can still be found 

on the moor.  These fragmented remains serve as a lasting monument to those events 

decades before. 

 Enthusiasts continue to visit the Viking wreck today.  The magnitude and 

locality immediately catches the eye – and the imagination.  How did this happen?  

People survived this?  What happened to them? 

 The visitor can kick away the peat to reveal more fragments of the past.  

Similarly, the researcher can unearth more elements of the story when digging into 

the archives.  There is the human element, of how the men and women coped in 

adversity, and the intrigue surrounding the crash itself.  These strands knit together to 

form a remarkable tale of human survival.  

 In late 2006, the authors resolved to tell the complete story for the first time.  

The first remit was to provide a full analysis of the accident.  This was facilitated by 

the accident report and the support of a former BEA pilot.  The second remit was to 

delve into the lives of the passengers and crew.  There were many questions to 

answer: who were the twenty men and women; why were they on board; and what 

became of them? 

 With only names and addresses from six decades ago, the authors faced a 

massive task in resolving such issues.  The crucial step was to send a press release to 

national and local newspapers.  In the course of the next eighteen months, eleven 

articles were published in Scottish newspapers and magazines.  Following these 

publications, the authors were contacted by several relatives and friends of the 

passengers.  The efforts to learn more about each individual continued apace.  

Assisted by a growing band of contributors, and a large dose of good fortune, the 

authors ultimately succeeded in discovering significant information about seventeen 

O 
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In April 1948 a Viking airliner crashed into Irish Law, a remote hillside in the west of Scotland.  The 

wreckage that remains on the hillside today is evidence of the drama which took place on that fateful 

night. 
(James Towill) 

of the twenty passengers and crew.  

 Now that a complete picture is available, the reader can finally learn the full 

story of Viking Down.  
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Chapter One 

Destination Irish Law 
 

 

 
ur story begins on the late afternoon of 21 April 1948.  It is a cool and cloudy 

Wednesday, with a blustery east wind a constant reminder that the last remnants 

of winter have yet to pass.  The setting is Northolt Airport, London’s principal civil 

airport for European flights at the time.  

 The story is a human one, of the men and women who were caught up in the 

drama.  And so it is appropriate that we start with the Captain of the flight, John 

Ramsden.  The tall, lanky twenty-eight year old pilot arrived at British European 

Airways’ (BEA) duty room dressed in his airline uniform.  This was not a day for 

shirtsleeves so he would have worn a black double-breasted jacket over a white shirt 

and black tie.  The wings on the left breast of his jacket denoted that he was a pilot, 

while the two and a half golden rings
1
 on his jacket sleeves signified that he held the 

rank of Captain.  

 Captain Ramsden reported to the Duty Officer, who told him some basic details 

of the forthcoming service flight.  The flight was to be made from Northolt to 

Renfrew in a twin-engine Vickers Viking airliner.  The modern day Glasgow Airport 

was not a civil airport at that time.  Rather it was Renfrew Airport, lying west of the 

city of Glasgow, which served as Glasgow’s airport.  

 John Ramsden – or ‘Joe’ Ramsden as he was known to some colleagues - was 

based at Renfrew.
2
  Having landed there on nearly four hundred occasions in the 

preceding two years,
3
 he was very familiar with the airport.  He may very well have 

flown from Renfrew to Northolt earlier in the day, perhaps even in the very same 

aircraft.  The Captain lived within seven miles of Renfrew Airport, in the small 

suburban town of Newton Mearns.  Although John Ramsden lived in Scotland, he had 

been born in the West Yorkshire town of Castleford.  His aviation career had been the 

stimulus to guide the Yorkshireman to a home in the west of Scotland.  

 Three other crew members would be flying with Captain Ramsden this evening.  

A second pilot, known as the First Officer, would sit to the right hand side of the 

cockpit, while a Radio Officer would sit behind him.  Back in the passenger cabin a 

Steward would serve the passengers.  

 At some stage in the latter half of the afternoon, Ramsden met the man who 

would serve as his First Officer during the evening flight.  His fellow pilot was Denis 

O 
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Clifton, a highly capable young man who was known to friends and colleagues as 

‘Cliff’.  At twenty-four years of age, Clifton was four years younger than his taller, 

more senior colleague.  Despite his relative youth, the First Officer had achieved 

much in his twenty-four years.  As with many men of the era, the war had been the 

vehicle to broaden his horizons.  Since the two men had never flown together, the 

Captain shook the hand of his fellow pilot.  As John Ramsden weighed up the 

charming man who would be his co-pilot, Denis Clifton was assessing how he might 

fare under his Captain.  

 The two pilots also met Arnold Lloyd, a twenty-seven year old from Bebington 

in Cheshire.  Standing a little shy of medium height, the half wing on the left breast of 

Lloyd’s uniform designated his position as a Radio Officer.  His role would be to 

communicate with the ground by radio and wireless telegraphy.  

 Last but not least was Steward Con Moroney.  Although his full Christian name 

was Conelious, the thirty-four year old was usually known as ‘Con’.  On some 

occasions he would be referred to as ‘Paddy’, a generic reference to his Irish heritage.  

Although much of his time would be spent in serving and attending passengers, his 

primary responsibility was the safety of the men and women in his charge.  He had a 

duty of care to the passengers, and was entrusted with their safe evacuation in an 

emergency.  

 The four crewmen who play such important roles in our story would not have 

flown together were it not for their wartime service within the Royal Air Force.  Their 

military service ultimately led to their post-war employment with BEA.  Therefore, in 

order to see how the four BEA employees came together on that fateful day in April 

1948, we need to look at their wartime roles. 

 

Sub Lieutenant Ramsden  
 

The Second World War changed the course of human history, forever altering the 

paths of millions of people around the globe.  Ramsden, Clifton, Lloyd and Moroney 

belonged to a generation that shouldered a massive responsibility.  Whether they 

liked it or not, the young men of that era were called upon to preserve freedom from 

the threat of tyranny.  The threat was immediate and stark: only through a sustained 

collective effort could Britain emerge victorious from the conflict.  All four crewmen 

were sucked into the maelstrom, each serving the island nation during her time of dire 

peril.  

 Along with so many of his contemporaries, John Ramsden joined the Royal Air 

Force to ‘do his bit’.
4
  One of the milestones in his life came in December 1940, when 

the twenty-one year old received his RAF wings.
5
  A few years later, in August 1943, 

he transferred to the Fleet Air Arm, the branch of the Royal Navy responsible for 

operating aircraft from naval vessels.  

 The first posting of Sub Lieutenant Ramsden RNVR was to the Fleet Air Arm 

airfield at Donibristle in Fife.
6
  The airfield lay close to the large, strategically 
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Denis Clifton in RAF attire in the early 1940s, 
prior to his distinguished civilian flying career. 

(Enid Clifton) 

important Royal Navy dockyard at Rosyth.  When high ranking naval officers 

travelled to and from Rosyth, they would often be flown on aircraft from the nearby 

airfield at Donibristle.  The aircraft used in this communications and transport role 

was the Dominie.  A variant of the civil de Havilland D.H.89 Rapide, the Dominie 

was a twin-engine biplane made mostly of plywood and fabric.  

 One of the men who piloted these flights to other airfields in the UK was Sub 

Lieutenant Ramsden.  The youthful officer was entrusted with the lives of these 

important naval men as he ferried them around in a slow, unarmed Dominie biplane.  

 

From Boy To Man 
 

The First Officer on the flight, Denis Clifton, applied to join the Royal Air Force at 

the tender age of seventeen.  However, there was one obstacle: the age requirement 

for recruitment was eighteen.  Given the evident threat of Germanic persecution, so 

many boys of Clifton’s age were desperate to join the fray.  Even the most truthful of 

youths would be prone to mendacity in their quest to fight for their country.       

 At the first recruitment stage Clifton declared he was eighteen years of age.  At 

the next stage he maintained that he had 

forgotten to bring his birth certificate.
7
   The 

excuse made at the next juncture was that the 

certificate was in the post.  But no more little 

falsehoods were needed thereafter.  Britain 

desperately needed men and boys so the level 

of evidential scrutiny was far lesser than in 

peacetime.  Soon Clifton was accepted and 

sent off to train as a pilot.  He was in for the 

duration, with his problematic date of birth no 

longer a cause for concern.    

 Many boys of seventeen years remain 

wedged in transition between boyhood and 

manhood.  But the experience of war forced 

the boys of Clifton’s age into men at the 

earliest opportunity.  So it proved for the 

teenaged Clifton, who was sent to train in a 

land far removed from his native 

Lincolnshire.  His pilot training was to be 

found in the prairies of the Canadian province 

of Manitoba.  

 The first aircraft flown by Denis Clifton 

was the ubiquitous de Havilland Tiger Moth.  

In contrast to the standard open cockpit 

model, the Tiger Moths in Manitoba had 
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enclosed cockpits.  This feature was an absolute necessary when braving the biting 

colds of a Canadian winter.  Clifton’s aerial education persisted until the temperature 

reached minus 30°C, when flying was finally suspended.  

 In May 1943, one month before his twentieth birthday, Clifton qualified as an 

RAF pilot.  Newly adorned with his wings, he was posted to an OTU (Operational 

Training Unit) to train on the twin-engine Lockheed Hudson.  After a short period of 

training on the medium bomber, Clifton moved on to the operational phase of his 

career.  He remained within Canada, flying anti-submarine patrols from Halifax in 

Nova Scotia.  In this role, he flew over the unforgiving expanse of the North Atlantic 

in search of German U-boats.  

 The Hudsons were part of Coastal Command, a maritime organisation within 

the RAF which performed naval strike and anti-submarine patrols.  Over the other 

side of the very large pond, another youthful man was also serving in the aircraft of 

Coastal Command.  The man was Arnold Lloyd, who would in time become a Radio 

Officer in BEA.  

 Lloyd and Clifton were both actively engaged in the Battle of the Atlantic, a 

brutal theatre of war that raged from the very first day of the war until the last.  The 

island nation of Britain was dependent on importing food, raw materiel and the tools 

of war from abroad.  A large number of merchant vessels which carried these 

essential goods were sent to the bottom by U-boats.  Thankfully, over the course of 

the war the sustained endeavours of the seamen, scientists and airmen combined to 

defeat this grave threat to the UK.  

 Arnold Lloyd may have flown as a crewman in the Wellingtons, Sunderlands, 

Liberators, Fortresses and Beaufighters operated by Coastal Command.  He would 

likely have been responsible for the radio and wireless transmissions, or perhaps even 

operated some of the other electronic equipment on board.  Given the hazardous 

nature of the tasks performed by Coastal Command, Lloyd’s duties may well have 

placed him in mortal danger.  What is certain is that Clifton and Lloyd both 

contributed to securing victory in the Battle of the Atlantic. 

 

In For The Long Haul 

 

The fourth member of the Viking crew, Con Moroney, was also an active participant 

in the war.  The Irishman had grown up on a remote farm in Ennis, County Clare as 

part of a large family.  Such an upbringing toughened the young Moroney, allowing 

him to cope with the harsh elements of outdoor life.  

 Prior to the war Moroney left his native Ireland in search of work.  He found 

employment as a butcher in Harrow, which by chance lies close to Northolt Airport.  

However, the mighty German Luftwaffe would in time cause the Irishman to swap a 

butcher shop for a life in the skies.  

 By the summer of 1940 the Germany blitzkrieg had crushed an alarming 

number of European countries.  German sights were now firmly aimed at the British 
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Con Moroney pictured in relaxed pose in the Far East in 

the 1940s. 

(Joan Moroney via Shaun Moroney) 

Isles.  The Luftwaffe and the RAF locked horns throughout the summer in a battle of 

survival that we all know as the Battle of Britain.  As a citizen of the Republic of 

Ireland, a country that was neutral in the conflict, Con was under no obligation to 

fight against the Germans.  But he could not ignore the aerial warfare in the skies 

above him.  He decided that he must stand and fight against a country that was hell-

bent on destroying freedom in Europe.  

 In order to contribute to the war effort, Moroney joined a queue at a British 

Army recruiting office in August 1940.  As a volunteer he was free to choose any 

branch of armed service.  The choice he made – that of the RAF Volunteer Reserve - 

would ultimately determine his future line of work.  Having signed up, he was sent to 

train as a Wireless Operator.  

 While Britain was firmly engaged fighting Germany, Japan seized the 

opportunity to strike against British 

colonial interests in the Far East.  Britain 

now had another powerful foe, in an 

entirely different continent, to contend 

with.  Once again, the actions of an 

aggressive nation would have 

consequences for Moroney.  

 Towards the end of 1941 Con 

Moroney was serving as a Wireless 

Operator in the north of England.  Shortly 

after Japan’s initial strikes, he was asked 

if he wished to volunteer for a mission.  

Despite the fact that details of the mission 

were not disclosed to him, Moroney 

agreed to volunteer once again.  He 

received word that he was being posted to 

a land so very far from the remote 

farmlands of County Clare.  Con was 

bound for the Far East. 

 After initially serving in India, 

Moroney was moved to the jungles of 

Burma.  Moroney enjoyed the heat, but far 

less the stifling humidity.  In these foetid 

swamps, ripe with various infectious 

diseases, he was one of many who 

contracted malaria.  During one spell, the infection reduced him to a mere six stones 

in weight.  The campaign fought against Japanese forces in Burma left an indelible 

mark upon all who served there.  It was a hard, bitter struggle against an enemy 

capable of brutality.  Con was in for the long haul, for it would be four long years 

before he would see again the lands of Europe.  
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 One of the responsibilities entrusted to him was the reporting of enemy aircraft 

movements.  Enclosed within a concrete pill box in the jungle, he would watch for 

Japanese aircraft and report back their movement by wireless.  At times this duty was 

a precarious enterprise.  On one occasion a Japanese aircraft shell blasted a hole in the 

concrete pill box perilously close to the startled Irishman.  

 Another of the Viking crewmen would join Con in Burma.  In the early months 

of 1944, Denis Clifton was also sent out to the Far East.  This was to be the first of a 

number of parallels the two men would share in their lives.  

 The requirement for pilots to fly transport aircraft in the region was pressing.  

Given this urgency, Clifton’s posting was swift.  Soon the Canadian climate was 

replaced by the heat, humidity and floods of the Far East.  He flew out to the Asian 

continent by air, taking with him the multi-national crewmen who served with him in 

his Hudson patrols.
8
  His efforts to keep his crew together were entirely consistent 

with his loyal and dependable nature. 

 Clifton and his trusty comrades arrived in Rawalpindi, whereupon they 

completed a rapid conversion course in the twin-engine Douglas Dakota.  Developed 

from the popular Douglas DC-3, the Dakotas were employed to move troops and war 

materiel around the region in support of ground troops.  This role was crucially 

important as it helped to counter the mobility of an enemy more experienced in jungle 

warfare.  The sustained use of air movement helped the Allies maintain a key 

logistical advantage in the hellish quagmire of the Burmese jungles.  

 The types of operation that Clifton engaged in included the dropping of troops 

and supplies, and the towing of gliders.
9
  He developed an admiration and respect for 

the soldiers whom he would transport into battle, who had to fight both the Japanese 

and the jungle.  

 Although he had flown on operations in two separate continents, Clifton had 

not yet had the opportunity to drive a car.  This was resolved at some point during his 

spell in the Far East, when he learned to drive in a Jeep.  Given that he would spend 

his entire career in the air, it is quite fitting that he could fly long before he could 

even drive!  

 Just as the Japanese had fired in anger at Moroney, so too would Clifton come 

to know the harsh end of battle.  During one of his many missions flying Dakotas 

above the jungles of Burma, numerous Japanese shells ripped through the thin 

aluminium fuselage of his unarmed aircraft.  Thankfully the shells missed the men 

sitting inside the Dakota.  Yet the aircraft was left with rather more holes than her 

designers had planned for.  

 Although he had more than enough to contend with, Clifton found himself 

temporarily deafened by the attack.  Now he would have to guide his damaged 

aircraft back to base without being able to communicate verbally with his crewmen.  

By keeping his calm under fire, and then maintaining his composure, the Warrant 

Officer successfully steered the aircraft back to the ground.  However, it had been a 

narrow escape.  In his own words, the self-effacing airman professed he had been 
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‘lucky to get down’.
10

  

 Clifton’s endeavours in Burma did not go unnoticed.  He was awarded the Air 

Force Cross, which was issued for acts of gallantry while flying on non-active 

operations.
11

  In addition to this medal, he was also recognised by an award known as 

Mentioned in Despatches (MID).
12

 The following was recorded by William Benn, 

father of politician Tony Benn: 

 

‘By the King’s Order the name of Warrant Officer D.P. Clifton, Royal Air Force 

Volunteer Reserve, was published in the London Gazette on 1 January, 1946, as 

mentioned in a Despatch for distinguished service.  I am charged to record His 

Majesty’s high appreciation.’  

Stansgate, Secretary of State for Air 

 

 In the next few decades the world of aviation would continue to evolve.  

Through all the developments in aircraft and airports, Clifton’s ability to keep a cool 

head under pressure would remain a constant.  Nearly seventeen years later, this 

quality would see the Clifton name be published once more in the London Gazette. 

 

Back On Civvy Street 

 

On 9 May 1945, one day after VE Day, John Ramsden was released from military 

service.
13

  No longer required to serve his country, he could follow the career path of 

his choice.  He was one of many who wondered if his piloting skills could be put to 

good use in civilian employment.  His experience of flying Dominies from the east of 

Scotland was relevant for the civil passenger flights that would be needed in post-war 

Britain.  In fact, his experience of flying twin-engine transport aircraft was much 

more pertinent for that role than if he had torn around the sky in a single-engine 

Spitfire.  

 His wartime experience paid dividends when he was accepted by Scottish 

Airways, an airline which played a central role in the development of civil aviation in 

Scotland.  After a period of training, he received his Class B licence on 18 February 

1946.  With this ticket he could pilot passenger flights in D.H.89s and Dakotas. 

 The other three crewmen would find their route into BEA via the European 

division of BOAC.  British Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC) was a state 

owned airline that had existed since 1939.  The airline flew services to countries 

around the world, many of which were members of the British Empire.  On the first 

day of 1946, a European division of BOAC was constituted.  During the early months 

of 1946 the division operated a small number of former RAF Dakotas to destinations 

within the UK and Europe.  The division was still a newborn at this time, with only a 

small number of aircraft and routes. 

 One of the men who joined the European division of BOAC in the early months 

of 1946 was Arnold Lloyd.  His 600 hours of radio air operator duties in Coastal 
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Command aircraft
14

 made him an ideal candidate for the role of Radio Officer.  Lloyd 

trained for his new role at Airways Training Limited, a BOAC aircrew training school 

based at Aldermaston airfield in Berkshire.  

 Upon the unconditional surrender of Japan, a few months after the capitulation 

of Germany, Moroney and Clifton also faced the prospect of a return to civilian life.  

One of Con Moroney’s five brothers, John Moroney, was employed at that time as an 

engineer at Northolt.  John informed his brother that BOAC were looking for aircrew 

for their flying boats.
15

  Con was also advised that the flying boat service would not 

extend to the long term.  He heeded this advice by opting to serve on aircraft 

operating from terra firma.  Following a successful application to the European 

division of BOAC, the Irishman began his training as a Steward. 

 Denis Clifton’s wartime service had allowed him to find his true calling in life, 

that of aviator.  Now that his military career was ending, he could move into the 

realm of commercial flight.  Just like Moroney, he discerned that the formation of the 

European division of BOAC could hold great potential in terms of career prospects.  

As the division was operating ex-RAF Dakotas at that time, Clifton’s experience of 

flying Dakotas made him an ideal applicant.  

 Ever since he had joined the RAF at the tender age of seventeen, Clifton had 

remained far removed from family and friends.  The young airman had flown on 

operations in North America and in Asia.  Yet he had never been able to serve back in 

Blighty.  Following acceptance by the European division, he could now take to the 

skies over his homeland. 

 Many years down the line, Denis Clifton would reveal to the authors that he had 

been keen to take to the skies of Britain.  In his own words, he opted for the European 

division of BOAC as ‘he’d never done Europe before!’
16

  

 

Birth Of A State Airline 

 

On 1 August 1946, the European division of BOAC became an airline in its own 

right.  The new airline - British European Airways (BEA) - was formed on that day 

by an Act of Parliament.
17

  This new state airline would be responsible for providing 

civil air services within the UK and Europe.  BEA was presented a very large helping 

hand when it was granted the routes and aircraft of most of the British airlines 

operating schedules in Britain and Europe.  

 Many years later, in 1974, BEA would merge with BOAC to form the respected 

flag carrier British Airways.  But on the first day of August 1946, the ranks of the 

nascent airline boasted a mere twenty-one Dakotas.
18

  The humble carrier was 

unrecognisable in terms of the routes, passenger numbers and airline fleet of the 

behemoth it would later become.   

 On this same day of formation, BEA received the aircraft that would become 

the flagship of their early years - the Vickers Viking.  Designed and manufactured in 

Britain, the Viking was a twin-engine civil transport aircraft.  In this formative post-
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war period, when internal and European operations were created and developed, the 

type was a mainstay of the BEA fleet.  Viking services began on 1 September 1946, 

one month after the birth of the airline, and continued until the type was retired from 

the ranks in 1954.  

 Lloyd, Moroney and Clifton all transferred to BEA from the European division 

of BOAC on 1 August 1946.  The nationalisation of civil aviation also had a 

significant impact upon the career of John Ramsden.  The Yorkshireman was flying 

for Scottish Airways, one of the carriers that would be eaten up by the state airline.  

For a period of six months after BEA’s inception, the pilots of Scottish Airways flew 

routes on behalf of the national airline.  This ended on the first day of February 1947, 

when the airline was officially swallowed up into BEA.  

 One of Captain Ramsden’s earliest duties to his new employer was to fly 

BEA’s very first internal scheduled service.  He carried out this flight on the 

afternoon of 1 February 1947, piloting Dakota G-AGYZ from Northolt to Renfrew 

via Prestwick.  That same evening he attended a party at the Central Hotel in 

Glasgow.
19

  The party was held to commemorate the handing over of Scottish 

Airways to BEA.  On this day one chapter in the development of Scottish civil 

aviation ended.  And on the same day a new chapter, that offered by the newly 

formed BEA, began.  

 The change would have been viewed in a different light by the range of guests 

at the party.  One group who did not approve of the change were the pioneers of 

Scottish civil aviation.  For these hard-working men, who had formed airlines and 

endeavoured to make their ventures successful, it was a bitter blow.  In their eyes the 

meddling hands of government had choked their free enterprise.  Their companies 

had been consumed by the newly formed corporation, as were their aircraft and staff.  

The flight routes were also taken by BEA, leaving the state airline conveniently free 

of competition.  The independence of Scottish Airways, Allied Airways (Gander 

Dower), Highland Airways and Railway Air Services was shattered. 

 The men listened intently to the speech made by the Chairman of Scottish 

Airways, Sir Steven Bilsland.
20

  They listened for indications of what their 

employment prospects would be within the corporation.  As John Ramsden listened to 

the speeches made by senior figures, he would surely have appreciated many of the 

political complexities surrounding the handover of Scottish Airways to BEA.  The 

attendance of politicians and leading figures within the trade unions made the 

political overtones quite clear.   

 One leading figure at the party was Sir Patrick Dollan, Chairman of the Scottish 

Advisory Council on Civil Aviation.  In a little over a year the paths of Ramsden and 

Dollan would cross once again. 

 

A Convergent Path 

 

One of the changes for Captain Ramsden, other than a welcome pay rise,
21

 was the 
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need to train on the Viking.  To achieve this he attended a Viking Conversion Course 

at Aldermaston.  There he learned the idiosyncrasies and foibles of this type of 

airliner, of how its handling properties varied from the Rapides, Junkers 52s and 

Dakotas that he had previously flown.  By the end of May 1947, four months after his 

induction into BEA, Captain Ramsden was issued with a 2
nd

 Class Navigator’s 

Licence.
22

  He already possessed a Class B licence, which permitted him to fly for a 

distance of around 750 miles, but the Navigator’s Licence allowed him to span over 

2000 miles.
23

  

 Within a few months Ramsden’s training period was completed.  He would get 

a chance to use his new-found knowledge of the type in August 1947, when the 

airline began operating domestic Viking services from Northolt, Renfrew and 

Prestwick.  Having previously flown BEA’s very first internal scheduled service, the 

Captain was then granted the opportunity to fly the airline’s first scheduled domestic 

Viking flight.  This journey was made on 11 August 1947, piloting Viking G-AHPK 

from Northolt to Prestwick.
24

  

 Denis Clifton also learned to fly the Viking at Aldermaston, logging his first 

hour on the type in February 1947.  On 21 April 1947, one year to the day before the 

accident, his Class B licence was endorsed for Vikings.
25

  Later in the year Clifton 

attended another training course.  Held at Bristol, the purpose of this course was to 

train pilots in equipment known as the Standard Beam Approach (SBA).  The SBA 

system was, as we shall see in due course, used to guide aircraft when landing in poor 

visibility.  Once his training was completed, his long and successful civil career could 

begin.  

 As the months rolled on, our four crewmen were all proceeding on a career path 

that would converge on 21 April 1948.  Each and every new entry in their logbooks 

attested to their build up of experience in the air.
26

  The Captain, who had been based 

at Renfrew since his days in Scottish Airways, was becoming ever more familiar with 

this particular Scottish airport.  He was also developing more and more experience of 

the S.200 service between Northolt to Renfrew.   

 One of the foremost scheduled services operated by BEA, the S.200 service was 

the airways link between the cities of London and Glasgow.  By April 1948, BEA 

flew twenty-one return flights per week from Northolt to Renfrew; this included four 

return flights every day during the week, and one return service on Sundays.  The last 

service of the day - flight S.200P – was scheduled to depart from Northolt at 19:09.  

With an estimated duration of two hours and ten minutes, the flight was scheduled to 

arrive at Renfrew Airport at 21:19.  This was the service flight that would see our 

four men unite as a crew. 

 Since Clifton, Lloyd and Moroney were all based at Northolt, they would not 

have the luxury of their own beds at home that night.  They would require lodgings in 

Glasgow’s Central Hotel, a night stop frequented by many BEA flight crews.  For 

Captain Ramsden, service S.200P was to be a flight back to his home base of 

Renfrew.  From the airport he was to return to his home in Newton Mearns. 
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The BEA timetable in operation on 21 April 1948.  Note flight 
S.200P; this scheduled flight was to turn to disaster less than a 

week into this new timetable. 

(www.bamuseum.com) 
 

 However, on this particular night all four 

men were destined for a rather less hospitable 

night stop.  They were bound for a cold, 

unforgiving hillside known as Irish Law.  

 

Rewind To 1948 

 

Now that we have addressed how the crew 

arrived together on the day of the accident, we 

must try and understand a little of the world in 

which they were living.  We must dispense 

with our world of reality TV and microwave 

dinners, digital downloads and the internet, 

4X4s and the school run, and rewind back to 

1948.  

 Although we are in the very same land, 

we arrive at a very different Britain.  The nation 

is still shuddering from the reverberations of 

the greatest war in human history.  Despite 

emerging as the victor, the island nation has 

paid a massive price.  The populace is far less 

prosperous, near bankrupted by the enormous 

financial cost of the war.  In every facet of life 

can the after effects of the war be seen or felt.  Less than three years after the end of 

the conflict, the wounds of war are only slowly beginning to heal.  

 One of the most obvious wartime hangovers concerns food.  As rationing was 

still in place, citizens could not feast upon a mountain of groceries bought at a large 

supermarket.  Provisions could only be obtained with coupons from a ration book.  

http://www.bamuseum.com/
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Similarly, clothes could only be purchased by saving up clothing coupons.  The 

clothes themselves were very different in style, with suits and dresses being the norm. 

 So many items that we would consider necessities were either unavailable, or 

the preserve of the wealthy.  For example, a large proportion of families did not have 

a telephone or central heating.  Entertainment was derived from wireless radios or 

from activities in the community.  Youngsters would have board games for 

entertainment rather than a television or an XBOX.  Rather than listening to heavy 

metal or hip-hop on an iPod, people would listen to swing crooners, jazz, blues and 

classical music via their wireless radios.  This was, after all, several years before the 

first rock and roll record would be recorded.  

 In the modern age we have instant access to information; we also have very 

efficient methods of communication and a vast range of entertainment.  Many of us 

have the opportunity to travel around the world, while further education is available 

to a wider spectrum of society.  Yet in other areas of life we have regressed.  The 24/7 

rush of current life has robbed most of us of the lifestyle of simplicity that our 

grandparents enjoyed.  

 Not only was the lifestyle of the Britons of yesteryear remarkably different, but 

there were also fundamental differences in social attitudes.  Many of the men and 

women of that generation were instilled with an outlook and set of values that differs 

from contemporary standards: respect for one’s elders and good manners were 

drummed into children; men and women often married at a younger age; and co-

habiting was not an accepted practice.  But not all attitudes of that era were positive.  

Some of the cultural and sexual inequalities that are now deemed unacceptable were 

more common in that era.  Many minority groups did not enjoy the same degree of 

consideration as can be found in the current world.    

 In the last six decades, technological advances have benefited all areas of life.  

This is especially apparent in the aviation field.  To explore the differences, we can 

ask ourselves what the twenty-eight year old Captain Ramsden may have made of the 

aviation world of the early 21
st
 Century.  

 The Captain would be astonished by the safety and performance of modern 

airliners.  He would marvel at how the aeroplane has increased our mobility around 

the earth, of how the speed and efficiency of the modern plane has allowed even the 

working man to engage in foreign travel.  His incredulity would continue when he 

learned of budget airlines, of how the cost of flying can occasionally be less than an 

equivalent journey made by train.  The sheer volume of air travel would seem 

remarkable by 1948 standards.  The complexity of aviation would befuddle him, as 

would some of the multitude of advances that have been made.  The Captain would 

be spellbound by the sight of Concorde, and be awed at the performance of such a 

sophisticated machine.  But he may have suspended his belief if he learned that the 

supersonic airliner had actually been retired from BEA’s successor, British Airways.  

 The aeroplanes of his era were, quite obviously, more rudimentary.  A very 

rough gauge of the level of technology at that time can be found by looking at the 
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motor car.  We are all familiar with modern cars, and how their design has evolved in 

our lifetimes.  When we visit a museum we may be able to gain access to a car of 

1940s vintage.  The comparison between this car and our own is marked.  There may 

still be a steering wheel, seats and gears but there the similarity ends.  Now we take 

this massive gulf in technology and apply it to aviation.  The Viking airliner of 1948 

could be construed, albeit in loose terms, as the aviation equivalent of the vintage car 

we see in the museum. 

 

A Stop-gap 

 

A similar level of difference can be found in aviation infrastructure.  London’s main 

commercial airport in the immediate post-war period, Northolt Airport, was rather 

smaller than the colossus that is Heathrow nowadays.  The traffic volume of Northolt 

in the late 1940s would be roughly akin to a modern regional airport.  With such 

modest passenger numbers, there was certainly no need for multi-story car parks or 

five separate terminals.  Nor would the building which served as a terminal win any 

awards for its architectural design.  Instead there were pre-fabricated buildings and 

other hastily erected facilities.  Many of the basic features of a modern airport were 

present: passengers checked in; baggage was weighed; and one had to clear a customs 

desk for international flights.  But at every level the scale and sophistication differed.  

All the features were more basic, the service more personal.  

 One glimpse into the volume and character of Northolt in 1948 can be found in 

the airport’s ‘Visitors’ Enclosure’.  This was a world away from the old spectator’s 

gallery at Heathrow Airport, sharing only a commonality in purpose.  Northolt’s 

‘enclosure’ was nothing more than a circle of grass twenty feet in radius.  Upon the 

grass were placed half a dozen small circular tables and around twenty chairs.  

Although the enclosure was far from plush, it certainly fulfilled its function with a 

degree of charm.  Visitors could enjoy a light beverage as Dakotas or Vikings taxied 

past them.   

 Prior to being employed as a civil airport, Northolt had been an RAF airfield.  

In the latter years of the war, the role of RAF Northolt changed from a fighter station 

to a base for transport aircraft.  Facilities were installed to cope with the influx of 

larger and heavier transport planes.  Then, as the war was drawing to a close, Northolt 

was selected to serve as London’s main commercial airport for European destinations 

in the immediate post-war period.  One of the prime factors in this important decision 

was the facilities that had been installed at Northolt in the latter years of the war.  A 

few years later, when BEA was formed, Northolt became BEA’s main base, with a 

number of airline buildings on site. 

 The roads and houses surrounding the airfield at Northolt restricted the site 

from coping with future expansion.  The long term answer would be found only six 

miles south of Northolt, at Heathrow.  In 1954, when the necessary facilities had been 

installed, the European airlines which had been operating from Northolt began 



24  Viking Down!  

 

operating from Heathrow.  BEA also shifted their operations and their main base to 

Heathrow Airport, and ceased using Northolt.  And so, within a short period of time, 

Northolt’s time as an integral post-war commercial airport came to an abrupt end.  

 In this same year, 1954, the Viking was retired from the BEA fleet.  It is apt 

that the reign of the Viking and Northolt Airport ceased around the same time.  Both 

were interwoven in the early annals of BEA, and both served as stop-gaps.  The 

Viking served until the introduction of more efficient aircraft, while Northolt was 

used by BEA until the move to Heathrow Airport.     

 

Flight Plan 

 

Now we can return to the BEA duty room on that fateful day in April 1948.  Having 

introduced himself to his colleagues for the evening, Captain Ramsden then set about 

preparing for the flight itself.  One of his first tasks was to ascertain the weather 

conditions they might expect to encounter when aloft.  The Captain was required, by 

law, to visit the Meteorological Office in person.
27

  This was certainly not a task that 

could be delegated to his co-pilot. 

 The Captain and First Officer were briefed by the Duty Meteorological Officer, 

who had prepared a current chart and a written forecast for the forthcoming flight.
28

  

The pilots also referred to numerous charts in the office, all of which had been 

carefully prepared by hand.  They referred to forecasts for Northolt at departure time, 

Renfrew at arrival time, and the conditions at an alternate airfield that could be used if 

a diversion was necessary.  Other important considerations were the wind speed, 

cloud, visibility and pressure at their intended cruising altitude.  

 Both men would have to steer their craft through the earth’s atmosphere, 

through an ever changing array of temperature, water vapour and pressure.  Each of 

the variables interact with each other, changing in a complex manner over time.  As a 

result of the complexity of weather systems, neither Ramsden nor Clifton could know 

with certainty the exact weather conditions they would encounter during the evening.  

Roughly speaking, though, they could expect a blustery easterly wind, intermittent 

rain and thick cloud in the skies over Renfrew.   

 Once the Captain was satisfied that conditions were acceptable for the flight, he 

could next prepare a Flight Plan.  This is a written statement of the details of the 

proposed flight, including departure and arrival points, schedule times, estimated time 

of arrival, alternate airfield, aircraft type and number of people on board.  In the 

course of completing the Flight Plan he may have delegated tasks to his First Officer.  

 The Flight Plan was completed in the Briefing Room, just down the corridor 

from the Meteorological Office.  It would be handed to the Briefing Officer, who 

would then take the plan to the Teleprinter Room.  Once information was typed into 

the teleprinter, it could be sent by wire or radio to Northolt Air Traffic Control and 

Area Control at Uxbridge.  Uxbridge Control would then send the Flight Plan by 

teleprinter to the intended destination, Renfrew Airport.
29
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‘All Kinds Of People’ 
 

Meanwhile, the eleven men and five women who would make up the passenger 

manifest were assembling together in the departure room.  As Steward Con Moroney 

would later comment, the passengers included ‘all kinds of people’.
30

  The men and 

women were of varying ages, characters and backgrounds.   

 Several businessmen were travelling alone: the marine tool merchant Fred 

Hems; the executive Gordon Davies; and the Rolls Royce and Bentley agent Eric 

Hopper.  Others were travelling with colleagues: Hobart Moore and Jimmy Wilson 

were partners in an accountancy firm; James Young and Henry Watt were senior 

figures in a Glasgow shipbreaking firm; and Trygve Molland and Johannes Sejersted 

were Norwegian businessmen.  

 Some passengers were travelling for pleasure.  Jessie Young and Greta 

Sejersted were accompanying their husbands on their business trips.  Ben Goldwater 

and his friend Jackie Sheville were returning to Glasgow after attending the horse 

races at Epsom.  Accompanying the men were Jackie’s sister-in-law May Most and 

her daughter Hilda.  Last but not least was Betty Wighton, who was returning home 

to Glasgow after a holiday in Maidenhead.  

 Finally the whole group had assembled in the departure lounge.  None of them 

could possibly guess what was in store for them all.  Who could know they would be 

spending the night with these strangers on an obscure wind-blown hillside?  Huddling 

for warmth, they would come to know their fellow passengers a little better than 

anticipated. 

 

Vestal 

 

As the departure time approached, the passengers were called upon to board the 

aircraft.  With their hand luggage or briefcases in hand, they were directed towards 

one of the aircraft sitting inert upon the concrete apron.  As they approached they 

could see their aircraft being prepared for flight.  

 The Viking aircraft that awaited them had been built at the Vickers-Armstrongs 

factory at Weybridge in Surrey.  The British company had a track record of building 

successful aircraft.  One of the most successful of Vickers designs was the twin-

engine Wellington bomber, a mainstay of many RAF squadrons in the early war 

years.  In fact the Viking had been developed from the Wellington, with similar 

wings to the bomber.  

 This particular aircraft, the 118
th

 Viking to roll off the Vickers production line, 

had the civil registration G-AIVE.  Civil aircraft are often referred to by the phonetic 

equivalent of the last two letters of their registration.  According to this custom, our 

aircraft G-AIVE was referred to at that time as ‘Victor Easy’.
31

 

 Another name we can use for the aircraft is the name attributed by BEA.  The 

airline had a custom of naming all the Vikings in their fleet with a name beginning 
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The only extant photograph of Viking G-AIVE 

‘Vestal’.  This image features the machine 
resplendent in original BEA livery and was 

probably taken in 1947 shortly after the aircraft 

entered service. 
(A J Jackson Collection at Brooklands Museum) 

 

with V.  Some were given powerful masculine names such as Valiant, Valkyrie, 

Vanguard, Vengeance and Vulcan.  Others such as Valentine, Vanessa, Venus and 

Victoria were feminine in origin.   

 When more and more examples were added to the Viking fleet, it became 

increasingly difficult to provide such sterling names.  As a consequence, the names 

Variety, Vandal, Value, Vindictive and Volley were to be found emblazoned upon the 

noses of some unfortunate airframes.
32

  Another of the names given to BEA Vikings 

– Velocity - now has a rather ironic edge to it.  By today’s standards the Viking did 

not cut through the air at a particularly rapid rate! 

 The airline’s name for Victor Easy was Vestal.  Meaning virgin princess, 

virginal or pure, the name falls into the female category of V-names.   

 Vestal took to the air for the very first time on 16 May 1947, during a test flight 

from Brooklands to Wisley.  On the last day of the month, 31 May, the aircraft was 

delivered to BEA.  During the first eight days of June 1947, the aircraft underwent 

acceptance trials at Northolt.  Upon successful completion of these trials, the aircraft 

was then flown by BEA on their domestic and European routes.  An exception 

occurred in September and October 1947, when the Viking suffered from radio 

interference problems.
33

  

 On the day of her last flight, Vestal was still a comparatively new machine.
34

  

The curved sheets of polished aluminium on the fuselage exposed the aircraft’s 

relative youth.  To the passengers, who saw the glistening silver panels as they 

approached, Vestal may have appeared to 

them as a shining example of modern 

aviation technology.   

 The rapid evolution of the aeroplane in 

the preceding decades had been awe 

inspiring.  Indeed, the Viking was a 
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Vestal’s sister aircraft, G-AIVG 
‘Viceroy’ with the ‘three line’ 

livery in use in 1948. 
(A J Jackson Collection at 

Brooklands Museum) 

Figure 1:  G-AIVE in updated 

BEA livery as present on the 

machine at the time of the 

accident. 

generational leap beyond most of the commercial aircraft that had taken passengers 

aloft in the pre-war period.  

 Other than the red lines and insignia of the BEA 

livery, Vestal had been left unpainted.  The livery itself 

consisted of three red horizontal lines at window height 

along the fuselage, and ‘British European Airways’ in 

small red lettering above the windows.  The registration appeared in black letters on 

the fuselage, and on large red letters on the top and bottom surfaces of the wing.  The 

name Vestal and a small red key insignia appeared on the forward fuselage, just 

below the cockpit windows.  A larger version of the red BEA key insignia appeared 

on the tail.
35

 

The motto of British European Airways – Clavis Europae – translates as ‘the 

key to Europe’.
36

  The red key insignia continues this 

same theme, signifying BEA’s intention to ‘unlock the 

door to Europe’.
37

  As the mainstay of the fleet during 

BEA’s formative years, the Viking was fundamental in 

achieving this objective.  
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Passengers are welcomed aboard a Viking.  The door-
mounted first aid box is evident in this photograph. 

(www.bamuseum.com) 

 
 

 

 

The Door To Scotland 

 

As each passenger mounted the top of 

the stairs, they were welcomed aboard 

by Steward Con Moroney.  He ushered 

them inside the passenger cabin, subtly 

calming any passengers who displayed 

pre-flight nerves.  The passengers would 

not have paid particular attention to the 

door, or the first aid kit that was astutely 

mounted on the inside.  They had no 

idea of how significant this door would 

be in the events to follow. 

 When the passengers entered the 

cabin, their coats and headwear were 

hung on the hooks located to the right of 

the access door.  The passengers then 

turned to their left, whereupon they 

could see a spacious interior cabin.  As 

they moved to their allocated seat, each 

passenger walked up an appreciable slope.  Modern aircraft have undercarriage legs 

under each wing and a third near the nose, thus providing a level passenger cabin.  By 

contrast, the Viking was a ‘taildragger’, with an undercarriage leg under each wing 

and a smaller third leg near the tail.  As a consequence the rear of the fuselage sat at a 

much lower level than the front.  The passengers could hardly fail to notice this 

significant incline as they climbed along the cabin floor to their seat. 

 Our twenty main protagonists had all come from various locations and walks of 

life.  Now they had converged upon one focal point: Vestal herself.  

 Meanwhile, the other members of the crew had been busy preparing for flight.  

Having conducted a check of the exterior, John Ramsden had taken to his seat in the 

left side of the cockpit.  According to convention, the Captain sits to the left and his 

First Officer to the right.  Radio Officer Lloyd sat facing the radio and wireless 

equipment in his own station directly behind First Officer Clifton.  

 As the three men in the cockpit carried out pre-flight checks, Steward Moroney 

was attending to his duties in the passenger cabin.  He ensured everyone was seated 

and settled, and that all hand luggage and briefcases were tidily stowed away.  When 

the men and women saw the lapstrap and no-smoking notices flick on, they knew that 

movement was imminent.  Moroney checked that everyone had their belts fastened, 

and then walked down the incline to his own seat at the rear.  

 Back in the cockpit, the navigation lights were switched on.  Having been 

granted permission to taxi by Northolt Air Traffic Control (ATC), the Captain 

advanced the aircraft across the concrete apron.  Within a few minutes Vestal had 

http://www.bamuseum.com/
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An advertisement not without some irony in the case of Vestal!  

The silhouette is of a Douglas DC-3 ‘Dakota’, another mainstay of 

the BEA fleet in the late 1940s. 
(www.bamuseum.com) 

 

 
 

 

reached the runway, her flight 

crew staring down the stretch 

ahead.  At 19:09, bang on 

departure time, Northolt ATC 

granted permission to take off.  

The time had arrived for Ramsden 

and Clifton to take Vestal into the 

clouds above. 

 As both throttles were 

pushed forward simultaneously, 

all on board felt the buzz of 

excitement which precedes 

powered flight.  The monumental 

roar of two piston engines did 

nothing to dispel any tension.  The 

vibrations shook the foundation of 

the cabin and those of a nervous 

disposition within.  

 In the cockpit, the pilots 

were locked in concentration.  

Both men kept a watchful eye over 

their instruments.  They watched the airspeed indicator needle turn clockwise, 

relentlessly turning towards lift-off speed.  The Captain had his feet on the rudder 

pedals, ready to compensate for any swing that might occur.  There was little 

tendency for Vikings to swing on takeoff so few if any rudder adjustments were 

necessary.  

 The acceleration continued as the Viking charged down the runway.  After a 

few hundred yards the tailwheel lifted off the runway surface.  The incline of the 

fuselage reduced as the tail rose into the air.  The rise was perceptible to all on board, 

not least Steward Moroney who was seated at the rear of the passenger cabin.  

Nearing inexorably towards ascent, Ramsden and Clifton watched as the airspeed 

indicator reached the important ‘unstick’ figure of 80 knots.  Once the needles 

exceeded 80 knots the Captain pulled the control column back.  The tyres lifted off 

the runway surface and the Viking became airborne.   

 The very last flight of Vestal had begun. 
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Chapter Two 

Vestal’s Last Flight 
 

 

 
ow that the Viking was safely airborne, Captain Ramsden could ascend at 

roughly 500 feet per minute to cruising altitude.  Back in the passenger cabin, a 

few people were experiencing flight for the very first time.  Perhaps they marvelled at 

the extraordinary combination of factors which allows man to fly through the air.  

They may have awed in wonderment at how an aluminium cocoon could be hurtled 

through the air in this fashion.  For some it was like nothing they had ever 

experienced before.  

 As the Viking pierced in and out of cloud, the novice flyers could truly 

appreciate cloud for the first time.  Viewed from the ground, the layers of cloud may 

look as if they merge into one monotonous blanket.  It also appears to the casual 

observer on the ground that the clouds move at equal speeds.  But up here one could 

see the different layers of cloud masses, each piled on top of one another, and the 

variation in movement according to height level.  Rather than featureless grey 

masses, the passengers could see that clouds were rather more interesting and 

spectacular than previously realised.  Each array was invested with its own character: 

some were translucent, while others were thick impenetrable splodges of cotton wool.  

 Soon the excitement of takeoff had passed.  With the ‘lapstrap’ and ‘no 

smoking’ notices switched off and the lighting turned back on, they were free to 

move around.  For the next two hours they could relax and enjoy what was intended 

to be a routine flight free from spectacle.  

 

Everyone Was Someone 

 

In the late 1940s, airline travel was mostly the preserve of businessmen and affluent 

travellers.  The cost of a ticket for flight S.200P was the grand sum of £8 13 shillings, 

while a one-month return was £14 15 shillings.  To provide a rough gauge of how 

much this figure represented in practical terms, the single ticket was more expensive 

than the average weekly wage of the time.
38

  Naturally those who were travelling for 

pleasure must have enjoyed a reasonable degree of affluence to afford to pay the 

ticket.  At the very least the trip was a special occasion that would take them high 

above more customary modes of transport.  

N 
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Above: Ben Goldwater in 
formal evening wear. 

(Sidney Mayer) 

 
Below: The dapper Jackie 

Sheville.  

(Eli Sheville) 
 

 Many of the passengers were businessmen and executives travelling to or from 

a business meeting.  Some owned their own businesses, while others were senior 

figures in large companies.  While their professions varied, the men each shared one 

thing in common.  They were each professional men who had made a success of 

themselves.  

 There was another more important aspect which was shared by everyone on 

board: they each had a husband or a son, a wife or a daughter, a father or a mother.  

Each person was someone who would be missed.  

 

A Day At The Races 

 

The Epsom party consisted of two men and two ladies.  

The two gentlemen, Ben Goldwater and Jackie Sheville, 

were returning home to Glasgow after attending the 

Epsom horse races.  As keen devotees of horse racing, 

and of bookmaking, it is a reasonable bet the two close 

friends made the odd flutter at the event.  

 Both men owned their own businesses in the city of 

Glasgow.  Ben owned Ben’s Tool Store while Jackie 

Sheville owned a barber shop in the city’s Oxford Street.  

The two men were also involved with the bookie scene in 

Glasgow.  As a part-time bookmaker, Ben was well 

known within Glasgow’s betting circles.  Jackie was an 

agent for the bookmaker Tommy Marshall, and his barber 

shop had become a great meeting place for the betting 

fraternity.    

 Raised in the Springburn area of Glasgow, Ben 

Goldwater now lived in Giffnock with his wife and 

family.  At just under medium height, he was a dark 

haired extrovert with a commanding voice.  According to 

Gordon Gunn, who knew him personally, Ben was a 

‘character’ who would ‘speak his mind’.
39

  Ben had 

turned fifty years of age only a few months previously.   

 Jackie was a few years younger, with a little more 

time on his side before reaching this milestone.  Like his 

friend, he was an amiable, sociable man who was ‘very 

outgoing’.
40

  Jackie was a few inches shorter in height 

than his friend and customarily wore spectacles.  On his 

full head of hair, swept back and greying at the sides, 

there was never a hair out of place.  This was a man who 

took pride in his appearance, a ‘dapper’ chap who was 

always smartly dressed.
41
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Above:  Hilda Most and her mother, May Most. 
(Elaine Shore) 

 

Below:  James Young, as pictured in a post-crash press 
report. 

(Reproduced with the permission of The Evening Times, 

Glasgow © 2007 Herald & Times Group) 
 

 Travelling with the two men was 

May Most, the sister of Jackie’s wife 

Rae.  Like her brother-in-law, she was 

reasonably short in height and wore 

spectacles.  A housewife in her mid-50s, 

May was born and bred in Glasgow.  In 

character she was quieter than Jackie, 

and a little less outgoing.  She was 

married to George Most, who was 

known as ‘Geordie’.  A presser to trade, 

Geordie was also enamoured by horses 

and the bookie scene in Glasgow.  

 The fourth member of the Epsom 

party was May’s daughter Hilda Most.  

Hilda was the only child of May and 

Geordie Most, and niece to her Uncle 

Jackie.  Single, and in her twenties, the 

strikingly pretty Hilda was slightly taller 

and more outgoing than her mother.  She 

lived with her parents in Kilmarnock 

Road, a few miles along the same street 

on which Captain Ramsden lived.  

 May and Hilda Most may not have 

accompanied Ben and Jackie to the 

Epsom races.  They may instead have 

chosen to visit sights in London, or visit 

relatives or friends in the capital.  As horse racing was a 

subject so often discussed in and around the Most and 

Sheville families, May and Hilda might not have been as 

enthusiastic as their gentlemen companions to attend the 

event!  

 

Battleship Breakers  
 

Our next party included James Young and Henry Watt, 

who were senior members of the shipbreaking company 

W. H. Arnott Young & Co. Ltd..  Accompanying the two men was James Young’s 

wife Jessie. 

 James Young had grown up in the late 19
th

 Century in the Scottish town of 

Auchterarder.  He moved to Glasgow to train with the iron merchants and iron ore 

importers W. B. Cowan and Kinghorn.  In 1912, the twenty-eight year old Young and 

his colleague Captain Arnott founded Arnott Young.  James’ experience in Cowan 
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and Kinghorn served him well in his new venture, for the new company were metal 

merchants as well as shipbreakers. 

 Many important vessels were launched into the Clyde from the Beardmore’s 

yards at Dalmuir.  Sadly the large engineering firm collapsed in the late 1920s.  In the 

early years of the 1930s, following the closure of Beardmore’s, Arnott Young took 

over the firm’s yards at Dalmuir and began scrapping ships in the area to the east of 

the fitting-out basin.
42

 

 The post-war period was a particularly busy time for Arnott Young.  The 

Merchant Navy and Royal Navy of the time dominated the navies of many other 

nations around the world.  But as the war ended, so too did the requirement for such 

large fleets.  The age of the battleship had passed, with the aircraft carrier installed as 

the new king of naval engagements.  In this post-war era these costly colossi were to 

be put to bed in breaking yards around Britain.  

 During the early months of 1948, a whole batch of these venerable British 

battleships was to be sold for scrap.  In March Arnott Young succeeded in winning 

several high profile contracts.  On the day of the Vestal flight, the aircraft carrier 

HMS Furious was still in the company yards.  The workforce had spent the last five 

weeks stripping the veteran carrier.  The company had also finished stripping the 

obsolete battleship HMS Ramillies, which was currently being towed to Cairnryan 

where work would continue on scrapping in the next few days.  The most prestigious 

of the contracts was for the stripping and final disposal of the mighty battleship HMS 

Queen Elizabeth.  The capital ship would arrive in early July, after the Furious had 

vacated the yard.  Unlike the Furious and the Ramillies, which were stripped by 

Arnott Young and scrapped elsewhere, the breaking up of HMS Queen Elizabeth was 

to be completed solely at the hands of the Dalmuir based company.  

 For James Young and Henry Watt, 1948 had been a busy and exciting period.  

The contracts to break up these proud and famous names held an element of prestige 

for this rising shipbreaking firm.  They were also financially lucrative, providing job 

security for their skilled workforce.  During their business trip, Young and Watt 

possibly met with figures within the Admiralty and Navy to discuss warship disposal.  

Given the date of the meeting, the trip may have included negotiations on whether 

Arnott Young could complete the final scrapping of HMS Queen Elizabeth. 

 In the thirty-seven years since he had co-founded the business, James Young 

had devoted much of his professional life to Arnott Young.  As the joint managing 

director, and the chairman these last ten years, he had been instrumental in managing 

the company that bore his surname.  With his professional achievements came a 

resultant degree of affluence, and an elevated social standing within the community.  

 James shared this prosperity with his blonde-haired wife Jessie and their four 

children.  The couple lived in Queensborough Gardens in Hyndland, an area in the 

more affluent west end of Glasgow.  Jessie was some years younger than her 

husband, whose receding grey hair betrayed an age well beyond the half-century.  

Although much of his hair had been lost to the onset of time, the sixty-four year old 
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Jessie Young, who was accompanying her 
husband James on Vestal, pictured in a 

typical 1940s pose. 

(Reproduced by kind permission of the 
Scottish Daily Express) 

 

still retained his engaging smile. 

 Accompanying the couple was Henry Watt, 

the company secretary and director of Arnott 

Young.  He undertook regular business trips to 

London, but usually these trips were made by 

train.  On this occasion, when travelling with the 

chairman and his wife, the trip was made 

thousands of feet in the sky.  

 Henry had gained valuable experience of 

directorship in the 1930s, when serving as 

director of a timber company.  He had also 

experienced tragedy, on the occasion of the 

passing of his first wife.  Having subsequently 

remarried, Henry lived with his second wife in 

Drumchapel, a town to the north of the River 

Clyde.  

 In character Henry was a ‘quiet, 

unassuming man’
43

 with old school values and 

attitudes.  Much of his spare time was devoted to 

supporting his local parish church.  He had for a 

number of years been a senior elder and Session 

Clerk of Drumchapel Old Parish Church.  In the 

1930s, he was involved in the provision of a new modern church for the parish.  This 

was provided for the community a few months into the war.  

 In March 1941, the nearby town of Clydebank was heavily bombed by the 

Luftwaffe.  The Arnott Young yards were one of several industrial targets in the 

vicinity of the town.  The yards were damaged,
44

 as was the Old Parish Church in 

Drumchapel.  The opportunity to repair the church did not present itself until after the 

end of hostilities.  In April 1948, Henry Watt was looking forward to the church 

building being reconstructed.  It would take another few years before this would be 

achieved.  

 In addition to his role as session clerk, Henry was President of the Drumchapel 

Lawn Tennis Club.  While others would be content to simply play the sport, he took it 

upon himself to play a leading role in the running of his local club.  Rather than for 

self-promoting purposes, he undertook the role to serve his home community.  

 

The Vikings 

 

The Norwegian party consisted of two businessmen, Johannes Sejersted and Trygve 

Molland, and Sejersted’s wife Greta.  Both men were executives of Elektrokemisk 

A/S,
45

 a company involved in the Norwegian aluminium industry.  

 An essential component in aluminium production - water power – is provided 
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by the dams and lakes in Norway.  In the early decades of the 20
th

 Century, this 

allowed a number of aluminium plants to be developed.  The Norwegian aluminium 

industry grew to become of considerable size and importance to the country.  One 

foreign company which played a pivotal role in the development of Norwegian 

aluminium production was British Aluminium Company (BAC).
46

  The company 

exerted an appreciable degree of influence in the country.  Indeed they were at one 

stage the owners of two pioneering Norwegian aluminium companies.
47

   

 Following the German invasion in April 1940, Germany imposed a military 

occupation upon the people of Norway.  During the long and arduous occupation, the 

owners of aluminium plants were forced to supply aluminium for the German war 

machine.  Although the factory did produce aluminium for the Germans, the hostility 

and passive resistance of employees kept production levels well below potential 

output.
48

  

 The Sejersteds and Trygve Molland would surely have experienced, from a 

first-hand perspective, the nightmare of their country enslaved to another.  After five 

long years, the German capitulation spelled a blessed release for the people of 

Norway.  Now that the Norwegians were free of their despised occupiers, the process 

of rebuilding their industries could begin.  Rather than producing aluminium for the 

German aeronautical industry, the output could be put to a more humane, constructive 

use. 

 Johannes Sejersted and his colleague Trygve Molland were travelling to Fort 

William for a business meeting with BAC.  When they arrived at the town in the 

Scottish Highlands, they were to visit the company’s Lochaber power station.  

Known as the Highland Reduction Works, this plant was located at the foot of Ben 

Nevis.  BAC had other reduction works in the area, at Kinlochleven and Foyers, but 

the Lochaber station was their largest.  Indeed it was the largest hydro-electric station 

in the UK.  Of interest is that BAC supplied almost half the aluminium used in British 

aircraft manufacturing.  It is even possible that the aluminium for Vestal’s panels may 

have originated from the plant at Fort William.  

 The trip to Scotland was a unique combination of business and pleasure for 

Johannes Sejersted.  This was due to the accompaniment of his new wife Greta.  

Having married at the weekend, only four days previously, the new couple were still 

very much enveloped in their honeymoon period.  Indeed the flight on board Vestal 

was actually part of their newly-wed activities!  

 It had been decided at the last minute that the new Mrs. Sejersted should 

accompany the two men on their trip to Scotland.  Once business had been concluded 

in Fort William, the trio would split up.  Trygve Molland would return to Norway, 

perhaps flying on BEA’s service to Oslo.  As for the newly-weds, they were to travel 

on to another location to continue their honeymoon: New York.  

 The Sejersteds may have thought they had found the answer, of how to combine 

business with pleasure.  Yet they had not accounted for an obscure Scottish hillside 

grounding their honeymoon plans.  
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Appointment To Keep 

 

Our next party of passengers consisted of two men, Hobart Moore and Jimmy 

Wilson.  Both men were senior figures in the accountancy firm Moore Stephens.  

 The firm had been co-founded in 1907 by Hobart’s father, Sir Harold Moore.  

Following Sir Harold’s retirement in 1946, Hobart took on the mantle of senior 

partner in the firm.  In 1948 Hobart Moore was continuing the legacy of his father.  

Under his guidance Moore Stephens was continuing to be a prosperous and well 

respected accountancy firm.   

 Hobart had enjoyed an association with Moore Stephens throughout his entire 

thirty-eight years.  He was very committed to the firm, working hard to see the 

business succeed.  Other than his passion for business, he was a great country man 

who enjoyed shooting and farming.  

 The month of April 1948 saw Hobart Moore looking forward to fatherhood for 

the third time.  He had two children by a previous marriage, and now his wife 

Elizabeth was expecting a child.
49

  He lived with his wife in Melbury Court, an 

affluent street just off Kensington High Street in London. 

 Jimmy Wilson was a similar age to his friend and colleague Hobart.  He lived in 

St. Albans in Hertfordshire, to the north of the city of London.  Jimmy commuted into 

the offices of Moore Stephens, which were located in the heart of central London near 

to St. Paul’s Cathedral.  

 The purpose of their business trip was likely to visit the headquarters of the 

publishers Collins in Glasgow.
50

  They had an appointment with the publishers on the 

following day.  As we shall see, it was a meeting the hard-working, devoted 

colleagues were determined to keep! 

 

Fleeting Visit 

    

The last four names on the manifest all belonged to passengers who were travelling 

alone.  Only one of the four, Gordon Davies, was based in London.  He was an 

executive of Amalgamated Press, a very large and profitable publishing company.  

They mainly produced comics and magazines for the childrens’ market in the UK.  

These included the magazines Second Great War, War Illustrated, The Modern Boy 

and the comic book Knockout.  The company also released serialised novel papers 

and childrens’ books such as the Lion Annual.  

 Amalgamated Press had in fact been producing comics as far back as the 1890s.  

In the early years, the company had been owned by the powerful British publication 

magnate Alfred Harmsworth.  Their offices were in Fleet Street, the famous home of 

the British press.  Later the company would become Fleetway Publications. 

 Gordon Davies lived in Woking in Surrey, so he too would commute into the 

heart of the capital.  But on this blustery night, rather than a train carriage he found 

himself in the passenger cabin of an airliner.  
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Tools Of The Trade 
 

Our next passenger, Fred Hems, was making the return leg of his business trip.  He 

was managing director of B. A. Hems, a machine tool firm based in York Street in 

Glasgow.  The company supplied tools to many works in Glasgow, especially the 

shipyards.  

 Towards the beginning of the war, Fred had served for a short period in the 

Scots Guards.  He then transferred to the RAF, where he trained as a pilot.  At this 

stage the company was run by his father, who founded the business.  Upon the 

retirement or death of his father, Fred was discharged to run the family business.  

Engineering was a reserved occupation - a job important enough to the country that 

men were not allowed to serve in the forces.  Even if the men wished to fight, they 

were prohibited to do so if they had a reserved occupation.  

 Fred’s full name was Alexander Alfred Hems but he was usually known as 

‘Fred’ Hems.  He grew up in Giffnock, the same area in which Ben Goldwater lived.  

Given the geography, and that both men were involved in the tool trade in Glasgow, it 

is very likely that Ben and Fred were known to each other.  In the words of Fred’s son 

Alistair Hems, ‘they must have known each other’ before the crash.  

 As with many men of an engineering background, Fred liked to tinker with 

things.  Allied to his engineering expertise, he was a ‘good businessman’.
51

  Both 

these attributes allowed him to prosper in the tool trade. 

 In his early thirties, Fred was an outgoing, sociable fellow who loved a good 

party.  He lived in the west end of Glasgow with his wife Joan, and was strikingly 

similar to Frank Sinatra in appearance.  The Scotsman may not have been able to sing 

quite as well as the American but he made a rather better marine tool merchant.  

 It should also be noted that Fred had been involved in an accident when training 

as an RAF pilot.  Little did he know then that it would not be his last collision with 

the earth.  

  

A Family Business  
 

Two of our passengers, Fred Hems and Hobart Moore, both took over the businesses 

that were founded by their fathers.  A third passenger, Eric Hopper, also worked in a 

business founded by his father.  He worked alongside his father and brother as a 

director of Frank Hopper Ltd..  The company were Rolls-Royce and Bentley agents, 

with a large showroom in Glasgow’s Bothwell Street.  

 Few were lucky enough to shop in the Frank Hopper showroom.  The 

commodious showroom could hold thirty-three luxury cars, all of which were well 

beyond the reaches of the working man’s wage.  For some the prestige of owning a 

Rolls-Royce or Bentley was the mark of having made it in life.  

 One of Eric’s duties in the family business was to travel down to the 

showrooms in the west end of London.  The thirty-seven year old would mix with 



38  Viking Down!  

 

Above: The young 
businessman Eric Hopper, of 

Frank Hopper Ltd.. 

(Reproduced by kind 
permission of the Scottish 

Daily Express) 

 
Below:  Elizabeth ‘Betty’ 

Wighton pictured in happier 

times. 
(Reproduced by kind 

permission of the Scottish 

Daily Express) 

 

other Rolls-Royce and Bentley agents, who were 

considered to be the top dealers in the trade.  These men 

were accustomed to a luxurious lifestyle that accorded with 

the luxury cars they were promoting.  The Hoppers were 

ambitious men, with aspirations to elevate their business to 

the levels of their London counterparts.  And so, to keep up 

with these top men, it was necessary for Eric to entertain 

the London agents in the manner in which they were 

accustomed.  

 Although the family business was but two years in 

the making, the Hoppers were so far enjoying their share of 

success.  However, the success would not last.  In the end it 

would be Eric’s frequent business trips to London that 

would be integral to the company’s downfall.  

 

Betty On Board 
 

Our last passenger was twenty-nine year old Mrs. Elizabeth 

Wighton.  Elizabeth, or ‘Betty’ as she was known, lived 

alone in a block of flats in Glasgow’s Holland Street.  

Following the crash she would be photographed in a 

newspaper with her brother.  As she lived on her own, and 

was photographed with her brother rather than husband, it 

is possible that she may have been widowed or separated.  

 It was reported that Mrs. Wighton had suffered a 

nervous breakdown at some stage.  In order to help her 

recover she had been enjoying a holiday in Maidenhead. 

 Naturally, a trip aboard the ill-fated Vestal was 

hardly what the doctor ordered! 

 

‘Little Fat Ones’ 
 

As they cruised towards Renfrew the passengers enjoyed a 

generous level of comfort within the spacious cabin.  The 

Viking fuselage is comparatively wide, particularly in 

comparison with other contemporary airframes such as the 

Dakota.  It is this particular aspect of the Viking’s design 

which led to the nickname ‘Pregnant Dakota’.   

 Con Moroney made a similar reference to this design 

characteristic when he referred to the Vikings as ‘little fat 

ones’.
52

  His apt description was made in the 21
st
 Century, 

many years after Vikings had been retired from active 
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Above:  The spacious interior of the 

Viking cabin affording ample space for 
businessmen and families alike.  Note 

the prominent wing-spar tunnel in the 

foreground, which necessitated a step to 

climb over the obstacle.  In many 

respects, the layout of the Viking cabin 

was not too dissimilar to a train 
carriage. 

(www.bamuseum.com) 

 
Below:  In this entertaining sketch, we 

can clearly see that Stewardesses wore 
rather different garments than their 

male colleagues!  

(Via John E. Wilson, original source 
unknown) 

service.  

 Another reason for the roominess in the cabin was the seating arrangements.  In 

modern airliners, financial considerations dictate 

that economy class cabins include the maximum 

number of passenger seats.  By contrast, the seats 

in Vestal were not so tightly packed.  The Vikings 

of 1948 vintage held only three seats per row, 

allowing for ample elbow room for each 

passenger.  Two seats were located on the 

starboard side, with one seat across the aisle on the 

port side.  With eight rows of seats, the maximum 

capacity was twenty-four passengers.
53

  

 Although the Viking passengers were 

afforded ample leg and elbow room, there is one 

peculiar design feature which did not benefit 

passenger comfort.  The designers at Vickers 

elected to position the wings at low-to-mid level.  

By doing so, the main wing spar was situated at a 

height above the level of the passenger cabin floor.  

As a result, the main wing spar of the Viking 

actually ran through a tunnel on the floor of the 

passenger cabin!  Given that the wing spar tunnel 

extended to a height of around a foot above the 

cabin floor, a small step had to be built on either 

side to allow passengers and crew to scale this 

most inconvenient feature.  

 Another period feature regards the 

orientation of the seats.  The seats on rows one and 

three both faced towards the rear of the fuselage.  

Directly behind these rear-facing seats were tables, 

upon which newspapers and other items could be 

placed. Each passenger had their own reading 

lamp, cold air vent, book rack and Steward call 

button.  If they wished to shut out light they could 

pull down a concertina blind over the window.  

The windows themselves were square in shape, 

and much larger in size than on modern 

pressurised airliners.  There was soundproofing 

between the outer fuselage skin and the grey and 

maroon interior walls.
54

  Even though this reduced 

the level of noise in the cabin, it could not drown 

out the persistent roar from the pair of piston 

http://www.bamuseum.com/
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engines.  

 While Vestal’s passenger cabin may have been spacious, it falls well behind 

modern cabins in relation to a rather important safety aspect – fire-proofing.  The 

fabric below them was nowhere near as fire-resistant as on modern seats.  Just as 

concerning was the amount of wood used underneath the passenger cabin floor.
55

   

 The Vestal cabin was, therefore, rather more combustible than modern 

standards.   

 

Rising Tensions 

 

As the airliner continued northwards, some of the passengers read newspapers.  

Among the stories on the front pages was coverage of the Italian general election.  

Premier de Gasperi’s Christian Democrat Party was near to victory.  Another story on 

21 April was the release of an accident report for a train crash.  In the report the 

fogman was blamed for the train collision.  The American plan to assist in the 

recovery of Europe, known as the Marshall Plan, also featured.  

 Another of the topics concerned the perennial conflict in the Middle East.  In 

November 1947, United Nations had voted to partition Palestine between Arabs and 

Jews.  The British mandate for Palestine would soon expire, allowing for the new 

state of Israel to be created on 14 May.  On 21 April, British troops were being 

progressively withdrawn from Palestine.  Many incidents of bloodshed were reported 

in the media, though the fighting in this volatile region would get even worse in the 

coming weeks.  As soon as the independence of Israel was declared, the new state 

would be attacked by a number of neighbouring countries.  The trouble in this region 

would, as we all know, last for decades to come.  

 On the front page of some of the newspapers was a story that would certainly 

do nothing to calm the passengers’ nerves.  The story reported on the investigation 

into the crash of another BEA Viking.  The aircraft had been lost in a fatal collision 

only sixteen days previously.  

 In recent times, tension had been steadily mounting between the Soviet Union 

and the Western powers.  This friction was especially prevalent in Berlin, where the 

East bordered the West.  Allied transport aircraft flying in and out of the city were 

restricted to narrow airspace corridors.  On 5 April, a Soviet Yak-3 fighter strayed 

into one of these corridors and collided head on with Viking G-AIVP, which had 

been on approach to Berlin’s Gatow airport.  The collision was catastrophic for 

everybody concerned: all four BEA crewmen and ten passengers aboard the Viking 

were killed, as was the Soviet pilot. 

 This controversial incident, in which the Russian and British authorities blamed 

each other, typified the tensions between the USSR and the West.  The Cold War had 

effectively begun, with the two sides directly opposed on a large number of 

geopolitical factors.  In particular, the Soviet leader Joseph Stalin did not approve of 

the Western effort to rebuild the economy and infrastructure of West Germany, 
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seeing this as a potential threat to Soviet security.  The hostility between the powers 

was steadily worsening.  Stalin ordered that West Berlin’s last passenger rail link was 

to be cut on 24 April.  One month later he would order rail and street blockades to 

prevent Western food and supplies getting through to the Western side of the city.  

This would lead to a logistical operation - known as the Berlin Airlift - in which 

Western pilots flew transport aircraft through narrow aerial corridors to supply food 

and other cargo to West Berlin. 

 The Vestal crewmen may have been friendly with some of the men who had so 

recently perished on board G-AIVP.  At the very least they would have known 

colleagues who had befriended the fallen crewmen.  They were also quite likely to 

have known the late Captain Morton; he had been appointed Flight Captain at 

Northolt in July 1947, and was in charge of pilots operating BEA internal flights.  

Captain Morton died in January 1948, while attempting to land Viking G-AHPK at 

Northolt in heavy fog.  On his third approach, the aircraft struck trees and crashed 

into a field near Ruislip.  During this accident two crewmen and six of the passengers 

were injured.
56

  

 Moroney, Lloyd, Clifton and Ramsden were fully aware of the alarming 

frequency with which aviation accidents occurred.  They all knew of colleagues who 

had fallen on the wrong side of fate.  For in this era of aviation, technical problems, 

accidents and collisions were reasonably commonplace.  Thankfully the passengers 

were not likely to have been aware of the statistical probability of misfortune.  They 

would not have known that 50 Vikings would crash, or be damaged beyond repair, in 

takeoff and landing accidents.  As only 163 Vikings were manufactured, this equates 

to a crash rate of over 30%.  So for every ten machines that rolled off the Vickers 

assembly lines at Brooklands, three would be lost.
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 A brief study of production lists for aircraft of that era shows that the Viking 

did not have an abnormally high accident rate.  This rate was actually normal for the 

time.  Civil and military aircraft of that vintage crashed with a frequency that is 

entirely disproportionate to modern accident rates.  Nowadays it is often commented 

that we are much more likely to be involved in an accident on the way to the airport 

than we are in the skies.  The same remark was not proffered in the late 1940s.  One’s 

chances of premature death really did increase when stepping aboard an airliner in 

1948. 

 The coverage of the G-AIVP crash investigation in today’s papers would have 

served as a reminder of the hazards the crewmen faced on a daily basis, for the pilots 

of this era had to navigate through the inherent dangers of their profession as well as 

the skies.   

 Every soul on board depends upon a pilot’s skill and experience to safely steer 

the craft to earth.  This is a fact every pilot must accept.  However, each pilot must 

also tolerate a far more unsettling truth.  This holds that despite the highest level of 

expertise, external factors over which he has no control may cause an accident.  He 

must also bear in mind that the numerous entries within his battered logbook can 
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never act as a safeguard against calamity.  For when lady luck strikes her hammer 

down, she may not differentiate between the seasoned veteran and the novitiate 

airman. 

 When a pilot learns of a colleague’s misfortune, he may engage in the morbid 

fascination of thinking that it could have been me.  His brooding mind may ruminate 

on his own chances of a similar destiny.  In moments of quiet introspection, he may 

wonder if he too will eventually fall victim to fate. 

  

Cruising Through The Skies 
 

For Ben and Jackie, this was certainly the way to travel.  In order to relax and fully 

appreciate the occasion, they removed their shoes.  So far they relished this method of 

transport far more than any other alternative.  

 There were far fewer cars clogging up the innards of Britain’s road system, yet 

a passage by motor car was not a realistic option.  The road network was far less 

developed.  Indeed it would be eleven years before the first motorway would open.  

We should also consider that the motor cars themselves were nowhere near as reliable 

or as comfortable as modern cars.  

 Normally the men would have travelled by steam train down to Epsom.  But on 

this special evening Ben and Jackie were soaring above the rail tracks in style.  The 

misty, blustery night denied them a bird’s eye view of the world below them.  But on 

their previous flight they may have been afforded a view of Britain that was not too 

dissimilar to that which a Luftwaffe crew may have seen in the recent past.  Only now 

the country was rebuilding the infrastructure the German bombers had tried so hard to 

destroy.  Some streets were still in ruins, while many pre-fabricated homes had been 

hastily erected to fill the housing shortage.  

 The thrill of roaring down the runway, and the exhilaration of taking to the air, 

had now yielded to a calmer passage cruising through the skies.  Flying at 8,500 feet, 

they were well below the cruising height employed by modern pressurised airliners.  

Pressurised aircraft can cruise at heights in excess of 30,000 feet, where the thinner 

air allows the aircraft to fly faster, farther and more efficiently.  To allow people to 

travel safely at these altitudes, where levels of pressure and oxygen are lower, a 

pressurisation system is necessary.  Airliners that do not have this system are 

constrained to a height below 10,000 feet.  As the Viking was non-pressurised, 

Captain Ramsden was maintaining a cruising height below that limit.  

 Control of their movement through the airspace had passed from Northolt Air 

Traffic Control (ATC) to Uxbridge Control.  Northolt ATC was responsible for 

movements in and around Northolt, while Uxbridge Control was an Area Control 

responsible for movement around the south of England.  The Viking would then pass 

into another Area Control covering the north of England.  Then the aircraft would be 

passed to Scottish Area Control, which covered the whole expanse of Scotland.  In 

generalised terms, the pilots would speak with local approach controllers such as 
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Drinks being served aboard a Viking, as depicted in a BEA promotional 
brochure from 1947. 

(www.bamuseum.com) 

 

Northolt ATC and Renfrew ATC, while the Radio Officer would communicate with 

the various area controllers through which the aircraft passed.  

 Radio Officer Arnold Lloyd was keeping in contact with the ground stations 

using radio (R/T) and wireless (W/T) communications.  Sitting at the rear of the 

cockpit, he turned wireless dials, flicked radio switches and tapped away at his Morse 

Code equipment.  As he navigated through the hisses, squeals and screeches, he was 

lost to the others in his own little electronic world.  His training allowed him to 

translate the meaning of the cryptic crackles and squeals in his headphones.  Lloyd 

also passed any relevant information to and from the pilots; he garnered routine radio 

reports from various ground stations, and periodically reported their position to men 

on the ground.
58

  

 One of the more personal touches of the era was the passing of a Flight Bulletin 

to the passengers.  The uninspiring duty of filling out the bulletin would likely be 

delegated to the First Officer or Radio Officer.  This informative sheet of paper would 

enlighten the passengers on several details concerning the flight.  Such particulars 

would include the aircraft type, registration and name; the current position, speed, 

height and temperature; the estimated time of arrival; and finally a very brief 

comment on the weather at 

the destination.  

 At this stage of the 

flight Con Moroney was 

diligently serving the 

sixteen men and women in 

his care.  Rather than the 

disposable plastic cutlery 

and cups favoured by 

modern carriers, he served 

their meal with metal 

cutlery and real china.  

The level of service and 

comfort was, after all, a cut 

above that which we may 

be offered during a modern 

package holiday flight.  

 Having descended to 

a height of 6,500 feet, the 

crew received a weather 

report from Scottish 

Control at Prestwick.  The 

report stated a 13 knot 

easterly wind at Renfrew 

ground level at 20:00.   

http://www.bamuseum.com/
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Figure 2:  Vestal’s last flight – the route to Scotland from London’s Northolt 

Airport. 

 

 

A few minutes 

later the crew were 

denied permission to 

descend due to a 

Northolt-bound Dakota 

climbing to 5,500 feet.  

The opportunity to 

descend would soon 

present itself.  

 A full ninety 

minutes since the 

excitement of takeoff, 

Vestal was now 

ploughing through the 

skies over the south-

west of Scotland.  The 

passengers were starting 

to anticipate their 

expected arrival at 

Renfrew.  Some may 

have been intending to 

catch the bus that the 

airline ran from Renfrew 

Airport to Glasgow city 

centre.  This service 

would see passengers 

arrive at St. Enoch 

railway station in 

Glasgow around half an 

hour after touchdown.  

Others may have had relatives or friends waiting for them at the airport.  

 As befitting men of senior positions, James Young and Henry Watt had a 

chauffeur driven car awaiting them at Renfrew Airport.  It was intended that the 

company’s chauffeur, James Walker, would drive them and Mrs. Young to their 

respective homes.      

 In the cockpit, the crew reported by radio that the Prestwick radio range had 

been crossed.  At this point they were given clearance to pass from Scottish Area 

Control to Renfrew Approach Control.  A few minutes later Vestal was directly 

overhead Renfrew at a height of 4,700 feet.   

 Captain Ramsden had guided Vestal, and all aboard her, from Northolt to 

overhead Renfrew.  All that was left now was to steer the craft through the murk onto 

the runway at Renfrew Airport. 
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Descend The Gloom Of Night 
 

Although the approach was to be made before the onset of darkness, a phalanx of 

mist was barricading the aircraft from the last remnants of light.  The surrounding 

mist stifled the landing lights that would normally stab through the air, ensuring only 

a scant degree of light could penetrate through. 

 Due to such poor visibility, Captain Ramsden required to use equipment known 

as the SBA (Standard Beam Approach) to assist in landing at Renfrew.  We will look 

at the operation of this system in more detail in a later chapter.  At this stage we will 

cover only the most basic of details.  We need to know at this juncture that the SBA 

consisted of a radio beam that was aligned with the runway.  Pilots would know that 

they were in the beam when they heard a continuous tone.  If they remained in the 

beam, they would be guided directly towards the runway.  They would also hear 

beeps when they were over markers; these markers – an inner and outer marker - told 

them where they were along the beam.  

 The pilot is engaged in a profession which elevates itself beyond the reaches of 

more menial work.  Indeed many of the hours spent in the confinement of a cockpit 

are relished by the pilot.  Yet when landing using the beam the pilots earned their 

crust.  They had to employ all their concentration, skill and experience to manoeuvre 

their aircraft down through a misty night to earth.  

 The relationship between Captain and First Officer can often be of great 

interest.  In modern aviation, emphasis is placed on developing teamwork between 

the pilots on the flight deck.  By way of contrast, in earlier times the Captain was very 

much ‘The Boss’.  The First Officer would observe the convention of seniority, being 

ever mindful that he was the apprentice to the master.  This custom was to be 

observed no matter how skilled or experienced a co-pilot was in relation to his 

Captain.  The Captain and First Officer would not necessarily share their flying duties 

in equal measure.  For example, the opportunity for a First Officer to land was 

dictated by the predilection of The Boss.  A Captain might choose to perform all 

landings and takeoffs, never allowing any of his assistants the opportunity to grace 

the controls.  As for the First Officer, he would remain in servitude, ever willing and 

ready to take over the controls should the need arise.  One day, not too far in the 

future, Clifton would become a Captain and enjoy the relationship from the opposite 

side. 

 As the landing phase approached, the Captain did not express any desire to 

relinquish control to his First Officer.  John Ramsden would be landing the Viking 

tonight.  

 At 20:50 the flight crew were informed they were number one to land.  As they 

were at 2,500 feet at this point, it was necessary to descend to a lower level.  This 

descent was made, via a figure of eight holding procedure, down to 1,200 feet.  

During the descent, which was less than graceful due to gusty conditions, both pilots 

heard the beeps indicating the inner and outer marker in their headphones.  These 
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Figure 3:  In accordance with BEA procedures, Captain Ramsden intended to follow the course above.  After passing over 

the Renfrew beacon, he intended to fly west along the beam until reaching the outer marker.  At the outer marker a 

procedure turn would be implemented.  This would allow the Captain to fly the Viking east along the beam directly into 

Renfrew Airport.  As we shall see, the airliner did not follow the course above.  

noises occurred when they were passing directly over the markers.  

 Given their altitude, and the fact that the markers were relatively close to the 

airport, the aircraft was too high to make an immediate approach.  To get into a 

landing position, the Captain intended to make a turn over the Renfrew Airport 

beacon.  Then he would fly west along the beam, away from Renfrew Airport.  His 

intention was then to pass over the inner marker and then over the outer marker.  

Once over the outer marker, they would turn back to the airport along the beam.  At 

that point they would then be in a position to land on the runway at Renfrew. 

 The first stage proceeded according to plan.  When over the Renfrew beacon 

the Captain turned the Viking around.  Now they were flying westwards along the 

beam towards the Ayrshire coast.  The whine of the beam was a reassuring sound.  It 

guaranteed they were inside a narrow corridor, flying on a track directly away from 

the Renfrew runway. 

 Then, as expected, a series of beeps filled their headphones.  

 ‘Peep, peep, peep’ shrilled the insistent voice of the inner marker.  The sound 

became louder still, the mark of having passed directly over the top of the marker 
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itself.  The noise soon began to fade, then disappear altogether when the inner marker 

was passed. 

 Since he intended to land at Renfrew within a short space of time, the Captain 

opted to lower the undercarriage and flaps.  As the undercarriage was lowered from 

the confines of the engine nacelles, the metal and rubber effectively collided with an 

invisible wall.  The drag induced by the protruding undercarriage spoiled the 

aerodynamic efficiency of the airliner, leading to an immediate decline in airspeed.  

 During this period the pilots also performed pre-landing cockpit drills.  As these 

tasks were being carried out, a strong tailwind was hurtling the Viking headlong 

down the beam.  Although the aircraft was flying at a mere snail’s pace compared to 

modern airliners, their velocity was more than sufficient to end the existence of all on 

board.  

 By 21:00, two minutes after passing over the inner marker, the unmistakable 

peeps of the outer marker had yet to resound in the pilots’ headphones.  Both pilots 

were beginning to realise they should have heard the outer marker by now.  

 Captain Ramsden arched his head to the right to address his First Officer.  Their 

eyes met for a second before Ramsden asked ‘have we missed it?’
59

  

 The First Officer thought the very same thing.  

 ‘We must have heard the marker by now,’ he replied.
60

  

 A sense of unease crept over both men. 

 After waiting for a moment,
61

 the Captain radioed Renfrew to ask if the outer 

marker beacon was functioning.  When Renfrew replied that the outer marker was 

working, both pilots knew they had missed the marker.  

 Currently heading directly away from Renfrew, the Captain intended to turn the 

Viking around so that they could head directly towards the airport.  To do this, he 

pushed the throttles forward to increase the engine power and pulled back on the 

control wheel.  This resulted in a climb from 1,300 feet up to 1,500 feet.  

 The height gained would prove to be utterly crucial.  

 

‘Something Was Wrong’ 

 

In the quarter of an hour since they had arrived over Renfrew, the inhabitants of 

Vestal had felt themselves turning, climbing and descending a number of times.  This 

was expected by the passengers, particularly those who were accustomed to flying.  

But in the past minute the Captain had opened the throttles and started climbing 

again.  And now they were being buffeted around by strong turbulence.  

 By this stage the passengers were wondering if all was well.  

 ‘We realised something was wrong when we exceeded our estimated time and 

then began climbing,’ said Fred Hems.
62

  

 It was obvious that conditions on this blustery mist-filled evening were not 

conducive for a pleasure flight.  The thoughts of the sixteen passengers would have 

varied according to their own temperament.  Passengers who were inclined towards a 
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more worrisome disposition may have wondered about the increase in height and the 

turbulence.  Any rumination on the subject might escalate into outright fear.  They 

may have asked themselves how the pilots would guide them safely through the thick 

mist onto the runway.  As for the turbulence, was it normal to be yanked through 

great troughs in 

the sky?  

 Nearly 

sixty years later, 

Denis Clifton 

would remark 

with a certain 

degree of 

understatement 

that the flight at 

this point ‘was a 

bit turbulent’.
63

  

During his 

decades as a 

professional 

aviator, he must have passed through severe turbulence numerous times.  The 

turbulence towards the end of Vestal’s last flight must have been significant for him 

to retain a memory of it so many years later.  

 As for the passengers, who were wholly unused to turbulent skies, they may 

have described the passage rather differently.  They may have construed the passage 

as being ‘severe’, which was the description used in the subsequent accident report.
64

  

 Having flown for over a minute on the heading specified in the BEA 

procedures, Captain Ramsden then turned the aircraft to port.  Once this turn was 

completed the Viking would be heading straight towards the beam.  The aircraft 

could then rejoin the beam again and be flown directly towards Renfrew.  

 Just as the Viking was making the turn, Betty Wighton finished her drink of 

whisky.  There was nothing like a wee dram to help steady the nerves a little.  She 

then intended to call Steward Moroney to take her glass away.  But as the turbulence 

was continuing to balloon the aircraft up and down, she waited for a moment before 

calling him.  As a result, Moroney could remain in his seat at the rear of the passenger 

cabin.  

 The new Mrs. Sejersted could count on the support of her husband beside her.  

Perhaps the newly-weds were holding hands like love-struck teenagers.  Or perhaps 

he assured his new bride that all was well with a comforting smile.  The Sejersteds 

had much to look forward to.  Free of the shackles of occupation, they and their 

compatriots were free to plan ahead.  She and her loving husband could look forward 

to a glorious honeymoon in New York.  And then they were free to share a lifetime 

toge… 
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 BANG! 

 At once an almighty jolt shakes the structure of Vestal and everyone aboard her.  

The thunderous bump throws everyone on board forward.  Thankfully the safety belts 

around their waists prevent them crashing into the objects ahead of them. 

 All on board know instantly they have hit something. 

 The shock of impact acts as an assault on the system.  In a split second the pulse 

rate surges and adrenalin levels soar.  Adrenaline is the ‘fight or flight’ hormone that 

is rapidly secreted into the bloodstream to prepare the body in an emergency.  But for 

all on board neither fight nor flight is available.  There is literally nowhere to go.  

They are utterly helpless, awaiting their fate.  

 In the cockpit, the first thought of the First Officer is that they have hit another 

aircraft.  To his left, the Captain instinctively opens the throttles and pulls back on the 

control wheel. 

 Bang!  

 Another soul shattering thump shakes them all.  They have hit something once 

again.   They have in fact struck the northern slope of Irish Law.   

 The second impact with the ground tears both propellers from the engines.  The 

whirling propellers both career off in opposite directions to come to rest on the hill.  

Then, almost immediately after the second impact, an utterly terrifying orange colour 

appears outside the windows.   

 Fire! 

 As a tongue of flame shoots out of both engines, the engine fire warning lights 

on the central instrument panel light up.    

 All on board are stunned by the ‘mass of flames’
65

 outside the windows.  

Before they can think there is a third bump.  Less severe than the first two, the contact 

this time is between the hillside and the underside of the fuselage.  At this point the 

outer section of the starboard wing is wrenched off backwards.  

 The flaming Vestal charges onwards, now minus a wing and both propellers. 

 There is nothing the Captain can do now.  All of the controls in front of him are 

useless.  No longer the master of this machine, he is powerless to assist the men and 

women in his charge.  In his own words, he throws up his arms ‘to save my face’ and 

‘waited for the end’.
66

  

 In the seconds spent bouncing over the hillside, the thoughts of the twenty souls 

on board can only be imagined.  They may have been stunned into the realisation that 

this really is happening.  The plane really is on fire…and we really are crashing.  

 The flames licking around the engine act as a brutal reminder of the very real 

possibility of a horrific end.  Is this to be my dying day?  Am I drawing my very last 

breath?  And then the worst thought of all - am I to burn to death in a raging fireball?  

 Another bump as the fuselage hits the hill.  And then another in short 

succession.  Then no more bumps, only the noise of the belly scraping along the peat-

covered hillside.  

 Slowly the Viking grinds to a halt.  
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 Incredibly they have all survived the impacts without any significant injury.  

But now flames are spewing over the inside sections of the wings.  Fire is spreading 

with deadly intent to the aluminium fuselage…and those trapped inside.   

 GET OUT!  

 

‘Every Man For Himself’ 

 

Fear and panic continue to grip all those aboard Vestal.  There is no time for 

deliberation – swift action is called for.  The heat of the flames, glare of the fire, smell 

of burning fuel, straining sounds of metal: they offer the senses all the stimuli they 

need.  

 Clifton and Lloyd are stunned, Ramsden appears unconscious.  Then the sight 

that fills the crewmen with sheer dread:  fire on the flight deck!  

 The Radio Officer clambers over the Captain’s shoulders, intent on escaping 

through the port side window.  The First Officer makes a similar exit, jumping head 

first through the starboard side window.  Briefly afterwards, the Captain makes haste 

out of the port side window.  ‘It was every man for himself,’
67

 as Clifton would later 

recall. 

 A graze here, a scratch there, blood on the hands, the cold air against the 

skin…a slide over the nose and a landing on the springy ground.   

 Out – thank God! 

 Ramsden has gained a painful cut above his right eye upon exiting.  Just as the 

Captain touches his head wound - his only injury – the question strikes him: What of 

my passengers? 

 In the passenger cabin, bags and clothing lie strewn over seats and in the 

gangway.  Broken glass and porcelain are scattered around the fuselage.  Spilt liquids 

reflect the light from the blaze outside.  What lies outside beyond the furnace, the 

steam and the mist? 

 Moroney has trained for this very moment.  The lives of the sixteen passengers 

are in his hands: he has to shepherd them away from danger.  There is only one 

method of escape - the main door.  Yet a moment of terror courses through his veins. 

 The door will not open. 

 There is one undeniable fact: if this door does not move, everyone in his charge 

will burn to death.  This door has to open. 

 After several muscle-punishing attempts, the door still will not budge.  Flushed 

with exertion, Moroney cannot force the door.  Seconds pass, the flames advance, yet 

they are no closer to escape...  

 Then a pivotal moment.  Trygve Molland steps forward to assist the desperate 

Steward.  Moroney holds the latch as the mighty Norwegian barges into the door.  To 

the resounding joy of everyone in the cabin, Molland’s actions jettison the door.  

Time to get out!   

 The dull thuds of a door being forced, a sudden blast of hot air, and flickering 
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tongues of flame light up the cabin.  Fleeting feet carry bodies out of the devastation, 

minds focus on sidestepping the flames and reaching safety.  The details flash by in 

an instant, seemingly peripheral to survival.   

 One by one they jump to safety.  The Steward is the last to leave, jumping from 

the crucible of molten aluminium. 

 A congregation of saved souls muster as the cockpit crew join the scene.  

Anyone injured?  Anyone dead?  Is everyone here?  A head count seems to take 

forever.  Yes!  They are all here! 

 A look of relief washes over some faces whilst others stare impassively at the 

cremation of the airliner in front of them.   

 Tonight, they only just escaped from the clutches of death. 
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Chapter Three 

Our Night Of Misery 
 

 

 
he escape from Vestal had taken only a matter of minutes.  To fully appreciate 

how the exit was possible, we must wind back to the very moments after the 

airliner bounced to a halt. 

 The First Officer and Radio Officer were stunned, and the Captain appeared 

unconscious.  As they had been only a short time from a proposed landing, both pilots 

had their harnesses on.  This prevented more severe injuries which would have 

occurred due to rapid deceleration.  How were they to escape?   

 The Viking had a small emergency hatch in the floor of the cockpit, directly 

behind the Captain’s seat.  In the event of an emergency, this could be lifted up.  

Crew members could escape after jettisoning another hatch on the outside of the 

fuselage, to the port side.  This would provide a rapid means of escaping the aircraft 

if there was sufficient clearance.  However, in this case, since the aircraft was flush 

with the peaty ground of Irish Law, this method of escape was rendered useless.  A 

different exit strategy was called for. 

  The alternative method was through the side windows.  John Ramsden 

narrated: ‘I threw open the [side] window and somehow climbed out.’
68

  Denis 

Clifton later confirmed that the Captain slid back the window and exited.  These 

windows were only nine inches wide, just large enough to permit the men to escape.  

‘The first one out was the Radio Officer,’ Clifton recounted.  ‘How he got out over 

the Captain and through that small window is a mystery.  I got out the right window 

skinning head and knees.  The Captain got out shortly after.’
69

   

 Vestal had a range of safety equipment in the cockpit which would have been 

particularly useful during and after escape.  This included a signal pistol located in 

the roof above the Radio Officer.   In a cupboard located opposite the Radio Officer’s 

station, a fireman’s axe, first aid box, signal cartridges and stowage rack were housed.  

Additionally, a Pyrene fire extinguisher was mounted directly behind the First 

Officer.  The urgency of the situation dictated that none of the equipment was 

retrieved or used.   

 This escape was under intensely dangerous and frightening circumstances with 

flames devouring the remains of Vestal at a phenomenal rate.  One can only imagine 

the thoughts of the crew in these brief minutes after impact, with adrenaline surging 

T 
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A guide to jettisoning the main door of the Viking in the 

event of an emergency. 

(Viking Pilot’s Notes) 

and the urgency to get out of the plane.  The three cockpit crew members ran around 

to the port side to establish if the passengers had made safe their escape from the 

ferocity of the flames. 

 

‘The Bastard Door’ 

 

The severity of the impact had taken its toll on the aircraft.  Encouraged by the strong 

wind, the flames shooting out of the engine nacelles began whipping up around the 

fuselage.  Inside of this burning hell, sixteen passengers and their Steward had a 

matter of minutes to escape before being consumed. 

 In the passenger cabin, safety equipment such as a fireman’s axe and two 

Pyrene fire extinguishers were available.  Once again, the urgency of the situation 

meant these were not retrieved.  An important safety feature of the Viking was the 

cabin windows, which could be pulled inward to act as an emergency exit.  It was 

these emergency window exits that at least two of Vestal’s passengers first turned to 

for a means of escape.  Passenger Fred Hems: ‘Two of the passengers knocked out
70

 

the emergency windows on either side of the fuselage, but there was a steady stream 

of petrol at both sides, and escape that way did not appear to be possible.  Fortunately 

the flames had not quite reached the rear of the aircraft…’
71

  This method of escape 

would thus be futile.   

 The passengers would have to 

resort to the obvious means of escape 

– the door through which they had 

entered.  To jettison the door, Con 

Moroney would have to withdraw a 

retaining strap pin on the right hand 

side of the door, allowing a cover 

plate to open.  A wooden handle 

would be exposed.  This handle would 

then have to be pulled whilst another 

handle was lifted.  At this tricky 

juncture, the door had to be kicked 

with force.  But the forces that had 

acted upon the airliner when it crashed 

resulted in a problem with the rear 

door.   

 Con Moroney memorably 

described the situation nearly 55 years 

later. ‘When I came to open the door, 

the bastard door wouldn’t open!  The impact of hitting the hill, it buckled it 

slightly…’  Con then explained how he and Trygve Molland solved the problem:  ‘I 

said “I’ll hold the latch and you give it the shoulder as good as you can.”  And they 
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both nearly fell out!   

 ‘I was very pleased to see it happening…’ said Con with some understatement.  

 On 23 April, the Scottish Daily Mail published Trygve Molland’s account: ‘I 

just saw everything go up in flames and made a dash for the door.  I heaved at it with 

all my might and suddenly it flew open.  A minute later and we would have been 

burned to death.’   

 Stationed at the door, Con Moroney directed the escape of the passengers.  

Henry Watt described the escape in the Evening Citizen of 22 April 1948: ‘As I 

fumbled to get it [the seat belt] off the plane burst into flames.  Passengers rushed 

past me to get out and I flung myself through a hole at the back of the aircraft.  

Flames were leaping up on either side of me and I crawled away clear of the burning 

wreckage.’   

 Henry Watt also commented: ‘Passengers and crew managed to get out by 

breaking open parts of the side of the machine.’
72

  He was surely referring to the 

‘shouldering’ of the door, rather than a wholesale destruction of part of the fuselage.  

This is indicative of the frenzied situation when details can so easily become blurred 

or exaggerated.   

 The jump to safety from the rear of the fuselage was obstructed by the port 

wing, which had folded back to lie almost parallel with the fuselage.  With burning 

fuel seeping from the wing tanks, this posed a significant problem.  Accounts detail 

leaps to safety and injuries received as a consequence.  Betty Wighton burned her 

hand: ‘…she fell across the blazing wing as she jumped from the plane’.
73

    

 Standing in the doorway, May Most hesitated at this vital moment.  The jump 

of several feet to the ground was a leap into the unknown for a woman of her modest 

stature.  A helping hand was provided by Con Moroney.  She sustained an injured 

ankle in this jump; remarkably this was the most serious injury of the entire event. 

 Watching the ensuing escape, other crew members recalled their observations 

that night.  Amongst those quoted, Denis Clifton commented: ‘The fuel fed fire was 

now fierce.’  He also commented on burns received by the Steward: ‘His hands were 

in a dreadful state due to burns.’
74

  The burns had occurred when Moroney’s fingers 

touched the red-hot door frame.  

 Conveniently, a first aid box was mounted in the door which, by design, 

enabled its contents to be used in an emergency when the door was jettisoned. 

 The relief on the part of the passengers and crew that they had escaped was 

palpable.  However, the ordeal for all involved was far from over – this April evening 

had yet more in store for all. 

 

Vestal’s Pyre 

 

Just shy of a year old, and a member of BEA’s fleet for just over 10 months, Vestal 

lay battered and burning on a windswept moor.    

 The Viking was constructed of aluminium, with ailerons, elevators and a rudder 
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covered with fabric.  In the fuselage, there was also a plywood floor mounted on 

wooden stringers and fabric covered seats and walls.  Given these combustible 

materials it is no surprise that fire, fed by fuel, engulfed the machine in a short period 

of time.  Watching from a safe 

distance – probably towards the 

hollow below the slopes of 

Little Irish Law to the north of 

the crash site – the passengers 

and crew had front row seats to 

view the remarkable bonfire.  

 Captain John Ramsden 

instructed the passengers to 

keep a safe distance in case the 

tanks exploded, and not to 

leave the scene in case they 

should become disorientated in 

the mist.  Henry Watt observed that ‘The plane burst into flames when we crashed 

and in a matter of minutes was burned out.’
75

  In the mist and darkness of the 

evening, this pyre would have made the sky around Irish Law glow with a sinister 

hue. 

 After the initial heart-racing escape from the airliner, it was now time for the 

crew to step back and evaluate the injuries to both passengers and their fellow 

colleagues.  Each crew member had duties and their responsibility for their 

passengers was all important at this time.  Official investigation records log 

passengers Henry Watt, Jessie Young, Johannes Sejersted, Ben Goldwater, Hobart 

Moore, Jimmy Wilson and Fred Hems as ‘uninjured’.  James Young and Betty 

Wighton sustained burns as a result of touching the hot metalwork.  Together with 

May Most’s injured ankle, they were classed as ‘slightly injured’.  There were also 

assorted cuts, bruises and grazes as passengers and crew escaped.  Moroney set about 

diligently treating wounds from the first aid kit which had been mounted in the 

jettisoned door.  One can only surmise that as all on board were preparing for a 

landing prior to the accident, and thus had seatbelts fastened, this prevented much 

more serious injuries during the impact.  Nevertheless, John Ramsden was concerned 

about at least two passengers who complained of internal pains yet had no visible 

signs of injury.  Despite all passengers and crew getting out of the blazing aircraft, 

were there to be any post-incident casualties? 

 Denis Clifton described the scene: ‘Everyone was in shock.  Due to their broken 

ankles [sic] and burns, some people were moaning.  People wondered “What on Earth 

had happened?”’
76

  At that moment, Clifton’s immediate thoughts were based on 

concern for his passengers.  He also felt ‘a feeling of relief at getting out’.
77

 

 However, any relief was soon to be confounded by the question – Where were 

they?   
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A shot of the Viking remains as taken from neighbouring Little Irish Law; 
over sixty years have elapsed since the incident yet the scar is as prominent 

on the hillside as if it were only recent. 
(James Towill) 

 

All Nightmare Long 

 

Scottish moorland, such as 

that on the Renfrewshire 

Heights
78

, where Irish Law is 

a prominent peak, can be 

foreboding even in good 

weather.  However, with the 

appropriate equipment, one 

can cope more admirably.  

Alas, the passengers and 

crew of Vestal did not have 

good weather, and they most 

certainly did not have 

appropriate equipment.  

What they did have was 

darkness and poor weather, 

insufficient clothing and any 

equipment they could have used was rendered to slag and ashes amongst the skeleton 

of the structure of the airliner.  It seemed like a hopeless situation, yet these twenty 

people had much to be thankful for.  They were, after all, still alive. 

 The first major issue was the lack of outer clothing.  ‘I think only one woman 

had a coat…the others had all put their coats on the rack and they were dressed only 

in frocks,’ Henry Watt explained to an Evening Times correspondent.
79

  James Young 

also stated: ‘Some of the women were wearing only light dresses.’
80

  Sidney Mayer, 

foster son of Ben Goldwater, recalled that Ben had said many shoes and jackets had 

been taken off during the flight.  As a result, many passengers were barefooted.  After 

all, how could the passengers have known what was to happen to their aircraft?  

Minutes from landing the unthinkable had happened and taken all aboard by surprise. 

 Lack of even basic outerwear was compounded by the second factor – the 

weather.  At an altitude of 484 metres (1,588 feet) above sea level, and barely a 

couple of miles from the west coast, Irish Law is in a prime position to receive the 

worst weather which can blow in on the Atlantic westerlies.  On this night, however, 

it was a strong easterly, which as any hillsman will concede, is a bitter wind.  ‘The 

weather was awful…night, and a gale, and no visibility...’ commented Denis 

Clifton.
81

  The estimated wind speed of thirty-five knots, coupled with hill fog, 

brought visibility down to a scant couple of yards.  This made for a thoroughly 

miserable – and dangerous – experience.   

 Always the host and concerned for the welfare of his passengers, Con Moroney 

ensured people were made as comfortable as possible and that their needs were 

attended to.  Later, Betty Wighton described the scene thus: ‘The steward, Con 

Maloney [sic], although severely burned on the fingers, dressed every passenger’s 

http://www.bamuseum.com/
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wounds before even thinking of himself.’
82

  Furthermore, Arnold Lloyd was quoted 

in the Evening Times as saying ‘Maloney [sic], the steward of the aircraft did a 

wonderful job cheering up the women in the party.  All the passengers were in 

wonderfully good spirits in spite of the drenching mist and rain and their ordeal in 

escaping from the blazing aircraft.’   

 Reminiscing many years later, Con Moroney: ‘I thought I’d be able to recover 

something from the bar…but there wasn’t much glass left.  They were all shattered.  

There’d be no charges then…we could have given it out to them.’
83

  Indeed, the 

fragmented remains of gin miniatures can still be found amongst the peat at the scene 

to this day.  With no drink, and no food, it was shaping up to be a long night. 

 Key to surviving this onslaught of strong winds, rain and fog was shelter.  A 

strong wind can easily reduce the temperature by several degrees.  In the natural wind 

funnel between Irish Law and Little Irish Law, any shelter would have to be man-

made and be able to withstand strong gusts.  Accordingly, this would lessen the ‘wind 

chill’ experienced.  Radio Officer Lloyd explained how the survivors dealt with this: 

‘After the aircraft cooled down we pulled pieces off the wreckage and built a shelter 

on the hillside.  All night passengers cowed down in this rough hut trying to protect 

themselves from the rain and wind.’
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  Con Moroney was stated in several 

publications as saying that part of a wing was used to form the windbreaker.  It is not 

clear where this improvised hut was built but it may have been situated just to the 

north of the crash site.   

 Accounts in the newspapers regularly mention the admirable behaviour of the 

passengers; by all accounts there appears to have been no ‘hysterics’.  This may have 

been due to shock or possibly due to some being so appreciative for their narrow 

escape?   

 Gordon Davies singled out the women for praise.  In the Paisley Daily Express 

of 23 April: ‘I cannot speak too highly of the magnificent spirit shown by the five 

women.  They were more severely bruised and burned than the men, but never once 

did they complain.’  Quoted in The Herald on the same day, an unidentified crew 

member stated: ‘Everyone behaved excellently…and there was absolutely no panic.  

The passengers owe their lives to their coolness.’   

 Some fifty-nine years after the incident, Denis Clifton was asked for any 

noteworthy comments that night on the moor.  He offered: ‘Huddled together in 

heavy rain and strong wind, chilled to the bone and watching a fire, a lady asked 

about insurance of her luggage!’   

 Denis also commented: ‘Strangely no one asked why we crashed.’  Perhaps the 

emotional and physical numbness prevented such probing questions from being 

asked.  Or perhaps, in the post-war era more so than now, people were more 

respectful of authority and did not want to be impolite. 

 The darkness and lack of visual landmarks - such as lights from nearby 

habitation - served to disorientate all involved.  These lights would not have been 

strong enough to penetrate the fog, in any case.  Certainly, there was no firm idea of 
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Figure 4:  The location of Vestal’s survivors, on the slopes of Irish Law amidst the 
Renfrewshire Heights. 

1: Hill of Stake 1713 feet  2: Misty Law 1662 feet 

3: Box Law (S) 1475 feet 4: Greenside Hill (N) 1378 feet 

where Vestal had come 

to grief.  Captain 

Ramsden thought they 

may have hit the highest 

hill in the Renfrewshire 

Heights – Hill Of Stake.  

Newspaper reports 

would speculate that 

Misty Law was where 

the smouldering remains 

of the Viking lay.  Radio 

Officer Lloyd’s estimate 

of six miles north-west 

of Kilbirnie would prove 

in time to be the most 

accurate.  Either way, with the weather and their sense of isolation that night, those 

twenty people doubtless felt they were the only people for tens of miles around. 

 Ironically, they were all but a mile away from a small cottage.  Only a little 

farther lay the main Largs to Kilbirnie road, a busy connecting road with the seaside 

town of Largs.  At the roadside was Blairpark Farm.  This farm played a role in an 

earlier air disaster, the crash of a Vickers Wellington on nearby Box Law on 25 

January 1941.  Following that fatal accident, the dead pilot was transported down to 

the farm in an old peat barrow, subsequently named ‘The Hearse’.
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 With no communication received from the errant Viking, an SOS message was 

sent to police and coastguards in the west of Scotland warning them to look out for a 

missing aircraft.  Frank Hopper, father of passenger Eric Hopper, was sitting at home 

in Arlington Street, Glasgow listening to the radio tuned to the police broadcasting 

frequency.  He became alarmed when he heard an alert for the missing aircraft: ‘I had 

been reading and got tired of it.  I know the police broadcasting frequency and just 

tuned into it to see if there was anything exciting being broadcast.  When I heard of 

the missing plane, I knew it was the one my son was on, and ‘phoned BEA’s terminal 

at St Enoch Station.  They told me to ‘phone Renfrew and I learned [in error] that the 

plane had landed.’
86

   

 Landed, yes, but not in the conventional way! 

   The majority of Scottish airfields were suffering poor visibility.  Aircraft were 

put on standby at RAF Aldergrove, some eighteen miles north-west of Belfast, to 

assist with the search.  Ambulances in the region surrounding the Renfrewshire 

Heights were also put on standby.  At this time, relatives and next of kin of the 

passengers were contacted by BEA and comforted with words of hope.  Eli Sheville, 

son of passenger Jackie, recalls: ‘Repeated ‘phone calls over a period of many hours 

to BEA – Renfrew Airport – failed to elicit any information whatsoever as to the 

delayed arrival of the aeroplane.’  BEA called Ben Goldwater’s wife on the evening 
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of the crash.  Ben’s foster son, Sidney Mayer, could not get a car to drive back up to 

Scotland from his home in Worcester.  He recalls his foster mother being informed 

that the plane had gone missing, and that she was assured that ‘everything would turn 

out all right’.  James Young’s chauffeur, James Walker, remained at Renfrew Airport 

until midnight waiting on any news; he was to pick up James, his wife Jesse and 

Henry Watt.     

 One can only imagine the thoughts of those relatives, friends and colleagues on 

that dark Wednesday evening.  Had the plane ditched in the Firth of Clyde?   Had it 

collided with high ground?  Or had some other event played a part in its non-arrival?   

 Were their loved ones injured, or were all lost?  Had the cold hand of fate come 

to pass?  Only time would tell. 

 

Detention On The Moors 
 

Back at Irish Law, it was clear from the conditions that they could not just wait for 

help.  The Captain had to be proactive in seeking help and alerting the authorities to 

their position. 

 Within fifteen minutes, Ramsden and passenger Henry Watt pulled together the 

strength to go in search of help.  Now was the time for the Captain to further 

demonstrate his authority and responsibility to all who had been aboard his machine 

by striking out across the moorland for help.  Henry Watt said: ‘The pilot was going 

to the nearest phone for help…and thinking we were in the Johnstone area, which I 

know well, I volunteered to go with him.’
87

  This is indicative of the lack of accurate 

knowledge about the crash location.   

 The Captain told the passengers and crew that they were not to leave the scene 

of the wreck because of the danger of being lost in the mist.  As Ramsden and Watt 

left the scene, crew members were busily assisting with the care of the injured and 

attending to those with shock.  It would have been an industrious scene.  In the 

absence of his senior colleague, Denis Clifton was now in charge at the crash site.  

 Some areas of the hilly plateau running from Renfrewshire into Ayrshire 

around the villages of Howwood and Lugton are fairly desolate.  There are many 

metalled roads, farmhouses and hamlets: points at which help is not far away.  

Furthermore, the altitude is much less imposing and less likely to suffer from hill mist 

and fog.  Contrast this with the Renfrewshire Heights where at points one can find 

areas many miles from habitation.  There are tracts of bleak, featureless heather and 

grass moorland, scarred by drainage ditches, stream gullies and boggy headwaters.   

 Navigating during the day in low cloud can be an ordeal; however at night, an 

altogether more frightening journey would be in prospect.  A broken leg or ankle 

could very easily result from a misplaced footfall.   

 Ramsden and Watt headed east, without the verification of a compass, but 

buffeted by a strong wind they made little progress.  This stumble, heading down the 

contours of the moorland, would have taken them into Blacklaw Moss, a shallow 
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Figure 5:  Captain John 

Ramsden and passenger 
Henry Watt’s probable route 

to Largs – the first of the 

Viking’s occupants to reach 
safety. 

 

basin between Irish Law and the 1,530 foot high Black Law.  The Moss is – as the 

name would suggest – a bog in places and it is from here that one of the headwaters 

of the Gogo Water originates.  The Gogo Water is one of two major freshwater 

streams which flow into the Firth of Clyde through the town of Largs, draining a 

significant area of the western Renfrewshire Heights moorland high above the seaside 

town.  Finding one of the feeder streams, Ramsden and Watt followed it, thereby 

changing to a westerly direction.  They now found the wind was pushing hard on 

their backs.   

 The Daily Record of 23 April succinctly described their plight: ‘Stumbling up 

to their waists in reeds and water at times, and tripping over tufts and rocks.’  Henry 

Watt was quoted in the Evening Times of 22 April as saying of the ordeal: ‘We held 

on to each other, and lost one step for every two we took.  It was a terrible 

experience.’   

 The exceptionally difficult conditions were however, soon to pay off.  The 

muscle-aching trudge over uneven ground; tripping over tussocks and getting soaked 

to the skin; wondering if they were ever going to summon help: it was now over.  

They had reached a source of help - at last! 

 Approaching midnight, John Ramsden and Henry Watt stumbled into Largs, 

arriving near the town’s pier, where the Gogo Water reaches the Firth of Clyde.  To 

see the lights along streets and in houses – to have finally reached habitation - must 

have been a moment of sheer delight for the two men.   

 

 

 

   

  

 In a somewhat ironic coincidence, the men were not the first ‘Viking invaders’ 

to reach Largs; in 1263 The Battle Of Largs involved the Scottish army attacking a 

small Norwegian force which had been raiding the area for some time.  ‘Largs’ and 

‘Viking’ are forever connected in the history books and this connection is celebrated 

in the annual Largs Viking Festival.  A major tourist attraction in the heart of the 

town is the Vikingar! Centre.  Indeed, Largs is known colloquially as the ‘Viking 

town’.   

 Down at sea level, their hearts pounding and shivering in the cold night air, the 

priority of the two men was to find a red telephone box.  Upon finding one, they 
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contacted Renfrew Airport: ‘We are safe.  We had to make a forced landing in a field 

above Largs.’
88

  After making this initial contact, the two bedraggled survivors then 

located the Police Station in the town.  Walking in to a small town Police Station, the 

sight of these two men - one dressed in full airline uniform - must have been very 

memorable.   

 They had made it to safety.  But high above them on the desolate moors, it was 

to be a purgatorial wait for salvation for the remaining survivors in the wind and rain. 

 

G – A L I V E 
 

At Largs Police Station, an otherwise quiet night suddenly burst into life upon the 

arrival of John Ramsden and Henry Watt.  The role of the Largs police which dealt 

with events as they unfolded was of great importance.  PC William Philips, who was 

stationed at Largs but was off-duty on the night in question, spoke in 2007 of the 

events: ‘Police reporting of that nature in those days took a long time; many 

witnesses, one police officer, one typewriter and two fingers, plus the likelihood of 

alterations at the insistence of those above who thought they knew better.  Inspector 

Francis Burgess was in charge, Sergeant Robert More was next in line.  Those on 

nightshift that night would most likely be PCs Jolliffe, McLean, Frame and Walker.  

The Inspector and Sergeant were not famed for going to bed early and would be much 

involved in rescue activities.  Who went on the search of the hills I could not say but 

at least one Sergeant would be involved.’   

 Rescue parties were hurriedly organised in Largs.  Attendant ambulances were 

also organised.  There was a desperate need to locate the wreck site and the remaining 

eighteen passengers and crew before the combined effects of shock and exposure took 

their toll.  In a few hours, the initial relief could well turn to desperate sadness. 

 Just after midnight, Ramsden called the authorities at Renfrew once again to 

report their position in the town and reiterate that the crash was on high ground – 

albeit they did not know where.  He further advised that all passengers and crew were 

alive and that a rescue party was being organised.   

 The first search attempt was to begin from the east side of the Renfrewshire 

Heights, a few miles from where the Muirshiel Centre is presently located.  Such is 

the nature of the beast, various publications state that this started between 01:30 and 

03:15.  The most remarkable feature is that this search party was led by none other 

than Captain John Ramsden.  Direct from Largs, Ramsden would still be suffering 

from shock and in a state of exhaustion.  Yet nothing was going to stop John 

Ramsden from helping in any way he could.    

 Even over sixty years later, the journey from Largs to Muirshiel is a tiring and 

remarkably slow affair at times.  In the dead of night, in poor weather with the small - 

at times single-track - road from Lochwinnoch up the Calder Glen, this would have 

been a tortuous trip.  This journey in a police car, with the vehicle enveloped by 

clinging mist, would have given John Ramsden ample time to think about what lay 
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ahead.   What might he find?    

 Due to the Captain’s physical and mental condition, he may well have been 

advised that his part in the rescue was over.  With the burden of responsibility 

weighing heavily upon his shoulders, this was not an option for John Ramsden.   

 Police vans took the party to the barytes mine
89

 on Queenside Muir, where the 

trek across the uplands would begin.  Whilst in the early 21
st
 Century little remains of 

the barytes mine except for some dilapidated buildings, in the late 1940s the mine 

was active.  This was ‘base camp’ for the principal rescue operation. BEA was 

reported to have summoned an ambulance from Paisley.  The driver headed to the 

mine where he would be stationed to pick up patients. 

 Captain Ramsden’s partner for the initial walk had been Henry Watt.  As a 

mark of the man’s mettle, Watt again wanted to accompany Ramsden.  However, a 

strained ankle received from his earlier trek excluded him from taking part.  He did 

nevertheless remain at the mine.   

 Around three hours after his dramatic entrance into Largs Police Station, the 

twenty-eight year old pilot led a party of about twenty shepherds, policemen, farmers 

and pressmen.  The search party divided up into smaller groups and set off across the 

moorland.  Search personnel blew whistles and waved torches in the hope of 

signalling their location to the remaining passengers and crew beside Vestal’s 

smouldering remains.   

 

Sodden Hours 

 

The search party trudged all night long over dark upland territory.  One can safely 

assume that the party covered a distance in excess of ten miles.  In this terrain, it 

doubtless seemed like many miles more.  Given the terrible weather conditions, it is 

understandable that the party became disorientated.  Complete with map and 

compass, John Ramsden led the group back to the safety of a farmhouse several miles 

from Lochwinnoch.    

 The members of the group were exhausted by their experience on the hills.  

Once again, poor visibility, strong winds and rain had made for an unenviable task.  

Despite their sodden hours on the moors, the search party had drawn a blank.  The 

Evening Times of 22 April reported that the search party were almost ‘done in’ by the 

conditions on the moors.  Ramsden telephoned the Muirshiel mine where BEA 

representatives – and by this time some passengers’ relatives - had stationed 

themselves awaiting positive news.   

 Suffering from shock and exhaustion, John Ramsden did not want to give in:  

‘Captain Ramsden’s first thought was to…organise another rescue party.  His 

endurance and fortitude won everyone’s admiration.’
90

  The hours of physical and 

mental anguish had taken their toll on the Captain.  He was ordered to return by 

ambulance to Renfrew where he was to be examined by the Medical Officer.  

Thereafter, he was sent home to Newton Mearns.   
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 His post-crash ordeal was over.   

 John Ramsden’s courageous actions were mentioned in several publications.  

The Evening Citizen noted: ‘…the passengers credit him with “tremendous 

courage”.’
91

  As he went home that morning, his thoughts must have returned to those 

souls left on Irish Law.  Did he do all he could to find them?  And what had caused 

Vestal to impact on Irish Law? 

 Close to the Muirshiel mine, Muirfield House Farm
92

, about one mile north-

west of Lochwinnoch, became station for many of the medical services.  

Coincidentally, Muirfield House Farm was no stranger to aviation emergencies.  On 

19 September 1938, Commander John Charlesley’s Avro Anson crashed on a ridge 

on Lairdside Hill near Lochwinnoch.
93

 He walked over three miles to Muirfield 

House Farm to raise the alarm, shortly followed by another occupant of the aircraft. 

 The Vestal crash site was presumed to be on or near either Hill Of Stake, which 

lies approximately four miles due north-west of the farm, or Misty Law.  Nurses and 

doctors were on standby at Muirfield House Farm, as this was deemed to be where 

the survivors would be brought off the moor.  

 A number of relatives arrived at Muirshiel before daybreak, many of them with 

overcoats over their pyjamas, desperate for any positive news.  Whilst at the mine, the 

press had their first contact with one of Vestal’s passengers.  Henry Watt, speaking to 

the Evening News, commented: ‘It was a miracle how we were not all burned to 

death.’  In the Evening Times of 22 April, he continued to display his relief: ‘I just do 

not know how we are alive…The plane crashed and at once there was a flash of 

flame…somehow or other I got through it, and so did the others.’  

 

Waist Deep  

 

In the mist of the first light of 22 April, it was clear that the west coast weather was 

not going to relent to aid the rescuers.  If anything, the commencement of heavy rain 

was going to make matters markedly worse.  The feverish search was given a boost 

by the arrival of an RAF Mountain Rescue team from Wigtown in Cumbria.  The 

rescue team had been on exercise for most of the previous day in the Galloway Hills.  

No sooner had they gone to bed than they were summoned to assist in the search for 

Vestal.  Leaving at 01:00, the group arrived at Lochwinnoch six hours later.   

 Once again, the search was initiated from the Muirshiel mine.  These hardened 

men were more prepared for the search: in addition to stretchers and various other 

first aid equipment, they were dressed in white mountain suits.  One member of the 

team remained at Muirshiel, in contact with his colleagues by walkie-talkie.    

 Yet again, conditions were appalling as one of the RAF men commented: ‘I was 

twice up to the middle in the bog.  I have never experienced worse conditions.  How 

these poor people are weathering this I cannot imagine.’
94

  The fact that a hardened 

mountain rescuer, frequenting the much higher and more expansive Galloway Hills, 

would say this is well worth remembering.  After some two hours, several members 
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The RAF Mountain Rescue team study maps and charts prior 
to heading out across windswept moorlands in search of 

Vestal’s passengers.  

(Reproduced with the permission of The Evening Times, 
Glasgow © 2007 Herald & Times Group) 

 

of the Mountain Rescue team returned 

to Muirshiel to be relieved by other 

airmen, who immediately headed 

back on to the moors for another 

battle with the elements.  One of the 

returning airmen stated: ‘Conditions 

are just terrible up there, you can only 

see about ten yards ahead, and the rain 

was driving in our faces.  Several 

times we sank up to the waist in a 

bog.’
95

 

 In addition to the Wigtown 

team, other rescuers were also in 

search of Vestal’s charges.  A Royal 

Navy Air Station rescue party from 

Abbotsinch arrived at the Muirshiel 

mine to assist with the rescue work.   

Additionally, teams from Renfrew County Police and Prestwick - plus assorted 

civilians – all selflessly headed into the murk. 

 The moors of the Renfrewshire Heights cannot be confused with short-cropped 

lowland pastures after rainfall.  In this upland wilderness, vegetation ranges from 

tufted ankle-high moor grass to waist-high clumps of sedges.  The uneven nature of 

the ground is exacerbated by peat hags which rise and fall by over six feet.  Streams 

and ditches penetrate the hillsides, their edges undefined, obscured by overhanging 

grass.  Moreover, there are bogs complete with floating moss, which can be a 

remarkably inconspicuous hazard for the unwary.  If stumbled into, every attempt to 

loosen entrapped legs only serves to draw one in further. 

 The nature of the terrain is illustrated by John Martindale, who has visited the 

Vestal remains on many occasions over four decades.  ‘On two different occasions, 

while taking parties to see the Viking, in good weather of course, a member of the 

party stumbled into an area of no-go green moss.  On being helped up, out also came 

the green bones from a sheep’s carcass.  The unfortunate smelly young fellow who 

did not heed the advice to follow the leader was thrown into the stream to wash 

before getting into our car.  That was in daylight!’ 

 

Betty’s Lucky Charm 
 

The makeshift windbreak at the crash site helped in a small way to shield the 

survivors from the onslaught of the strong easterly wind.  What it could not do was 

prevent minds from returning to the awful events several hours before.  In this, the 

longest night of their lives, the hours dragged by interminably.  Formerly strangers, 

these souls now shared the terrible experience and each others’ body warmth as they 
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Betty Wighton’s charm bracelet 

compass, which was to prove 

very lucky indeed. 
(Reproduced by kind permission 

of the Scottish Daily Express) 

 

fought for survival. 

 The effects of the onset of hypothermia and shock compounded the misery of 

the hours spent at the crash site.  Given their gradual deterioration, the remaining 

eighteen survivors had reached a nadir.   

 The Captain and passenger had ventured out into the unknown a full nine hours 

ago.  What had become of them?  Were they now lost or lying injured down a gully 

or sinking in a bog?  The conditions swirling around the makeshift windbreak must 

have made them wonder if anyone was out there in search of them.  If so, could the 

rescuers even find them?   

 The younger men in the party were eager to make their own bid for safety.  

Conversations ensued and plans were formulated.  A decision had to be made.  In 

conjunction with the remaining two crew members, Denis Clifton made a key 

decision: a small party should try and reach habitation somewhere out there.   

 At daybreak on the morning of Thursday 22 April, a party consisting of Radio 

Officer Arnold Lloyd and passengers Fred Hems, Jimmy Wilson and Hobart Moore 

were ready to leave to summon help.  These three passengers were young and fit 

compared with their fellow passengers.  Their decisiveness and dynamism made them 

ideal candidates for the challenge.  Nevertheless, the prospect of a gruelling trek 

across the moors must have been unenviable.  Despite the sunrise, they were cloaked 

in thick mist which obliterated any major features of the undulating landscape.  

Navigation was going to be difficult for sure.  When a member of the party 

commented on the lack of a compass, Betty Wighton remembered an item which 

would certainly be of use. 

 The Evening Citizen reported Betty’s words thus: ‘I remembered the little 

charm dangling from my bracelet and gave it to the radio 

officer.’
96

  Betty’s bracelet had been a Christmas gift, to 

which she had attached charms from various places she 

had visited.  One such memento was the farthing-sized 

hexagonal gold compass which she had bought in a 

London junk shop some two years previously.  Betty 

Wighton handed the appreciative men the compass.  ‘I 

never thought my little compass really worked, far less so 

effectively.’
97

   

 This seemingly incongruous item was to be a 

Godsend – or so they thought.   

 With the use of the compass, the Radio Officer and 

Messrs Hems, Wilson and Moore would be able to verify 

their general heading at various points on their journey.  

Every assistance would be needed in the conditions being 

forced upon them.  While Clifton and Moroney continued 

to care for the remaining passengers, the party led by 

Lloyd duly struck out east across the moors.  They 
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Figure 6:  The route to Ladyland House taken by Radio Officer Lloyd and 

passengers Messrs Hems, Wilson and Moore on the morning of 22 April 1948. 
 

traversed streams, ditches and boggy sheep grazings.  After about two miles, they 

encountered the upper reaches of the River Garnock.  Despite its modest flow, the 

Garnock is one of Ayrshire’s prominent rivers, draining a sizeable area of the south-

eastern Renfrewshire Heights before emptying into the Firth of Clyde near Irvine.  

Along this upper stretch, the Garnock is hemmed in by a steep-sided gorge.  ‘We 

stumbled across moorland, and then we came to two rivers, we used stepping stones 

to get across them.  After that we were so wet that it didn’t matter, we simply walked 

through streams and ditches as we came to them,’ narrated Jimmy Wilson and Hobart 

Moore.
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Eclectic Ladyland 

 

After about three hours 

in the dense mist, the 

four exhausted men 

reached the stately 

Ladyland House, some 

four direct miles from 

the remains of Vestal.  In 

reality, to allow for the 

vagaries of the 

landscape, the distance 

they covered would 

probably have been 

several miles more.  They arrived with legs heavy from muscle fatigue and feet 

blistered from the uneven walk.   

 Ayrshire’s Ladyland House, an imposing country mansion barely a few 

hundred yards from the Renfrewshire border, is located off the main road between 

Lochwinnoch and Kilbirnie.  It is set amongst small fields and scattered woodland 

policies.  Built around 1820, the stately home was designed by noted Scottish 

architect David Hamilton.  Such was Hamilton’s talent that he came third in a 

competition to design the Houses Of Parliament in 1835.  Ladyland House, which 

was supplemented by a wing added in 1925, plays an important part in the story of 

Vestal’s crew and passengers. 

 In the Evening Times of 22 April, Jimmy Wilson and Hobart Moore concluded: 

‘We were very glad to see the house, and Sir Neil Cochrane[sic]-Patrick and his 

household made us welcome.’  Arriving at about 09:00, the sight of these four 

drenched, bedraggled and muddied men must have been a surprising – and possibly 

alarming - sight in this quiet corner of the countryside not familiar with such 

emergencies. 

 Sir Neil Cochran-Patrick had been convener of the Ayrshire County Council in 

the 1930s.  Interestingly, Sir Neil had strong aviation links: he was the father of 



 Our Night Of Misery 67 

 

Remarkably, this is the only available photograph of the party 

which reached Ladyland House.  From left: Fred Hems, 

Hobart Moore, Jimmy Wilson and Radio Officer Arnold 

Lloyd. 

(Reproduced with the permission of The Evening Times, 

Glasgow © 2007 Herald & Times Group) 
 

Major Charles Cochran-Patrick.  The son joined the Royal Flying Corps in 1915, 

going on to become the highest scoring ace to fly the single-seat French SPAD VII 

fighter.  After joining 23 Squadron, he shot down eighteen enemy aircraft in aircraft 

equipped with a Vickers machine gun.  In 1916, Major Charles was awarded the 

Military Cross, and in the following year, the Distinguished Service Order.  

Tragically, in 1933 his de Havilland D.H.84 Dragon plummeted to the ground shortly 

after takeoff.  Major Charles died aged just thirty-seven.
99

      

 The Cochran-Patrick household of 1948 comprised Sir Neil and Lady Eleanora, 

their daughter Nora and twin aunts Margaret and Kathleen, a cook and maid.
100

  Quite 

what they made of the arrival of the crash survivors is unfortunately not recorded in 

the press.  Given the nature of his son’s death, reference to an aircraft crash may well 

have stirred up some poignant memories for Sir Neil.   

 An insight into the grandeur and eclecticism of Ladyland House can be 

provided by an employee of a company engaged in painting the property in the late 

1970s.  He confirms that the tail fin from a World War One kill by Major Charles was 

mounted on a wall.  In 1948, this same relic was mounted prominently in the 

property.  Imagine what the dishevelled survivors thought of this piece of aircraft 

wreckage after their own over familiarity with aircraft debris!    

 The employee also remembers the heads of game animals, muskets, guns, pikes 

and shields in the house.  It is often said that every country manor has a ghost, and it 

would appear that Ladyland House was no different.  The painter saw the 

‘transparent’
101

 image of a woman dressed in a long black and white uniform.  The 

vision of a ghost would be an unnerving experience for many.  He was told that the 

ghost was that of a murdered maid, and not to worry.  The ghost was often seen on 

the stairs, most frequently when workmen were in the house! 

 The hospitality at Ladyland 

must surely have been exceptionally 

welcome given their dramatic ordeal.  

After hours of interminable worry, 

telephone calls to loved ones from the 

country mansion provided a glimpse 

into the gratitude of the survivors.  

Fred Hems told his wife: ‘I think I am 

100 per cent lucky.’
102

  

 Britons in the post-war years 

were resourceful and strong in spirit: 

nothing was going to keep them 

down.  For staunch businessmen like 

Hobart Moore and Jimmy Wilson, 

their miraculous escape and 

subsequent endurance of abysmal 

conditions on the moorlands of 
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Ayrshire did not deter them from achieving their original goal.  Leaving in an 

Evening Times car, they bought new clothes with hastily obtained clothing coupons 

and made their meeting in Glasgow!   

 One can imagine the possible conversations in the boardroom.  After all, it is 

not every day that attendees at a meeting have such a fraught business trip.  The 

stoicism of Moore and Wilson would have made this entire episode merely an 

inconvenience – it was now time to ‘get back to work’ and put the events of the past 

few hours firmly behind them. 

 

The Last To Go 

 

Over at the crash site and now with some daylight to speak of, Gordon Davies later 

described the scene to a Scotsman correspondent: ‘At dawn, when we saw the 

wreckage strewn over an area of several hundred yards, it brought home to us more 

clearly than ever how miraculous our escape had been.’
103

  Seeing the remains of 

Vestal in subdued daylight must have been a very poignant moment, reinforcing the 

very thin line they had flown between life and death. 

 Steward Con Moroney had spent around twelve hours at the wreck comforting 

and assisting his unfortunate passengers.  The party had been without food or drink 

since the previous evening and the possibility of hypothermia was very real.  Denis 

Clifton commented: ‘The party had a pretty grim night…it did not rain a great deal, 

but there was a lot of mist and visibility was sometimes down to two yards.’
104

  He 

continued: ‘There was a 35-knot wind blowing most of the night and early in the 

morning we were battered by heavy rain.’
105

  In 2006, he recounted for the British 

Airways Icarus newsletter: ‘…the steward considered that some of the elderly 

passengers would die if a further night was to be spent in such appalling conditions, 

and a drastic move was obviously necessary.’  It was approximately three hours after 

the departure of the Radio Officer-led party and no rescue appeared imminent.  

Moroney assessed the condition of the passengers and Clifton decided the remaining 

group should leave.  The time had come for action. 

 Clifton commented: ‘With no idea of direction everyone started downhill, the 

able-bodied helping the injured, until a stream was found…’
106

  Indeed, it was 

Johannes Sejersted, one half of the Scandinavian honeymoon couple, who surmised 

that by following the stream downhill they would be more likely to come to 

habitation.  

 Once again, the terrain facing this party was similar to that encountered by the 

two other parties: rough tussocky grassland, streams and ditches.  This was altogether 

a totally alien environment to many of the survivors not equipped for the experience. 

   Betty Wighton, who had sacrificed her charm bracelet compass to guide the 

Radio Officer and three fellow passengers, offered up her thoughts on the scenario 

which faced them: ‘As the morning went on the rain fell to complete our night of 

misery under a shelter made from the wreckage… The men, who had been wonderful 
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Figure 7:  The route to Flatt Farm taken by the final group of survivors, led by 
Denis Clifton and Con Moroney. 

 

all the time, carried the injured women.  I was in my bare feet and my leg was rather 

badly cut, but we struggled on and kept telling ourselves how very lucky we were to 

be alive at all.’
107

   

 Indeed, Betty Wighton’s stamina was singled out for praise by other 

passengers.  Similarly, Ben Goldwater and Jackie Sheville were also praised for their 

efforts: ‘Another passenger spoke of the pluck of the London [sic] bookmaker Mr. 

Ben Goldwater, who took off his shirt and singlet to wrap around the feet of Mr. 

Sheville…it was learned, [that Sheville] had parted with his own footwear to one of 

the other passengers, and was prepared himself to walk down the hillside 

barefooted.’
108

  The endurance which all had shown was nothing short of remarkable.   

 Speaking nearly 60 years later, Con Moroney recounted the story of Hilda and 

May Most and their slow progress down the hillside from the crash site.  The Steward 

offered brisk prompts of ‘Keep up best you can’ and ‘Don’t go in there, you’ll get all 

cold’ to the mother when she stumbled into ditches and streams.  The ordeal was 

taking a particularly heavy toll on May, with her comments and actions being 

indicative of the onset of hypothermia.  This led her to rebuff Con’s appeals with ‘Go 

on, leave me here.  I’m alright.  I can stay here without you’.
109

  For the professional 

Steward, with a duty of care to his passengers, he could not simply let her be.   

 May Most’s ankle injury was described as ‘broken’, ‘fractured’ and simply 

‘injured’ in various newspaper reports.  It was also reported that the injured women – 

presumably Betty Wighton and May Most – were carried down from Irish Law.  

However, Con Moroney’s recollections suggest that May had been able to walk 

unassisted for some periods of the trek.  If she had been able to walk, then it follows 

that her ankle would not have been broken or fractured.  It would be more likely to 

have been sprained during her exit from the burning aircraft. 

 At this low point, when it seemed the nightmare was continuing well into the 

day, the cry came.  Someone at the head of the party saw buildings.  They had made 

it! 

  

Finally - Flatt Farm  
 

After nearly two hours 

of a sodden hike down 

the hillside and along the 

course of the Gogo 

Water, the foremost of 

the exhausted party 

reached Flatt Farm on 

the eastern outskirts of 

Largs.   

 Madge Riddet is 

the daughter of the 
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Flatt Farm, 1957.  Nine years previously, a party of Vestal's survivors 

arrived here, their first taste of civilisation after their detention on the 

moors high above this tranquil scene.  
(Madge Riddet) 

 

farm’s occupants Robert and 

Helen Riddet.   Although she 

was in England at the time of the 

crash, she recalled in 2007 that 

her mother ‘…gave them [the 

survivors] tea and toast’.  The 

party had arrived cold, 

miserable, several were injured 

and some of the women were 

suffering from shock.  Given the 

physical state of the survivors 

and their night without food and 

drink, the tea and toast welcome 

from the Riddets at Flatt Farm 

must surely have been very well 

received.  

 Denis Clifton recalled that 

the police were already at Flatt Farm by the time he arrived.  The party had actually 

split up en route, with a larger contingent of people moving at a slower pace.  The 

momentum of the more able-bodied cohort had hastened upon seeing the farm and 

thus they arrived at the farm first.  The Riddets telephoned the police straight away 

upon their arrival.  Largs was a sufficiently small town that the officers arrived 

quickly, enabling them to see the remnants of the party coming off the moors.  

Indeed, burgh official Fred Thomson was at Largs Police Station when a telephone 

message came through notifying them of survivors arriving at Flatt Farm.  Mr. 

Thomson hurriedly travelled to the farm with the police, where he met survivors.  

Ambulances, taxis and press followed in quick succession. 

 The First Officer commented on the hectic scene at Flatt Farm: ‘People came.  

Cars came.  There was a lot of phoning.’  Denis also told the authors that ‘the police 

gave everyone whisky at the farm’ and that he ‘was so cold at that time that he 

couldn’t feel anything’.  Although he drank quite a volume of whisky the alcohol did 

not have the usual effect on him!   

 Madge Riddet: ‘It was to Flatt Farm that friends and relatives came for them.’  

Henry Morris, a close friend of Ben Goldwater and Jackie Sheville, arrived as quickly 

as possible at Flatt Farm.  With the intention of warming him up, Henry rubbed Ben 

down with whisky.  The spirit was also consumed in the normal fashion! 

 There was tremendous press interest which Clifton understandably called an 

‘irritation’.  Due to the nature of the incident, and the rumour mill in full action, there 

was a need for the crew to remain tight-lipped.  They must not inadvertently give the 

press information to speculate on a possible cause of the accident. 

 There would be public and private investigations.  ‘We had to be careful what 

we said,’ recalled Clifton.
110
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Above: Ben Goldwater looks on whilst Norwegian 

honeymooning couple Greta and Johannes Sejersted relax after 

their ordeal in the comfort of a Largs hotel. 
(Reproduced by kind permission of the Scottish Daily Express) 

 

Below:  Betty Wighton’s charm bracelet and its remarkable 
story was the focus of a great deal of press interest in the 

aftermath of the accident. 

(Reproduced by kind permission of the Scottish Daily Express) 

 

 

The Victoria Hotel Welcomes You 

 

Survivors were transported by both ambulances and taxis to the Victoria Hotel in the 

centre of Largs.  At the hotel, the passengers and crew were temporarily 

accommodated and doctors treated superficial injuries.  This also gave the survivors 

the opportunity to contact relatives, clean themselves up after their ordeal, and receive 

fresh clothes and a meal.   

 One of the officials who met the survivors was BEA director Sir Patrick Dollan.  

Sir Patrick would have been instantly recognisable to all of the Glasgow-based 

passengers.  It would be fair to say 

that Dollan had been a contentious 

figure in Glasgow politics during 

the first half of the 20
th

 Century.  

Dollan had been Labour Party 

Leader of Glasgow District 

Council, latterly attaining the 

position of Lord Provost of 

Glasgow during 1938 to 1941.  

During this time, he was knighted 

for war services.  Dollan then 

became Chairman of the Scottish 

Advisory Council for Civil 

Aviation.   

 Sir Patrick Dollan had 

quickly made haste for the west 

coast town to gain first-hand 

information about the night’s 

events and no doubt to display a 

reassuring interest in the 

passengers’ and crewmens’ plight.  

He had an important public 

relations role to fulfil.  Dollan was also able to 

organise transport to Glasgow for the passengers 

and crew by BEA bus.  Some were taken to 

hospital in Glasgow by ambulance to have burns 

treated.   

 This period enabled the survivors to begin 

to come to terms with what had happened during 

their hours on the hillside.  They were also told 

of the heroic actions of their Captain heading 

back out on the moors in search of them.  

Likewise, they were probably informed of the 



72  Viking Down!  

 

group of young men reaching Ladyland House.  This period also enabled the press to 

gain face-to-face, first-hand comments from a group of passengers.  The Norwegian 

honeymooners, Johannes and Greta Sejersted, were pictured smiling in The Bulletin, 

with one of the most philosophical quotes of that day: ‘Yes, we have nothing left – 

but each other.’   

 At this time, Denis Clifton discovered how close his party was to being found.  

‘When we came down we heard that the rescue party had been within half a mile of 

us.  They had been blowing whistles, but the wind was so high that we did not hear 

any sound of the whistles.’
111

   

 Perhaps the greatest toll of the event was on May Most.  Con Moroney recalled 

in recent years that someone had asked May about the Steward.   Her response was a 

curt ‘No, I don’t want to see that man again!’  There is some conjecture as to why this 

should be the case.  Like the shattered remains of the Viking sinking into the peat, 

some details will be lost forever. 

 

The Lay Of The Land 
 

Let us consider the routes taken by the three parties from Irish Law.  In darkness 

shortly after the crash, John Ramsden and Henry Watt followed the land downhill 

from Irish Law.  Upon reaching the Gogo Water, they followed it as it tumbled 

relentlessly into Largs.  In the early hours of the morning, Arnold Lloyd’s party 

headed out across the moors, crossing the upper reaches of the River Garnock.  

Ultimately, the four young men stumbled upon Ladyland House, having relied on the 

small charm bracelet compass to guide them eastward.  The remainder of the 

survivors, led by Denis Clifton and Con Moroney, located the Gogo Water and 

followed it to Flatt Farm.  This begs the question – why did none of the parties strike 

out in the direction of the Rye Water Head stream to the south-west and follow it 

down to the Largs to Kilbirnie Road?   

 Inspecting the topographic details depicted in modern Ordnance Survey 

mapping enables the reader to understand why the ‘conventional route’ used by 

visitors to Irish Law was not taken.  Like massed fingerprints, the contour lines depict 

the rise and fall of the uplands and confirm the identity of steep slopes and gullies.  

The crash site, and location of the improvised shelter, was in a small col between 

Irish Law and Little Irish Law.  This sloped down to the east, with a slight incline 

prior to levelling out as a small plateau to the west.  Thus, upon leaving the 

devastation, it would be unlikely that any of the parties would immediately head 

uphill, no matter how insignificant the incline.  To one degree or another, it was the 

immediate downhill aspect which influenced the routes taken.  In addition, the Radio 

Officer-led party were unwavering; they would follow the compass eastward, 

regardless of obstacles in their path.  These routes, paradoxically, were much longer 

and more fraught with danger.  It is conceivable that had the Rye Water Head route 

been taken that help could have been summoned within an hour. 
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 As the remainder of the survivors reached safety within nine hours of Captain 

Ramsden reaching Largs, one might also tend to question whether Ramsden made the 

correct decision to almost immediately head out in search of help.  Yet Ramsden’s 

epic trek was unequivocally worth the effort.  Whilst he could not give a precise 

location for the remains of Vestal, his comments enabled the search to be restricted to 

a more localised area.  Thus, manpower could be focussed in a more concerted 

manner.  Had it not been for Ramsden’s good instincts to reach habitation and alert 

the authorities, search parties may well have been scattered across the wider area, 

from Greenock in the north to Lugton in the south – perhaps even farther.  Moreover, 

his appearance at Largs Police Station in the early hours of that April morning meant 

that he could report to authorities that all who were onboard had survived largely 

uninjured – a most crucial piece of information for worried relatives.   

 The praise given to John Ramsden in the press was therefore justified.  The 

young Captain’s determination to summon help was of great significance for those 

left on the exposed moor clinging to hope that desperate night. 

 

Heap Of Ashes 
 

All twenty passengers and crew of flight S.200P were now back down at sea level.  

BEA announced at 12:30 in the afternoon of Thursday 22 April that the Viking had 

crash-landed, and that all on board were safe.   

 The question on everyone’s lips now was ‘Where is the plane?’ 

 Search parties were still on the hillside.  There was a flurry of press interest in 

finding the remains of the BEA airliner to gain what would be a major photographic 

scoop.   

 Uniquely, the Scottish Daily Express were quickly in the air aboard their 

‘hover-plane’ – a Bell 47B helicopter probably sourced from Scottish Aviation Ltd. at 

Prestwick Airport.  Staff photographer Bill Young was aboard the machine piloted by 

Wing Commander Capper.  The hiring of this sophisticated machine by a wealthy 

newspaper would be worth the expense if it facilitated the capturing of a photograph 

of the remains of Vestal.   

The use of a helicopter at this time was noteworthy.  The Bell 47 was the first 

helicopter certified for civilian use in 1946, and it would be ideal for searching barren 

uplands such as the Renfrewshire Heights.   

 The helicopter’s occupants were the first to spot the wreckage lying on Irish 

Law, and they passed on the information to search parties nearby.  There is some 

ambiguity in newspaper reports surrounding the use of a helicopter for the search 

role.  The Glasgow Herald of 23 April noted that: ‘…search parties and a helicopter, 

used on such service for the first time in Scotland, had earlier failed to find the ‘plane 

owing to poor visibility.’  Whether this is a different machine from that used by the 

Scottish Daily Express is unclear from newspaper reports. 

 On the front page of the 23 April edition, the publication proudly proclaimed 
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The remains of Vestal are 
prominent in the foreground, 

with the Bell helicopter used 

by the Daily Express in the 
background. 

(Reproduced by kind 

permission of the Scottish 
Daily Express) 

 

the banner ‘EXPRESS HOVER-PLANE FINDS CRASHED VIKING’.  Young 

described the scene they encountered from their aerial vantage point: ‘We saw two 

propeller blades in a gully on the east shoulder of the hill.  Fifty yards further on lay 

the skeleton of the plane, with engine cowlings pointed downhill.  Twenty yards 

behind lay the shattered tail-plane.  In between there was only a blackened gap where 

the fuselage had burned out.’  The scene of devastation was captured for posterity by 

Bill Young.   The remains of the Bristol Hercules engines lay prominent in the 

foreground and the Bell helicopter was at rest in the background.   The composition 

of the photograph made for a powerful image.   

 

 

 

 

The weather continued to play havoc with the search, as Young continued: ‘The 

flight itself was an adventure.  Low cloud and mist interfered with us all the way.  We 

had to drop down on about a dozen farmyards for direction.  I’m afraid we scared the 

livestock.  On the way back, we had to come down in the mist in a public park in 

Paisley.  A park keeper told us the way to Renfrew.’  The sound and sight of the 

machine dropping through the mist and low cloud must have been a surprising sight 

for many local people! 

 A further photograph of the charred remains of the Viking was published in the 

Evening Citizen on 23 April.  This stark, attention-grabbing image, again taken from 

the air, showed the remains of the machine in intimate detail.  Of the original 

fuselage, only a small portion of the nose cone and the tail empennage remained.  The 

engine nacelles sans propellers and the port wing lay parallel to the incinerated 

remains of the fuselage.  Fabric-covered control surfaces had been burned away to 

leave only skeletal remains of the structure amidst the ashes.  The accompanying text 

for the image - ‘Only Heap Of Ashes Left Of Viking Airliner’s Fuselage’ - simply 

and effectively described the remains.  One can only wonder what the passengers and 

crew thought of their lucky escape when they saw this austere image. 

 At 18:03 hours on 22 April, Largs Police Station informed Renfrew Airport that 

the aircraft had been found on the northern slopes of Irish Law.  Later that evening, 

BEA announced to the press the location of Vestal’s final resting place.   

 Irish Law had given up its secret. 
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A remarkable and somewhat poignant photograph considering that the twenty occupants of this airliner escaped with only 

minor injuries.  In this shot, the two engine nacelles and remains of the tail are prominent.  The port wing lies almost 

parallel with the rear of the aircraft – or what remains of it. 

(Reproduced by kind permission of the Scottish Daily Express) 

World-wide News Value 

 

With post-war civil aviation still in its formative years, many serious incidents were 

reported in the press, some with consequent casualties.  For our twenty men and 

women to have escaped a crash of this nature relatively unscathed was a remarkable 

story.  The combined factors of topography, weather and physical exertion all 

conspired to make this a truly miraculous incident. 

 A correspondent in the local newspaper, the Largs & Millport Weekly News, 

noted: ‘It was not surprising that the story of the crash was of world-wide news value.  

The fact that an air liner hit a hillside, bounced along for over 300 yards, burst into 
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flames, and yet all 20 passengers and crew escaped with only slight injuries was 

astonishingly lucky.  The search of the moors for the passengers and crew added to 

the drama of the remarkable incident.’
112

 

 Whilst ‘world-wide news’ might have been a slight exaggeration, it certainly 

was the news story for those few days from 22 April 1948.  With events still 

unravelling as the newspapers went to print, the various editions of each publication 

helped to unfold the emerging story.  Some details disappeared, only to make room 

for the very latest in subsequent editions.  Names were incorrectly spelled on several 

occasions – most notably the Steward’s surname - and job titles likewise became 

muddled in the press maelstrom.  Although there were sensationalist aspects to the 

reporting, it could certainly be argued that this was a sensational incident!   

 At one stage in the development of the story, the Evening Citizen noted on the 

22 April that ‘reports of one death are so far unconfirmed’.  This had always been the 

fear.  Thankfully it was unfounded.  Likewise, other errors, such as the location of the 

crash being on Hill of Stake or Misty Law, were propagated by The Scotsman, Daily 

Mail and Glasgow Herald.  For the modern reader, it is also notable that the plight of 

the fairer sex is often referred to.  Some twenty years before ‘womens’ liberation’ the 

reader finds regular references to the injuries and awful conditions forced upon the 

women.  It was more gentlemanly to refer to the plight of the ladies than that of the 

menfolk!  

 Reviewing those front pages after sixty years, the magnitude of the event is ably 

demonstrated by the headlines: 

 

AIRLINER IN FLAMES – 20 LEAP CLEAR 

Scottish Daily Express, 22 April 1948 

 

Women, Suffering from Shock, Helped Over Moor 

BAREFOOTED VIKING PASSENGERS SAVED AFTER ALL-NIGHT ORDEAL 

Evening Times, 22 April 1948 

 

NO WOMEN HURT WHEN ‘PLANE HITS HILL: 18 SAFE 

The Bulletin and Scots Pictorial, 22 April 1948 

 

 It could all have been so different.  Indeed, just a day shy of six months later, at 

nearby Prestwick Airport, a KLM Lockheed Constellation crashed taking the lives of 

forty passengers and crew.  There was no starker contrast than this. 

 Air disasters have a strong visual and emotional impact.  They evoke fear, 

compassion - or dare it be said - a grim fascination with the seemingly unsurvivable.  

When air disasters end without wholesale loss of life, the word ‘miracle’ is frequently 

touted in the press.  If ever there was a miracle, it took place on the northern slopes of 

Irish Law that cold April evening. 
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The ‘Final’ edition of the Evening Citizen on 22 April 1948 announces that all of the Viking’s occupants are 

safe after their ordeal. 
(Reproduced by kind permission of the Scottish Daily Express) 
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Perhaps due to the great media interest in the story, an ‘Extra Final’ edition of the Evening Citizen updates 

and rearranges earlier contents and provides a more cohesive summary of the entire incident. 
(Reproduced by kind permission of the Scottish Daily Express) 
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Chapter Four 

Beam Me Down 
 

 

 
he subject of how and why Vestal came to rest on an Ayrshire hill is a fascinating 

one.  There are a number of debatable points, and more than a fair share of 

mystery.  In order to appreciate it fully, we should learn a little of how the beam and 

markers functioned.  

 On the night of the accident, mist and low cloud prevented the pilots from 

seeing the runway ahead or the ground below.  They needed to rely upon an 

instrument approach system to guide them into Renfrew Airport.  Today airline pilots 

use a system known as the ILS (Instrument Landing System).  Back in 1948, a less 

sophisticated system known as the SBA (Standard Beam Approach) was in place at 

the principal airports within the UK. 

 The origins of the SBA system can be found in the German Lorenz beam 

system.  This equipment guided Luftwaffe night bombers with regrettable accuracy to 

targets in Britain during World War II.  To nullify the effectiveness of the system, 

British scientists and engineers succeeded in bending the German beams.  By 1948 

this same beam technology was being utilised in the SBA system for an altogether 

more humane purpose.  Having once been used to assist in the bombing of British 

cities, the technology was now being used to guide passengers safely into British 

airports.  

 Runway designations use the two digits which are nearest one tenth of the 

magnetic heading of the runway.  As the main runway at Renfrew was aligned at 

083°, it was known as runway 08 (with 26 being the reciprocal).
113

  An approach 

from the west along a bearing of 083° may have been referred to as ‘landing on 

runway 08’.  An approach from the east, flying in over Glasgow on the reciprocal 

bearing of 263°, may have been referred to as ‘landing on runway 26’.  The 

designations 08 and 26 made it clear the direction in which an aircraft was landing or 

taking off.  

 On the night of 21 April a strong wind was gusting from the east.  To ensure 

landing into wind, this necessitated an approach from the west.  When landing from 

the west on runway 08, an aircraft would pass over the Milliken Park area of 

Johnstone, then over the southern side of Linwood (where the Asda supermarket is 

presently located), and finally pass over the Ferguslie Park area of Paisley.   

T 
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Figure 8:  The grey region in this simple drawing shows the area 
in which the A zone and N zone overlap.  

 

On The Centreline 
 

The equipment for the SBA was located 800 feet to the east of the eastern end of the 

main runway.  This equipment transmitted a ‘front beam’ towards the west on a 

bearing of 263°, and a ‘back beam’ towards the east on the reciprocal bearing of 083°.  

As Vestal was operating on the front beam, we shall concentrate only on this beam.  

 One way to think of the beam was to imagine someone standing in darkness at 

the eastern end of the runway at Renfrew.  The person shines a torch along a bearing 

of 263°.  This imaginary torch is a very powerful one as it shines all the way down to 

the Ayrshire coast.  An aircraft flying in a northerly direction will at some stage fly 

into this beam of light, and be illuminated.  Now, instead of thinking of a beam of 

light, we shall consider the beam to be a radio beam.  The same aircraft flying 

northwards will at some stage fly into the radio beam.  If the equipment on board the 

aircraft is tuned to the correct frequency, the crew will hear noises that assure them 

they are ‘in the beam’.    

 Although referred to as a singular beam, the front beam equipment actually 

transmitted two separate beam fields: the A beam and the N beam.  The radio 

transmitter consisted of two aerial systems mounted together on one piece of 

apparatus.  These two aerials provided two separate fields (or zones) that could be 

identified by the SBA receiver equipment in the cockpit.  

 When an aircraft was in the A zone - north of the centreline - the crew would 

hear a ‘dit dah’ noise.  The ‘dit’ (also known as ‘dot’) was a short tone and the ‘dah’ 

(also known as a ‘dash’) a long tone.  These two audio tones denote the sequence for 

‘A’ in Morse Code.  When the aircraft was in the N zone - south of the centreline - 

the crew would hear a ‘dah dit’ noise, the Morse Code sequence for the letter ‘N’. 

 The simple yet very effective aspect of this system is that the areas covered by 

the A and N beams overlapped each other.
114

  This narrow overlapping zone 

effectively became the ‘beam’ along which the aircraft was intended to fly.  If the 

aircraft flew into the overlapping zone, the ‘dit dah’ of the A zone and the ‘dah dit’ of 

the N zone combined to form a 

continuous tone.  This would 

inform the pilots that they were 

flying ‘in the beam’ or ‘on the 

centreline’.  They were either 

flying east along the front beam 

(known as ‘on the QDM’) or flying 

west along the front beam (known 

as ‘on the QDR’).  By checking the 

compass they could very speedily 

ascertain whether they were 

inbound or outbound from 

Renfrew.  
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Figure 9:  A map of Renfrew Airport in 1948.  The position of the 

SBA transmitter can be seen at the eastern end of the main runway.  
The equipment transmitted a beam along the main runway on a 

heading of 263° (magnetic heading). 

 
Below:  A wonderful post-war photo showing many details of Renfrew 

Airport.   The aerial photo was taken from a position near the western 

end of the main runway.  Details that can be discerned include the 
hangars to the south of Newmains Road, the King George V playing 

fields, and a concrete apron near to the shorter cross runway.  A long 

straight stretch of the modern M8 motorway now lies almost directly 
on top of where the main runway was located.  

(John Shroud via Dugald Cameron) 
 

 Once the aircraft was in 

the beam, heading directly 

towards Renfrew, the pilots 

would continue on the same 

heading so long as they heard 

the continuous tone.  If the 

continuous tone started to 

become an N, they knew they 

had drifted slightly to the 

south of the centreline.  In this 

case they would turn slightly 

to port until they heard the 

continuous tone once again.  

Should the continuous tone 

change to become an A, a 

slight turn to starboard would 

be made to get back on the 

centreline.  This process of 

trial and error was known as 

‘bracketing the beam’.
115

  

Greater adjustments would be 

required when strong 

crosswinds were present.     

 

The Inner And Outer 

Markers 

 

If the crew heard a continuous 

steady tone from the SBA 

equipment, they knew they 

were somewhere along the 

beam.  But how could they 

establish their position along 

the beam? 

 There were three 

beacons that assisted the pilots 

in this respect: the inner 

marker, outer marker, and 

main Renfrew beacon.  The 

outer marker was located in 

the vicinity of the Pressed 

Steel factory at Linwood.
116
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Figure 10:  G-AIVE flying QDR at 1,300 feet.  The runway location and length is drawn to scale, as are the 

location of the markers, main beacon and the SBA transmitter.  All other details are not drawn to scale. 

Today the Phoenix Retail Park at Linwood lies in this general locality.  The inner 

marker was in the vicinity of the Fleming & Ferguson shipyard cranes, on the eastern 

side of the White Cart Water.
117

  At present this location lies roughly between Reid 

Kerr College and the nearby sewage works. 

 The Viking carried command beam receivers to detect the SBA beam, and 

marker receiver equipment to identify the inner and outer markers.  When the 

equipment was operating, the pilots would know they were over the markers when 

they heard a series of peeps.
118

  The inner marker sound was characterised by a series 

of quick peeps while the outer marker was marked by a series of slower peeps.
119

  

The sounds were distinctive enough that pilots could easily distinguish one marker 

from another.  As a result, it is very unlikely that the pilots would think they were 

over the outer marker when they were actually over the inner marker. 

 Both markers fields were, from a side profile perspective, shaped like a cone.  

As a consequence, the ‘width’ of the marker field was greater at a higher level of 

height.  When Vestal was flying over the outer marker at 1,300 feet, the marker beeps 

would have been audible for a figure in the region of six seconds.  Had the aircraft 

been flying at 2,000 feet, the marker peeps would have been audible for a longer time 

period.  Another point to consider is that the peeps became much louder when flying 

directly over the top of the marker. 

 Pilots could hear the distinctive sounds of the beam and the markers via their 

headphones.  Both pilots had their own individual volume control, which they could 
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Figure 11:  The positions of the markers and beacon. 

use to adjust the noise level of the beam and markers in their headphones.  When they 

wished to confer with each other, or perhaps with the Radio Officer, they could turn 

down their own volume control.  Assuming the aircraft was flying steadily in the 

beam, and the volume control was not turned down to an inaudible setting, the pilots 

‘couldn’t miss’
120

 the markers.  In such an instance they would certainly hear the 

series of peeps that characterised the inner or outer marker.  

 The main beacon at Renfrew was located on the southern side of the main 

runway, on the hill to the south of Arkleston Cemetery.  This beacon was also a cone 

marker, with a field that was wider at a greater height.  When one flew directly over 

this main beacon there would be a ‘cone of silence’
121

 where nothing would be heard 

in the headphones.  

Awaiting Their Turn 
 

Now that we have covered the technical 

points, we can get our teeth back into the story.  We begin our study of the accident at 

the point Vestal was flying overhead Renfrew Airport for the first time.  The time is 

20:46, and the aircraft is directly over the airport at a height of 4,700 feet.  The 

accident report provides many details but does not specify how the Viking descended 

in the period just after this point.  

 While descending over Renfrew, the crew would have been very conscious of 

the hills to the north-east of the airport.  Not three minutes flying time away were the 
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Kilsyth Hills and the Campsie Fells, where the remains of a BEA Rapide lay for 

many years.  Given that the Rapide crashed in September 1946, when Ramsden was 

based at Renfrew, he would certainly have been aware of the danger presented by 

these lethal hills.
 122

 

 Although we cannot ascertain the route of the Viking at this point, we can be 

sure that it was flown to a position west of the outer marker and south of the front 

beam.  From this point, the aircraft was flown on a northerly course into the N zone.  

When the ‘dah dit’ noises of the N zone turned to a steady tone, the pilots knew they 

were passing through the beam centreline.  The position of Vestal at this point may 

have been over Johnstone, or perhaps slightly farther west.  The aircraft passed 

through the beam into the A zone, north of the beam.  In order to re-intercept the 

beam, the Captain turned Vestal to starboard.  When the ‘dit dah’ noises began to 

become a continuous tone the pilots knew they were back in the beam.  Slight 

adjustments to port or starboard allowed them to remain on the centreline.  

 Shortly afterwards the anticipated sound of the outer marker was heard by both 

pilots.  The peeps changed in character when the aircraft flew directly over the 

marker.  Then, as they left the marker behind them, the tone faded away in their 

headphones.  The call of the outer marker assured the crew of their position: they 

knew for certain they were over the southern side of Linwood and flying directly 

towards Renfrew.  The instruments in the blind flying panel provided further 

assurances.  The position of the two dials on the altimeter told the pilots they were at 

4,000 feet.  Then a glance over at the airspeed indicator dials confirmed they were 

maintaining a speed of 170 knots IAS (indicated air speed).  

 Now that they were over the outer marker, the descent could be made down to 

the safety height of 2,500 feet.  During this decent a Dakota pilot reported that the 

cloud base was 500 feet.  The crew now knew that if they flew below 500 feet they 

would be free of the cloud that vanquished all vision of the towns and villages of 

Renfrewshire beneath them.  Until that point they would remain blind, relying upon 

instruments to guide them on their way.  

 At 20:50 the crew reported to Renfrew that they were at 2,500 feet.  The reply 

from Renfrew cleared them as number one to land.  Now that they had this necessary 

clearance, they could land Vestal at Renfrew.  However, at their present height they 

were much too high to make an immediate approach.  A descent would have to be 

made to a lower height, and from there an approach could be made.  This descent was 

implemented, at a rate of 400 feet per minute, down to 1,200 feet.  

 As the aircraft descended, a figure of eight holding procedure was employed.  

During this period the inner and outer markers were both identified.  The accident 

report does not indicate how many times the outer marker was identified but it was 

heard on at least two occasions.  

 As the markers were relatively close to the Renfrew runway, the crew intended 

to fly along the beam until they reached the Renfrew beacon.  At this point a 

procedure turn was to be made.  Following this turn, the intention was to fly west 
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Viking G-AIVF ‘Vibrant’ at Renfrew; the ‘26’ on the tower indicates that this 

shot was taken on the apron for Runway 26. 

(Dugald Cameron) 

along the beam (away 

from the airport) until 

the outer marker was 

reached.  As illustrated 

on page 46, they 

intended to make 

another procedure turn at 

the outer marker.  This 

turn would allow them 

to fly east along the 

beam towards the 

airport.  The aircraft 

would then fly over the 

inner marker before 

landing at Renfrew.  

    We return to Vestal as the aircraft is making a procedure turn over the Renfrew 

beacon.  When pilots intended to turn and fly in the opposite direction along the 

beam, they would do so in accordance with procedures laid out in the BEA Let Down 

Sheet for Renfrew Airport.  The BEA Let Down Sheet, dated 15 February 1948, is 

included in the accident report.  The sheet illustrates that an aircraft should make a 

track at 30° to the beam for one minute.
123

  As the beam was at 083°, the course to be 

flown during this procedure turn was 053°.  

 Captain Ramsden may have flown for a minute, or a little either side to 

compensate for wind speed and direction, and then made a turn to starboard.  This 

turn brought them on a southerly heading so that they could re-enter the beam once 

again.  As expected, the pilots’ headphones soon filled with a series of ‘dit dah’ 

noises, the indication they were in the A zone just to the north of the centreline.  As 

he had done countless times before, Ramsden used the ‘dit’ and ‘dah’ noises to bring 

his aircraft into the centreline.  

 Now the Viking was bang on the centreline, heading west along the beam.  The 

noise in the pilots’ headphones trailed off as they approached the main beacon at 

Renfrew again.  When the noise abated completely the pilots knew they were in the 

‘cone of silence’ above the main beacon.  

 This point, when the Viking was over the main beacon for the third and last 

time, is where proceedings turned away from the norm.  Now we shall see how and 

why Vestal deviated from the intended course to come to her eventual resting place 

on Irish Law. 

 

‘Have We Missed It?’ 

 

Our next phase of investigation is the important one.  We begin at 20:58 hours.  The 

crew has just reported passing over the inner marker.  They are flying at 170 knots 
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IAS (indicated air speed) at a height of 1,300 feet.  Events are proceeding as planned.  

They expect to reach the outer marker shortly, whereupon a procedure turn would be 

implemented.  When the turn was completed, they then intended to fly back over the 

outer and inner markers before landing at Renfrew.  

 In readiness for their expected arrival at Renfrew, the Captain decided that this 

would be the appropriate moment to prepare for landing.  The first task was to lower 

the undercarriage and make sure it was locked down.  The flaps were then lowered to 

first degree down (20° down)
124

 and pre-landing cockpit drills were performed.  The 

accident report also specifies that the SBA was re-tuned during this period.  

 The lowering of undercarriage and flaps would have increased drag, thus 

slowing the Viking down.  Given the reduced speed, the aircraft would have taken 

something in the region of 45 seconds to fly the 2.35 miles from inner marker to outer 

marker.  

 By 21:00, a full two minutes after passing over the inner marker, the flight crew 

realise that they should have heard the outer marker.  It was at this point that Captain 

Ramsden turned his head towards his colleague and asked ‘have we missed it?’
125

  

 The First Officer agreed that they should have heard the marker by now.  

 At the time Ramsden and Clifton agreed on this point, the Viking was perhaps 

around four miles past the outer marker.  They then ‘waited for a moment’
126

 to be 

sure.  Meanwhile, as time was ticking mercilessly on, the aircraft was hurtling along 

the beam.  

 In case other aircraft were experiencing difficulties in picking up the beacon, 

the Captain radioed Renfrew to request confirmation that the outer marker beacon 

was functioning.  The immediate reply confirmed that the outer marker was working.  

 

Minutes Equals Miles 

 

Now the Captain and First Officer were certain they had missed the outer marker.  

The Captain began another procedure turn to turn the aircraft around.  This particular 

procedure turn was similar to the one made at the main beacon.  Once again a track at 

30° to the beam was to be followed for approximately one minute.  As the beam was 

aligned at 263°, this final procedure turn was made at 293°.  In accordance with this 

procedure, the Captain banked the Viking to starboard, keeping the control wheel 

over until the compass needle pointed to 293.  

 There was one crucial factor that a pilot flying on the beam west of Renfrew 

had to bear in mind: one should never stray too far along the beam before 

implementing this particular procedure turn.  If one flew farther along the beam than 

was realised, the turn may lead the aircraft on a course in which there was insufficient 

terrain clearance.  

 The Let Down Sheet specifies that this procedure turn was to be made over the 

outer marker, just to the south side of Linwood.  This course would lead an aircraft 

over Bridge of Weir before entering the beam around Kilbarchan.  On this course, 
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Figure 12:  All the details in this course map are drawn to scale.  The most 
important detail is the position where the second procedure turn was 

implemented.  This map illustrates just how far this turn was made in 

relation to the outer marker.    

over low lying lands in Renfrewshire, there was sufficient terrain clearance.   

 The point at which Vestal commenced the final procedure turn should have 

been made 3.25 miles from the airport.  Yet the actual turning point was around a full 

10.5 miles from Renfrew.  A procedure turn made at this point - perhaps a mile or so 

to the north-west of Lochwinnoch - would lead the aircraft directly through the range 

of hills in the area.   

 The commencement of 

the final procedure turn at 

this point north-west of 

Lochwinnoch is arguably the 

foremost reason for the accident occurring.  Since the turn was commenced at this 

point, too far to the west along the beam, Vestal had insufficient terrain clearance for 

the course upon which she was headed.  As a consequence, the aircraft would not 

clear the Renfrewshire Heights. 

 In the conclusions section of the accident report it is stated: 

 

‘The time interval between passing over the inner marker beacon and the 

commencement of the procedure turn was too long.’
127

  

  

 Naturally a longer time interval equates with a greater distance travelled west 

along the beam.   
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 It may have taken around three minutes, or perhaps a little less, to fly from the 

inner marker to the point at which the final procedure turn was implemented.  In 

those three minutes the fate of Vestal was sealed.  

 

‘Typical Scottish Weather’ 

 

The underestimation of time is one of the factors that caused the procedure turn to be 

made too late.  Now we shall look at another contributory factor: wind. 

 Prior to the flight, the pilots obtained a Renfrew weather forecast briefing from 

the Duty Meteorological Officer.  During the flight north, Radio Officer Lloyd would 

have listened for any information to update them on the conditions they were likely to 

face at Renfrew.  While flying over the Lake District he received the 20:00 Renfrew 

Airport report; this report stated there to have been a 13 knot east wind at ground 

level.
128

  We should bear in mind that the weather report did not state the wind speed 

above ground level.  Invariably the wind would be stronger.  This is corroborated by 

the accident report, which states that during the period of the accident the estimated 

wind at 1,000 to 2,000 feet was 30 knots at 133°.
129

 

 We cannot establish whether the crew realised the strength of the wind at the 

height at which they were flying.  Nor is there any way of establishing what the real 

wind speed and direction was that night.  But we can say that the forecasts and 

weather reports received by the flight crew might not have alerted them to the true 

strength of the wind.  

 There are two pieces of information that suggest the wind may have been 

stronger than the available forecasts.  Denis Clifton was asked to write a brief account 

of the Viking crash for a newsletter in 2006.  In his account, entitled Flights To 

Remember (or forget!), he wrote: 

  

‘Typical Scottish weather, with heavy rain and easterly gale force winds, made 

conditions rough approaching Renfrew at night.’
130

  

 

 A strong easterly wind did tend to make for a turbulent ride on approach to 

Renfrew.  The passage above does indeed suggest that a very strong easterly wind 

was making for a turbulent passage.  The other snippet of information concerning 

wind strength is derived from the accident report: 

 

‘A very strong wind…which the Captain estimated as being about 45 knots.’
131

  

 

 We cannot take for granted that there were ‘gale force winds’ or that there was 

a 45 knot wind on the hillside.  A man who is unused to walking on hillsides may not 

be qualified to estimate wind speed with accuracy.  But what we can take from these 

accounts is that there was likely a very strong easterly wind on that night, blowing 

perhaps as strongly as 45 knots on occasion.  
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 Let us for a moment assume that the wind speed estimate of 30 knots at 133° 

given in the accident report is accurate.  Given the wind speed and direction, there 

would be a crosswind component of 23 knots and a tailwind component of 19 

knots.
132

   We are particularly interested at this juncture in the tailwind component: it 

was pushing the aircraft along the beam a full 19 knots faster than if no winds had 

been present.  

 Naturally a stronger wind speed would ensure a higher tailwind component.  A 

45 knot wind would result in a tailwind component of 29 knots.  

 Next we should consider how the Captain estimated the tailwind component.  

He did not have the luxury of time or an electronic calculator when making his 

estimation.  It had to be done quickly and by dead reckoning.  So we have two factors 

which may have combined to produce an erroneous tailwind component estimation.  

Firstly, the information that Captain Ramsden had on wind speed may have been 

inaccurate: he may have been working with a figure that was 10 or 15 knots less than 

the true wind speed.  Secondly, he may have made an error in his dead reckoning, 

thus making a further underestimation of the tailwind component.  

 We may make the supposition that it was the Captain who made this estimation 

due to the following passage in the accident report: 

 

‘The Captain did not appreciate the strength of the wind.’
133

  

 

 If the real tailwind component was 10 knots greater than estimated, the passage 

from inner marker to procedure turn would have been made somewhere in the region 

of 17 seconds faster.  This in itself is not a large period of time.  But it is one factor 

which contributed to why the procedure turn was made too late.  

 

Tick Tock 

 

To further explore the causes of the crash, we should try to gauge the thoughts of 

Captain Ramsden in the lead up to the crash.  We are able to hypothesise as to his 

mindset by applying logical argument.  

 Our first consideration regards location: where did he think they were when he 

made the final procedure turn?  The Captain cannot have believed they were at their 

real position north-west of the village of Lochwinnoch.  Having flown into Renfrew 

on numerous occasions, Ramsden would have been very aware of the topography of 

this region.
134

  He would have known that a procedure turn made from north-west of 

Lochwinnoch was extremely inadvisable at a height of 1,500 feet.   

 First Officer Clifton had not flown from Northolt to Renfrew before.  But as an 

experienced and highly capable pilot, he would certainly have familiarised himself 

with the geography in the charts available to him.  Clifton’s subsequent achievements 

in his aviation career attest to the fact he was a skilled and consummate pilot.  A man 

of such obvious qualities would certainly have alerted his Captain to the impending 
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danger if he was aware of it himself.  

 Another logical consideration regards the undercarriage.  The landing gear was 

in the lowered position when he commenced the final procedure turn.  If Captain 

Ramsden had realised he was farther along the beam, and heading into hilly terrain, 

he would surely have raised the landing gear.
135

  The raising of the wheels would 

have significantly reduced drag, thus allowing them to gain height more expediently.  

 These factors make crystal clear the mindset of the Captain: he must have 

thought they were farther to the east that they really were.  

 Can we make a plausible estimate of where the Captain thought they were when 

he began the turn?  We have established that Ramsden cannot have believed they 

were north-west of the village of Lochwinnoch when the turn was made.  We can also 

be sure he did not believe they were over the outer marker, for he recognised they had 

flown beyond the markers.  He must have believed they were somewhere in the 

middle, in a location between the outer marker and Lochwinnoch.  When we study 

the local geography, we find a location to the north-west of Howwood.  Captain 

Ramsden could certainly have believed he was at this particular location if he 

misjudged time and wind speed.  But how much of a misjudgement was necessary for 

Ramsden to think he was just to the north-west of Howwood? 

 We recall that it took around three minutes to fly from inner marker to final 

procedure turn.  If the Captain thought that two minutes and twenty seconds had 

elapsed rather than three minutes, and if he underestimated the wind speed by 10 

knots, he may have thought he was north-west of Howwood.  Naturally these figures 

are only approximate as we do not know the exact speed at which they were 

travelling along the beam.  

 Is a misjudgement of only forty seconds plausible?  On a night when many 

other tasks are being performed, when one is distracted by the fact that no inner 

marker has been heard, is such a misjudgement understandable?  

 We can all appreciate how our perception of time is altered by the situation we 

find ourselves in.  The injury time at the end of a football game drags on if one is the 

likely victor.  But for those who are a goal down, desperate for more time to be added 

on, the time flies by.  Ten minutes in a dentist’s chair seems like an eternity, whereas 

the same time period spent watching our favourite television programme is gone 

before we know it.  

 We may attempt to boil an egg.  Our egg timer has been mislaid so we are 

relying upon our wristwatch to tell us when it is ready.  We prefer not to spend our 

ten minutes watching the egg boil.  Rather we become engrossed in a good book, 

perhaps about an aviation accident.  We look at our watch, disbelieving the dials.  

Thirteen minutes have elapsed.  How can that have happened, we say?  The 

consequence is not a dire one.  Nothing of any harm has been done, except perhaps to 

the egg.  

 Now let us imagine we are piloting a Viking into Renfrew on a blustery April 

night.  We are not lost in a good book this time.  This time we are concentrating on 
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getting our passengers safely onto the ground.  But we are working with a weather 

forecast which may underestimate the true wind strength.  We are also concentrating 

on preparing for landing.  And we are distracted by the refusal of an outer marker to 

beep.  Again we make a misjudgement in time.  This time it is only in thinking 2 

minutes 20 seconds have passed rather than three minutes.  

 But this time the consequences are rather different.  This time the consequence 

is an airliner smashing into a hillside in darkness; of passengers terrified by the 

flames they see outside their window; of twenty bodies scrambling out of a raging 

inferno; of eighteen having to spend a terrible night on the moors.  And of a horrific 

experience that will be etched into memory for life.     

 

The Mystery Of The Outer Marker 

 

Many aviation accidents are not caused by one major fault or mistake; they can be 

attributed to a succession of small errors or technical factors which contribute 

towards a crash.  It is the combination of missing the outer marker and the 

misjudging of time and the possible underestimating of the wind strength that 

resulted in Vestal taking to her resting place on Irish Law. 

 It is undeniable that missing the outer marker had a direct bearing upon making 

the procedure turn too late.  The flight crew waited for marker peeps which never 

came, all the time flying headlong along the beam towards the coast.  The accident 

report states: 

 

‘Failure to receive the outer marker beacon was a contributory factor.’
136

  

 

 Had the outer marker been heard, the turn would have been made straight away.  

In all likelihood the passengers would have been disembarking at Renfrew instead of 

gaping at a blazing wreck.  This leads us to our next point of examination: why was 

the outer marker not heard? 

 Firstly, could the SBA equipment on the ground have failed?  The accident 

report tells us that at 20:59 the Captain of Viking G-AHPO confirmed he was over 

the outer marker beacon, and that he was descending to 2,500 feet.  Given that Vestal 

was at 1,300 feet there was no prospect of collision.  The height difference ensured a 

more than sufficient separation between the two Vikings.  But the crucial point for us 

is that the outer marker beacon was identified by G-AHPO at 20:59, the approximate 

time that Vestal passed over the outer marker.  

 The report also states:   

 

‘There is no evidence to suggest that at any time during the night of the accident there 

was any defect in the ground equipment of the S.B.A..  Between 1833 hrs. and 2047 

hrs. [19:33 and 21:47 local time] four aircraft carried out successful let-downs and 

landings.’
137
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 In addition, we recall that the crew had identified the outer marker on several 

occasions during the evening.  So the possibility of an SBA ground equipment failure 

is effectively negated.  

 Next we need to consider whether the aircraft had missed the outer marker by 

straying off the centreline of the beam.  If the wind speed really had been 30 knots at 

133°, the crosswind component would have been 23 knots.  This was equivalent to a 

23 knot wind constantly trying to push the aircraft out of the beam.  A good degree of 

bracketing the beam would have been required with a crosswind component of that 

strength.  Could the strong winds have pushed them north of the centreline? 

 In this scenario, the constant tone would immediately have changed towards the 

‘dit dah’ noise signifying the A zone.  Knowing that they needed to be in the beam to 

hear the outer marker, the crew would surely have realised if they had strayed off the 

centreline.  

 Denis Clifton stated with utmost conviction and no hesitation to the authors that 

‘we were definitely on the centreline’.
138

  His honest assertion is backed up by logical 

argument.  As commented by John Martindale, if the pilots had realised they had 

strayed off the centreline, they would not have radioed Renfrew to ask if the outer 

marker was functioning.  Mr. Clifton also related that in the aftermath he and Captain 

Ramsden were puzzled as to why they had not heard the marker.  

 During the subsequent Board of Inquiry, the two pilots were asked how they 

knew they were on the centreline.
139

  It is a question they would undoubtedly have 

anticipated.  Their answers to the Board are not available to us.  But given the details 

published in the report, the Board must have arrived at the conclusion that the crew 

had indeed remained in the beam.  

 Since the Board were satisfied that the ground equipment had been functioning, 

that the aircraft had remained in the beam, and that one ‘couldn’t miss’ the marker if 

flying steadily in the beam, there was one factor left remaining to the investigators.  

Could the SBA receiver equipment onboard Vestal have failed?  

 The beam approach receiver equipment was installed at the rear of a luggage 

hold, on the port side of the aircraft.  As this area of the aircraft was totally burned 

out in the crash, the receiver equipment was destroyed.  The accident investigators 

had absolutely no way of testing whether the equipment had failed during the flight.   

 The accident report mentions that BEA had no other defects with these 

receivers.  In addition it is stated that the receivers ‘had been trouble-free’.
140

 

 In spite of this, the report states the following: 

 

‘Nevertheless, in view of the fact that the Captain and the First Officer were unable to 

hear the outer marker beacon signal when the aircraft was flying steadily in the beam 

on the QDR and that the outer marker beacon is known to have been functioning, it is 

considered that a failure probably occurred in the marker receiver installation.’
141

  

 

 Of particular interest is the phrase ‘a failure probably occurred’ in the receiver.  
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It is not stated that it possibly occurred but that it probably occurred.  

 The report also states that ‘the aircraft was flying steadily in the beam’.  This is 

another very important passage, giving vital clues as to the thoughts of the Board.  

We can take from this that the Board were satisfied that the aircraft had been flown in 

the beam.  

 Can there be any other explanation as to why the marker was not heard?  

 We should consider that the soundproofing qualities of a Viking were not 

efficient enough to drown out the roar of two Bristol Hercules piston engines.  When 

carrying out the pre-landing checks, both pilots may have needed to turn their 

headphone volume controls down to consult with each other.  In this scenario, the 

flight crew miss the outer marker peeps when they simultaneously turn down their 

headphone volume to speak to each other.  The problem with this theory is that the 

marker peeps were particularly loud when passing directly over the marker.  The 

volume controls for both pilots would effectively have had to be turned off for both 

pilots to have missed the peeps.  

 

Re-tuning The Beam 

 

The report states: 

 

‘About 2 minutes after passing the inner marker beacon during which time the 

Captain lowered the undercarriage, carried out certain cockpit drills and re-tuned the 

S.B.A., he became aware that the outer marker signal had not been heard.’
142

  

 

 We learn that Captain Ramsden re-tuned the SBA at some point in this period.  

It begs the question: why was the beam re-tuned?  When an aircraft is being flown 

steadily in the beam, directly on the centreline, why would the Captain opt to re-tune?  

There is no requirement to re-tune the equipment when it is functioning correctly.  

Quite the contrary, in fact.  During the short time period in which the beam is being 

re-tuned, the pilots would have no way of knowing whether they remain in the beam.  

Nor would they be able to hear the marker peeps.  We can say, therefore, that it would 

be extremely inadvisable to tune the SBA when passing over markers.
143

 

  Given the height and speed during this time, the marker peeps would have been 

audible for somewhere in the region of six or seven seconds.  This is only an 

approximate figure, with a high margin of error.  But we can say that the time taken 

to pass over the outer marker would not be as low as two seconds or as high as twenty 

seconds.  

 Could the re-tuning of the beam have taken place when passing over the outer 

marker?  The crew would have had to be rather unlucky to have re-tuned during the 

brief period in which they flew directly over the marker.  But if Captain Ramsden had 

done so, the pilots would not have heard the marker peeps.   

 The only way for the investigators to establish that the re-tuning had occurred 
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was to have been told so by a member of the flight crew.  Since it is included in the 

report, we know for certain that the investigating team knew the re-tuning had 

occurred at some point in this period.  The investigators would surely, at some point, 

have considered whether the re-tuning had any bearing upon the missing of the 

marker.  But the report does not make any comment on the issue.   

 The task of a report is to relate the findings of the investigation team, and if 

necessary suggest remedial action to ensure no further occurrence.  A report does not 

speculate about what may have occurred, particularly on issues enshrouded in a large 

degree of doubt.  Even if the investigators did think that the re-tuning had caused the 

marker to have been missed, they would not make speculations to this effect in an 

official accident report.  

 Another very reasonable argument is that the investigators thought the re-tuning 

was not at all relevant.  They may have had information that we are not privy to, and 

ruled out this theory.  Given that it is a short report, it might be expected that the re-

tuning issue is not expanded upon.  As such, we cannot prove or disprove the re-

tuning theory.  Although it is impossible to determine whether the re-tuning had a 

bearing on events, it cannot be ruled out as a possible reason. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Let us recap.  The main cause of the accident was in implementing the procedure turn 

too late, at a location too far along the beam.  By making the turn at this position, the 

aircraft was flown into a region in which there was insufficient terrain clearance.  The 

Captain did not realise he was so far west due to a number of factors.  These included 

an underestimation of time, and a possible underestimation of the tailwind 

component.  Another major factor is the missing of the outer marker.    

 The outer marker mystery can be surmised as follows: 

 

 The SBA equipment on the ground was functioning 

 The investigating team were satisfied that the aircraft had not been flown off 

the beam 

 The First Officer confirmed they had remained on the centreline 

 When flying in the beam one ‘couldn’t miss’ the outer marker 

 In the preceding period the SBA receiver in the aircraft functioned correctly on 

several occasions 

 BEA had experienced no trouble in relation to these receivers 

 

 We have explored plausible theories why the peeps were not heard when 

passing over the outer marker.  Yet these theories exist only as mere possibilities; 

they can never be construed as solutions to the outer marker mystery.  By considering 

all the points above, we are led to the same conclusion as that offered by the accident 

report.  As the aircraft was being flown along the centreline, the only cause left to us 
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is that the receiver probably failed on this leg.   

 The members of the Accident Investigation Board must have pondered over this 

mystery during their allotted investigation time.  Soon there would be another 

accident to investigate, with perhaps a more tragic outcome.  But for John Ramsden 

and Denis Clifton, the mystery of why they had not heard the marker would remain.  

Over the course of their lives, they must have wondered on numerous occasions why 

the marker receiver had failed them.  Neither man would find an answer.  

 If fate had dealt misfortune in the shape of a marker receiver failure, it dealt a 

rather better hand in the minutes which followed.  Now we shall examine the last 

moments of Vestal’s flight.  In doing so, we will see how the twenty on board were 

only a whisker away from perishing in a raging fireball.   

 

A Whisker Away 

 

Our next consideration is the route made through the Renfrewshire Heights.  The 

question here is: did the aircraft pass close to any other hills?  

 We return to the moment when the final procedure turn was made, around a 

mile or so to the north-west of the village of Lochwinnoch.  A starboard turn was 

made to bring them on a new heading of 293°.  This course was to be followed for 

approximately 60 seconds.  Assuming that the wind speed estimate of 30 knots at 

133° given in the accident report is accurate, this makes for a tailwind component of 

28 knots.  Normal procedure would be to compensate for the tailwind component by 

flying for a period below 60 seconds.   

 At the beginning of the turn, the Captain pulled back the control column to 

make a gain in height.  The resultant rise from 1,300 feet to 1,500 feet was utterly 

vital.  Had the height not been gained, Vestal would surely have hit a different hill, 

with a very high likelihood of loss of life.    

 To fully appreciate how lucky was the escape, we should refer to an Ordnance 

Survey map of the region.  When we try to negotiate a route based upon a 293° 

procedure turn initiated north-west of Lochwinnoch, it is only just possible to proceed 

through this area.  If we try a little to the north, we soon encounter a contour line 

equivalent to 1,500 feet.  And if we try a little to the south, another contour prevents 

us from continuing our course.  

 The reason the Viking managed to pass through this region may have been due 

to the effects of turbulence.  The wind effect would have tended to lift the aircraft 

before the hill, and dropped the aircraft after the hill.
144

  This may have allowed the 

Viking to clear one of the higher hills, if only by a matter of yards.  Or, just as likely, 

the aircraft may have scraped over another of the hills that lay below 1,500 feet.  We 

will never know, and neither did the crew and passengers as they grazed past several 

hills.   

 The hills directly north of the impact point are of worrisome height.  The tallest 

is Slaty Law, at 1,575 feet high, while the northern and southern tops of Box Law 
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Figure 13:  This map illustrates the approximate path of the airliner when flying at around 1,500 feet through the 
Renfrewshire Heights.  When one considers the height of each of the imposing peaks, it can be appreciated how close 

Vestal came to complete destruction.  All heights below are in feet. 

1: Cockrobin 1290 2: Burnt Hill 1595 3: Feuside Hill 1415 4: Box Law (N) 1550 
5: Box Law (S) 1475 6: (no name) 1425 7: Irish Law 1588  8: Middlemass Hill 1433 

9: Slaty Law 1575 10: Long Hill 1615 11: Windy Rise 1520 12: Hill of Stake 1713 

13: Black Law 1530 14: Greenside Hill 1465 15: Hard Law 1410 16: Wings Law 1265 
17: Murchan Hill 1303 18: Queenside Hill 1550 19: Misty Law 1662 20: Capet Law 1375 

21: Hannah Law 1300 22: Lairdside Hill 1120 

measure 1,550 and 1,475 feet respectively.  For inhabitants of an aircraft flying at 

around 1,500 feet, the three imposing masses are of deadly concern.  For evidence of 

their potential danger, one does not need to look far.  The wreck of a de Havilland 

Devon and the remains of a Vickers Wellington still lie on the slopes of Box Law 

today.    

 Given that the final turn was made to port, the aircraft must have flown in the 

neighbourhood of these hills.  It is even more likely, given the geography, that Vestal 

passed dangerously close to a peak just to the south-east of Box Law.  At 1,425 feet it 

is lower than its bigger brothers.  Although it is not distinct enough to have been 

attributed its own name, it is certainly distinct enough to terminate the lives of all 

aboard an airliner flying through this region.  Vestal may have passed over this 

unnamed hill, scraping over by a matter of yards, or possibly passed between this hill 

and Box Law.  

 Now is perhaps the time to mention that the aircraft did not strike Irish Law at 

1,500 feet.  The Viking actually hit at the 1,430 foot contour.  Now we cannot help 



 Beam Me Down 97 

 

In the foreground lies the remains of Vestal on Irish Law.  The hill directly behind is 

Feuside Hill; Vestal passed either to the immediate north or the immediate south of this hill. 

The white cross shows the approximate location that Vestal first impacted upon Irish Law, 
while the arrow shows the surface over which the aircraft bounced to a halt.  

(John Martindale) 

 

but visualise the 

aircraft passing 

between peaks 

rather than over 

them.  

 There was 

one final hill that 

almost stopped 

Vestal.  As the 

Viking was on a 

course of 135° 

just before 

impact,
145

 the 

aircraft must have 

passed very close 

to the 1,415 feet 

high Feuside Hill.  

 Lastly, had 

Irish Law not 

blocked Vestal’s course, would she have flown out of the uplands intact?  The 135° 

course led them directly towards the pile of stones marking a southern top of 

Greenside Hill.  The stones lie at 1,430 feet, the exact height at which Vestal 

impacted upon Irish Law.  Eight years later a Dakota bound for Renfrew Airport 

collided with Greenside Hill.  Ironically a marker also played a central role in this 

fatal crash.
146

  The parallels between this and the Vestal crash are a chilling reminder 

of what very nearly became of the men and women aboard the Viking.    

 In reviewing the estimated course of Vestal, we are left with the thought of an 

airliner passing perilously close to a number of areas of high ground.  The 

meteorological conditions are such that nobody is aware of any obstacles that have 

been cleared.  The clearance may have been a matter of mere yards.  And so, most 

likely, was the margin between survival and fatality.  

 

‘All Would Have Been Lost’ 

 

One might also contend that the passengers and crew were fortunate to have touched 

down upon Irish Law rather than another peak.  The impact itself was not made on 

the highest section of Irish Law but upon the north-western shoulder of the hill.  The 

Viking hit at a shallow angle, upon a slope which rises far more gently than others 

within the general proximity.  

 Rather fortuitously, the undercarriage bore the brunt of the first impact.  Had 

the undercarriage not been lowered, the front end of the fuselage would have smashed 

directly into the hill slope.  The impact would have been much more severe, as would 
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the resultant injuries to the passengers and crew.  Rather than speculate, let us merely 

be grateful that the undercarriage took the force of the first collision with the ground.  

 Given the severity of this first bump, it is understandable that both pilots 

thought that the undercarriage had been swept away.  But the undercarriage legs are 

still present at the wreck site today, sitting proudly within the undercarriage bay.  

What actually occurred was that the locks, which held the legs down, had broken.  

 By the same token, we should consider that the aircraft would not have crashed 

if the wheels had been tucked away within the undercarriage bay.  A raised 

undercarriage would have allowed more height to have been gained in the preceding 

period.  It could certainly be argued that enough height would have been gained to 

clear Irish Law altogether.  

 After the undercarriage had taken the first impact, Vestal bounced along the 

hillside to a halt.  When we look at the place where this occurred we cannot help but 

think, once again, how lucky the Vestal’s occupants were to have come down in this 

exact location.  

 Yet this makeshift runway on Irish Law still presented great danger.  To the 

starboard side of Vestal’s landing strip was the northern slope of the hill itself.  At the 

spot where the second impact occurred, this slope starts to rise slightly.  The rise is 

sufficient enough for the edge of the starboard wing to have struck the slope of Irish 

Law.  We might expect the aircraft to pivot around into the hillside, cart wheeling 

into destruction.  But the momentum was such that only the outer section of wing, 

outboard of the engine nacelles, was ripped off.  Had the speed been lower, or the 

outer section of wing been attached more firmly to the engine nacelle, the aircraft 

would have turned directly into Irish Law.  The result would have been catastrophic.  

 A similar point concerns the point of first impact.  The full significance was not 

lost upon the First Officer, who wrote in 2007: 

 

‘It was very lucky that we had levelled the wings of the aircraft just before we hit, 

otherwise we would have cart wheeled and all would have been lost.’
147

  

 

 The flight crew would have been far more aware than the passengers of how 

close they had come to destruction.  But even the crew would not have realised how 

near they came to smashing into other hills in the region.  And due to the limited 

visibility they may not have appreciated what a good spot Vestal had chosen to touch 

down.  

 It is likely that none of the survivors ever learned the full details of their close 

call.  Perhaps this is just as well.  Most would try to put the terrible episode behind 

them, casting aside that night of terror to the darkest recesses of their minds.  

Knowing the exact details may only have caused more sleepless nights.  They knew 

they had been only a hair’s breadth away from meeting their maker, and that was 

more than enough. 
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Chapter Five 

Judgement Day 
 

 

 
e have already discussed the more important points revealed by the official 

accident report.  Now we shall learn of the accident investigation itself.           

 Firstly, we should note that there were actually two investigations, independent 

of one another.  One was an internal investigation conducted by the airline.  The 

results of BEA’s investigation are not in the public domain, and as a result we are not 

privy to its contents.  The other investigation was conducted by the Accidents 

Investigation Branch, a body within the Ministry of Civil Aviation.  The remit of the 

AIB was to investigate both civilian and military aviation accidents within the UK.  

The branch continues to serve this function at present, under the amended title Air 

Accidents Investigation Branch (AAIB).  

 The conclusions of the AIB investigation were published in an official accident 

report on 17 September 1948.  This official report was, and still is, available to 

members of the British public.  Nowadays an electronic copy can be obtained by 

email from the AAIB.  Thankfully the original charge of ninepence is no longer 

required! 

 

Sifting through the evidence 
 

The AIB investigation into the accident of Viking G-AIVE began within hours of the 

crash.  At 00:35 hours on the morning of 22 April, only three and a half hours after 

impact, the branch received a telephone call from BEA notifying them of the 

accident.  This call set into motion a chain of events that would lead to the report.   

 A team of investigators was hastily sent north to examine the evidence, visiting 

the wreck on 23 April.  The sight that the investigators beheld when they reached the 

northern side of Irish Law would have taken their breath away.  Even the more 

experienced personnel, who had seen a number of aircraft crash sites, could not fail to 

have been struck by the sight before them.  Aluminium parts, which had been ripped 

asunder in the crash, and all manner of shattered debris were lying strewn around the 

wreck site.  All these pieces were cast around the burned, charred remains of the 

fuselage, the focal point of the crash scene.  

 The two propeller hubs may have been the visitors’ first point of contact with 

W 
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the wreckage.  Or perhaps they first encountered the outer section of starboard wing.  

The inquisitive minds of the investigators would have kicked into overdrive at this 

point.  Already the men would be trying to assess the relevance of the starboard wing 

lying at this particular spot.  From this point they would have followed the trail of 

debris until they found the main wreckage site.  There they would find Vestal’s final 

resting place, where she would remain for decades to come.  

 One very important consideration was the fact that nobody had died in the 

accident.  This really would make a difference to the investigators as they carried out 

their inspection.  While sifting through the wreckage, the men had the peace of mind 

to know they would not encounter any human remains.  This highly unenviable 

aspect of their profession would, on this occasion, not be necessary.    

 One primary task would be to record where each piece of wreckage lay.  Each 

chunk of aluminium was a piece of evidence that might provide vital clues.  The 

position where the main body of the plane had come to rest was obvious.  The 

identification of many of the other pieces would also be straightforward, particularly 

to men with aviation and engineering backgrounds.  Smaller pieces of debris might 

have proved more difficult to identify, possibly requiring discussion between the men 

on site.  

 Another of the principal aims would be to identify the point of initial impact.  

Starting from the tail of the Viking, the investigators would have followed the trail of 

debris until they established the point of first contact.  They could further understand 

Vestal’s collision with Irish Law by assessing the marks upon the peat-covered hill, 

and the relative positions of wreckage.  Bit by bit they could build up a picture of 

where the aircraft had hit, and exactly how it had come apart over the hillside. 

 Many of the conclusions made by the investigating team are available to us 

from the accident report.
148

  These include: 

 

 The aircraft had been flying on a course of approximately 135°M (122°T) when 

it hit the hillside.  

 The first impact point was 310 yards from where the plane ultimately came to 

rest. 

 The undercarriage, which had been down at the time, made the first contact 

with the hill; the undercarriage up-locks had broken but the legs had not been 

swept away. 

 The second impact point was 125 yards from the first; on this occasion the 

underside of the fuselage met with the peat-covered ground. 

 Both propeller hubs had been torn from the engines; they were lying midway 

along the debris field.   

 The outer section of the starboard wing lay 45 yards from the second impact 

point. 

 As the aircraft bounced over the hillside, debris was shed at each point of 

contact. 
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Figure 14:  The Vestal debris field indicating the position of major components. 

 

 As the aircraft came to rest, the outer section of the port wing was ripped from 

the port engine nacelle; this wing section was left lying parallel with the 

fuselage. 

 Another of the goals 

was to establish if the 

electronic equipment 

associated with the SBA could be removed for testing.  But a brief glance at what 

remained of the fuselage revealed the utter impossibility of this task.  Of the entirely 

of the fuselage, only the nose cone at the front, and the tail section at the rear, 

remained.  The beam receiver equipment had been located in a luggage hold on the 

port side of the fuselage.  This important piece of evidence had quite obviously been 

thoroughly consumed by fire.  

 One piece of evidence that the team were not looking for was a ‘black box’.  

The black box is a popular term used for the flight data recorder present in the tail 

section of every modern airliner.  This box is built to withstand intense heat and 

pressure, and contains a recorder which measures important flight parameters.  

Despite the name, the black box is painted a bright orange or red colour so that crash 

investigators may spot it more easily when sifting through debris.  A black box would 

most certainly have helped the AIB investigators who were looking into the crash of 

Vestal.  But it would be nine years before a prototype black box was even invented,
149
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let alone made mandatory aboard airliners.   

 Once the team had finished their examination of the crash scene, they trudged 

back down the hills to civilisation.  The next important occasion in the AIB 

investigation would take place soon afterwards - the Board of Inquiry. 

 

Board of Inquiry 

 

Following the accident, the crew were given some time to recuperate.  Captain 

Ramsden did not have to travel far to reach home for he lived relatively close to 

Renfrew Airport.  Suffering from shock and exhaustion, he returned home to his wife 

Elizabeth.  

 The other three members of the crew lived in England.  On the night of 22/23 

April the three men would most likely have stayed at the Central Hotel in Glasgow, 

the hotel frequently used by BEA flight crew for Renfrew night stops.  The next day, 

24 April, less than 48 hours after they had completed their trek from Irish Law, the 

three men once again boarded a BEA Viking.  This time they flew the opposite route, 

from Renfrew to Northolt, as passengers.  

 During their trip the three men met a number of colleagues.  There was no need 

to explain what had occurred as all the BEA staff at Renfrew and Northolt knew of 

the crash.  The First Officer remembers that their colleagues did not say too much 

about the incident ‘except to say how lucky we were’.
150

  The accident had been far 

too serious for any jocularity.  Everyone knew this had been a ‘serious bang’
151

 and 

that everyone had been perilously close to death.  

 The crew were granted a period of leave to recover from the accident.  But for 

the Captain, First Officer and Radio Officer, the leave was interrupted by a summons 

to the Board of Inquiry.  Steward Moroney, who had been present in the passenger 

cabin throughout the lead up to the accident, was not obliged to attend proceedings.  

The hearing would be held on the northern side of Northolt Airport, within two weeks 

of the crash.  

 Captain Ramsden would most likely have flown as a passenger down to 

Northolt, quite possibly on another Viking.  On the flight south, John Ramsden must 

have felt a good deal of apprehension for what lay ahead.  The judgement of the 

Board could have serious consequences for his aviation career.  Ramsden was aware 

that he had been in charge on that fateful night.  And he knew the burden of 

responsibility lay on his shoulders.  

 The Inquiry was held in a formal setting akin to a court hearing.  There were 

seven or eight men on the Board, with a recorder speedily noting down proceedings.  

Some of the Board possessed technical knowledge while others were less 

knowledgeable about the operation of the SBA system.  The three crewmen were 

quizzed together, directly facing the men who would cast judgement on their actions.  

The panel asked a number of questions about the flight, including procedures and the 

cone of silence over the main beacon.
152

  Then they faced the question they had 
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anticipated. 

 ‘How did you know you were on the centreline?’ they were asked. 

 The pilots were in no doubt they had remained on the centreline.  But they also 

knew they could not actually prove they had stayed within the beam.  The offending 

receiver was not available to prove it had failed.   

 As previously mentioned, towards the end of the accident report it is stated that 

‘the aircraft was flying steadily in the beam’.
153

  So we can be sure that when the 

Board made their decision, their judgement was that the Viking had not strayed off 

the centreline.    

 The Captain may also have been concerned with the conclusions of the BEA 

investigation.  The judgement of the airline’s Accident & Safety Officer, who was 

known as ‘Gibby’,
154

 would have direct implications for Ramsden’s employment 

prospects within BEA.  But the decision was positive: pending the passing of a 

medical, Captain Ramsden and the others were cleared to return to the line.  

 It would not be long before the men were back in the cockpit once again.  

Indeed the First Officer returned to flight duty within three weeks of the crash.
155

  All 

four crewmen were back in the saddle, once again flying Vikings on domestic and 

European services. 

 

The Report 

 

One primary aim of accident investigation is to improve flight safety.  In the course 

of an investigation, areas that necessitate improvement may be identified.  In an 

accident report published in the late 1940s, proposals were typically found in the 

recommendations section at the end of the report.  Such proposals may have included 

airline procedure, navigational procedure, and the suggested implementation of newer 

and better equipment.  The section might also propose improvement in the training 

standards of flight crew, ground controllers, meteorological observers and forecasters.  

Other typical recommendations included measures to improve communication 

between the various parties who were involved in the safe passage of aircraft from 

one airport to another.  

 When the accident report was published in September 1948, it included no 

recommendations.  The eight-page report includes only four pages of text, a length 

that is consistent with contemporary reports of non-fatal accidents.  Had there been 

fatalities, the report would arguably have been more detailed.  

 A brief summation is included in the opinion section of the Vestal accident 

report.  This section states: 

 

‘The accident was the result of the aircraft being flown on to high ground due to an 

error of judgement by the Captain.  Failure to receive the outer marker beacon signal 

was a contributory factor.’
156
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Although he would have anticipated this judgement, John Ramsden would 

surely have found difficulty in reading this passage.  The probable failure of the 

marker receiver allowed some degree of vindication, but the verdict was still pilot 

error.  He had lost situational awareness, most specifically in regard to his position 

and the terrain around him.  The Viking accident might now be categorised as 

Controlled Flight Into Terrain (CFIT); this term has been used in recent decades to 

describe when an airworthy aircraft is inadvertently flown into terrain.
157

 

Ramsden may have cursed the outer marker receiver for failing him on that 

terrible night.  As we shall see, the Captain would not have to wait too long before he 

was plagued once again with equipment failure aboard a BEA Viking.        
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Chapter Six 

The End Of The Line 
 

 

 
n the period following the crash, Captain Ramsden once again arrived at the Police 

Station in Largs.  This time he had rather better news.  Instead of reporting a 

Viking down, he arrived with a bottle of whisky for the police staff.  He presented the 

bottle as a show of gratitude for their efforts in searching the moorlands. 

 William Philips was stationed at Largs Police Station at the time.  Although he 

was on leave at the time of the crash, he remembers exactly what happened to Captain 

Ramsden’s gift.  The bottle was intended to be used for the ‘enjoyment of the staff’, 

but he is sure that it was never used for this purpose.  He recalls: ‘Sergeant More was 

very much against alcohol and he decided to lock it in the found property cupboard 

for use in the event of another aircraft crash and it was labelled accordingly.  What its 

use was to be on such an occasion was known only to him.  Needless to say his views 

on alcohol were not shared by most members of his staff. 

 ‘About two years later Sergeant More was transferred to Prestwick and his 

place was taken by Sergeant Angus Mitchell.  A man of differing views to his 

predecessor in many ways.  Not long after he arrived the annual Largs police dance 

was due to be held and the bottle of whisky became one of the raffle prizes.’ 

 We recall that whisky was given by the police to the group of survivors when 

they arrived at Flatt Farm.  This may be one reason why Captain Ramsden chose a 

bottle of whisky as a show of his appreciation.  

 It is a pity the policemen were not able to enjoy it!   

 

‘A Most Wonderful Bunch Of Fellows’ 

 

A week after the crash, Steward Con Moroney received a letter from Robert McKean, 

Manager of the Scottish Division of BEA.  The letter revealed how highly the 

passengers regarded his actions on the hillside.  McKean wrote: 

 

‘I have been hearing on all sides high praise of the behaviour of the crew and in this 

connection your name has been particularly prominent.  Yesterday one of the 

passengers telephoned me to express his gratitude saying that you had put up a 

magnificent show and asked me particularly to extend his thanks to what he described 

I 
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Another letter received by Con Moroney in the aftermath.  This letter was from Sir Patrick Dollan, a director of BEA and a 

‘well-kent’ name in the west of Scotland.  The phrase ‘detention on the moorlands’ ably describes the scenario Con so 
dutifully dealt with. 

(Joan Moroney via Shaun Moroney) 

as “a most wonderful bunch of fellows”.  This same passenger complimented B.E.A. 

on their choice of aircrew and said he was proud to have made their acquaintance.’
158
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Above:  Betty Wighton smiles for the press.  Her 

thoughts on her ordeal after having recovered from a 
recent nervous breakdown are sadly absent from the press 

coverage.  As well as being treated for burns in both 

arms, she received three stitches in her leg. 
(Reproduced with the permission of The Evening Times, 

Glasgow © 2007 Herald & Times Group) 

 
Below:  James Young with hands wrapped in bandages 

after burns sustained escaping from Vestal. 

(Reproduced with the permission of The Evening Times, 
Glasgow © 2007 Herald & Times Group) 

Getting On With It 
 

In the aftermath, it would take time for the twenty men and 

women to recover.  The painful burns and leg injuries would 

heal, whereas those sustained to the mind would be much 

harder to eradicate.  Some may have gone to their graves still 

bearing the emotional scars wrought by Vestal.  

 Each would deal with their harrowing experience in their 

own manner.  The busy work schedule of many of the 

passengers gave them less opportunity to dwell on the recent 

past.  Given the tendency in this era to ‘get on with it’, there 

may have been an inclination to press on with their lives.  The 

experiences of losing family and friends to warfare, of 

Luftwaffe bombers flattening British cities, hardened the people 

of their generation to death and strife.  Yet no matter the 

adversities they had previously faced during their lives, the 

Vestal crash would have had a serious 

impact upon each and every one of the 

twenty men and women.  

  It is likely that many of the 

passengers would have been shocked to 

the core by the crash.  Some could have 

developed Post-Traumatic Stress 

Disorder, which can occur after 

exposure to a terrifying experience.  It 

would be many years before PTSD 

would be coined, but naturally the 

condition still existed.  

 The passengers were, it is understood, compensated by 

the airline for loss of personal belongings.
159

  But they were 

not provided with any compensation for their injuries.  In an 

age when airline disasters occurred with dreadful frequency, 

there was an acceptance by many of the dangerous nature of 

flight.  As a result of this acceptance, passengers would be 

much less likely to sue the airline for compensation.  It should 

also be noted that the modern compensation culture was not 

prevalent in the minds of post-war Britons. 

 When we fast forward to the present, we find a different 

mentality.  This can be evidenced in the case of British 

Airways Flight BA038, which crash-landed short of one of 

Heathrow’s runways in January 2008.  Following the incident, 

the airline faced a multi-million pound legal action from 
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passengers who had been traumatised by events.  Passengers were advised by a 

personal injury lawyer that they could claim up to £85,000 each for personal trauma.  

However, if the airline was found to be at fault, passengers were also advised they 

could expect to receive a much higher figure.
160

  

 Although the crash-landing of this Boeing 777 had been traumatic, it must 

surely be considered as far less harrowing than the Vestal crash experience.  We can 

estimate, therefore, that the compensation claims would be substantial if the Viking 

crash had occurred in the modern era.  

  One similarity between the two crashes can be found in the damage limitation 

exercise.  Following the Boeing 777 crash-landing, the Chief Executive of British 

Airways personally telephoned passengers to offer support.  BA employees 

telephoned each of the 136 passengers several times for further support.  Many were 

offered a free flight over London to help overcome future fear of flying, and free 

counselling was offered to every passenger.  Although the post-crash support 

provided in 1948 was not as extensive, BEA did make efforts to assuage the 

passengers and their relatives.  This was provided by the presence of Sir Patrick 

Dollan, a senior figure known to many in the west of Scotland.  However, the support 

did not extend to offers of free counselling, which some may have benefited from.  It 

is likely they would be left to cope, on their own, as best they could.  

 

With Great Trepidation 

 

Of the twenty men and women, four crew and nine passengers had been injured in the 

crash.  Several were admitted to the Victoria Infirmary in Glasgow.  May Most and 

Henry Watt were both treated for their ankle injuries, while Betty Wighton was 

treated for a gash in her leg and burns to her hands.  

 Ben Goldwater was fortunate to escape from Vestal without a scratch.  But he 

too would be added to the list of patients at the Victoria Infirmary.  One week later he 

developed a very bad skin condition which left his face covered in sores.
161

  Doctors 

were in no doubt that his skin condition had resulted from the shock induced by the 

crash.  

 Ben’s foster son Sidney Mayer recalled for the authors some of the other effects 

of the crash.  He recalls that Ben did age quite a bit following the crash.  Sidney also 

remembers the sole occasion when Ben took the skies again.  The flight was made in 

a BEA Vickers Viscount from Renfrew to London.  It comes as no surprise 

whatsoever to hear that Ben did not enjoy the flight.  When Sidney pointed out the 

White City dog track, Ben made it entirely clear he had no enthusiasm to look out the 

window.  Normally passionate about every facet of racing, his interest was 

extinguished on this occasion by painful memories of the Vestal crash.  Double 

brandies were downed throughout the flight to steady the nerves.  It was to be Ben’s 

last flight, the return trip being made by train.  

 Although the crash was capable of stimulating debate, many of the participants 
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preferred not to discuss their experience.  According to Eli Sheville, his father Jackie 

did not often speak of the incident.  Jackie did manage to fly again, and indeed later 

took to the skies several times.  People would say ‘we’ll fly with you – it can’t 

happen again!’
162

  Thankfully lightning did not strike twice for Jackie. 

 The four crewmen were back on flying duty shortly after the crash.  But for the 

others there was a natural desire to avoid air travel.  Some would never fly again.  

May Most’s trip aboard Vestal, for example, was her first and last flight.   

 Hilda Most did venture into the skies again.  However, Hilda’s daughter Elaine 

Shore relates that the crash had a ‘profound effect’ upon her mother.  Along with a 

fear of flying, her mother also developed a fear of heights.  A few years after the 

crash, Hilda emigrated to South Africa to marry Frank Konchatta.  Together the 

couple had one son and a daughter Elaine.  Upon reaching adulthood, their son 

moved to England and Elaine moved to Israel.  For many years Hilda would travel by 

boat to England and Scotland to visit her relatives.  Due to the great distances 

involved, she decided she should fly to Israel to visit her daughter.  Despite her great 

trepidation of flying, she bravely plucked up the courage to make the flight.
163

  

 

The Empire 
 

It would be four years before Hobart Moore would fly again.  On this occasion he 

flew with his new bride Brenda on their honeymoon.  In marrying Brenda, Hobart 

became the brother-in-law of Sir Arthur Marshall.  Sir Arthur’s company, Marshall 

Aerospace, has been involved with the modification and maintenance of a wide array 

of aircraft types over the years.  Among their achievements was the design of the 

droop-nose on Concorde.  Although Hobart married into a family with such notable 

aviation connections, it is unclear how interested he may have been in discussing 

aircraft with his distinguished brother-in-law.  The Viking crash may well have 

steered him away from any interest in aviation.  Hobart did, however, keep the 

Evening Times cutting in which he featured.   

 After the honeymoon flight Hobart was to fly many times on business.  The 

hard-working senior partner continued to build and develop the business his father 

had founded.  In 2010, Moore Stephens International Limited employed over 20,000 

people in 98 countries.  With fees of more than US$2 billion, they are regarded as one 

of the world’s major accounting and consulting associations.
164

  Michael MacFadyen, 

who worked with Hobart in Moore Stephens, commented on how integral he was to 

the success of the business:  ‘Hobart was a very powerful – almost ruthless – man 

who did much to build the Moore Stephens empire.  His legacy is a thriving 

international practice.’  

  Hobart Moore continued to work until close to his passing in 1981.  His son 

Richard, who was born a few months after the crash, is currently the senior partner in 

the firm. 

 Jimmy Wilson also worked for Moore Stephens for the rest of his professional 
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Fred Hems relaxes in the Mediterranean in June 1961.  Having 

escaped a near-death experience 13 years previously aboard Vestal, 
ten years later his life would nearly be ended on the roads. 

(Alistair Hems) 

career.  Following his retirement 

from the firm, he and his wife 

Betty emigrated to Australia. 

 

Another Lucky Escape 
 

For the most part, each of the 

passenger groups went their 

separate ways.  There was, 

however, one exception.  Fred 

Hems and Ben Goldwater were 

both in the tool trade.  As a tool 

merchant, Fred  would visit Ben’s 

Tool Store on business.  Despite 

the experience they had both 

shared, it is highly unlikely they 

reminisced about their night on 

Irish Law.  

 Fred Hems continued as 

managing director of the machine tool firm B.A. Hems.  Later he would become co-

director of Robert Menzies & Co., a wholesale tool company that supplied 

engineering firms in the Glasgow area.
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 In the course of business, it was necessary for Fred to fly down to London on 

around three or four occasions per year.  In 1971 Fred would once again be involved 

in an accident during a return from London.
166

  On this occasion his crash was by 

road rather than air.  

 By 1971 Renfrew Airport had been replaced by the modern Glasgow Airport.  

After landing at Glasgow, Fred was driving home to his house in Milton of Campsie.  

He intended to cross the Erskine Bridge, which had only just been completed.  Just 

after a turn off from the M8 motorway, his Mercedes hit concrete bollards head on.  

According to his son Alistair Hems, it was considered that he would have died if he 

had been driving another type of car.  

 Following the Viking crash, Fred had phoned his wife Joan to tell her how 

lucky he was to have escaped.  Twenty-three years later he may have made a similar 

statement to his wife.  Fred had survived once again. 

 

Nine Day Wonder 

 

It seems that Henry Watt became well known in his neighbourhood for volunteering 

to assist Captain Ramsden.  Eric Flack, the current President of the Drumchapel Lawn 

Tennis Club, writes: ‘The air crash and the heroic trek across the Renfrewshire [sic] 

moors with the pilot was a local Drumchapel “nine day” wonder.  Locally at the time 
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it was thought Henry Watt should have got some sort of recognition for this.’ 

 Henry Watt continued as President of the tennis club.  However, as a direct 

result of the ankle injury he sustained in the walk on the moors, he did not play tennis 

with the frequency he had previously enjoyed.  He passed away in 1962, some 

fourteen years after his gallant hike over the Muirshiel hills.
167

  

 In the years following the crash, Arnott Young continued to prosper.  Merchant 

ships, passenger liners, destroyers, cruisers, locomotives and goods wagons were all 

broken up at their Dalmuir yards.  This continued until 1984, when the firm finally 

ceased shipbreaking. 

 Their most prestigious contract came in 1958.  Early in that year they scrapped 

HMS King George V, one of the British battleships involved in the Bismarck pursuit.  

Sadly James Young did not live to see the day his firm broke up the famous ship; he 

died in 1954 at the age of 70.  

 By the time of Young’s passing the mantle had been passed to a new chairman, 

Douglas Smith, who would become famous for running the Drumchapel Amateurs 

football club.  Sir Alex Ferguson, who was persuaded to sign for ‘The Drum’ by 

Smith, openly recognises the positive influence Smith had upon him.  Discipline, 

time-keeping, organisation, and meticulous preparation were just some of the 

attributes instilled by Smith upon the youthful Ferguson.
168

  These same 

characteristics, which many recognise in the Manchester United manager, can be 

traced back to the culture in which James Young and Henry Watt thrived.  For in 

Smith and Ferguson, Watt and Young, we find similar values and codes of conduct, 

and we find the same themes of shipyards, church and sport.  

 James Young had also enjoyed a passion for football.  He had been a member 

of Queen’s Park Football Club, and had played for the Queens Park reserve team 

known as the Strollers.  As the club were based at Scotland’s national stadium, 

Young himself would have graced the hallowed Hampden turf.     

  

Downfall 

 

After the accident Eric Hopper continued to work as a director in his father’s 

business.  He made frequent trips down to the Rolls-Royce and Bentley showrooms 

in the west end of London.  However, by the early 1950s he was having considerable 

difficulty in entertaining the London agents in the manner in which they were 

accustomed.  He was spending heavily to keep up with agents who had considerably 

more lavish expense accounts.   

 According to one report, Eric was receiving a ‘ludicrously small expense 

allocation for these trips’.
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  He was provided with £20 for a week’s trip, and this 

was to suffice for all travel and living expenses.  By late 1953 it was clear how Eric 

had managed to keep up with the London agents.  He could no longer hide the fact he 

had been obtaining money by drawing cheques upon the company without due 

authority.  It all began to cave in for Eric when he was summoned to appear before a 
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court.   

 On his own Judgement Day, the newspaper headline revealed his fate: ‘City 

Director Sent To Prison For Embezzlement’.
170

   

 Having originally been charged with embezzling £7,800, a modified plea was 

accepted in court.  Eric pled guilty to embezzling £3,900, while it was accepted that 

the other half had been legitimately used for business matters.
171

 

 The newspaper reports covering the case do not proclaim how dreadful it was 

that a city director could be guilty of embezzlement.  Instead the reports feature 

defence counsel statements which explain the financial pressures Eric was under.  It 

was reported that Eric ‘repeatedly talked to his fellow directors about the difficult 

position he was in’.  The reports also state: ‘It was not a case of concealment or 

falsification of the books.  Hopper did everything he could to repay the money but he 

was unsuccessful.’
172

    

 On the night of the accident, Eric Hopper had been a respected city director, a 

successful man who contributed much to his family business.  He could not have 

foreseen that only six years later he would be detained at Her Majesty’s pleasure.    

 

A New Career 
 

As aviation has evolved over the years, some flight deck positions have been 

eliminated.  The removal of the Flight Engineer position is one high profile example.  

Another role that has suffered at the changing hands of technology is that of the 

Radio Officer.  Along with many others who fulfilled this role, Arnold Lloyd was 

made redundant from the airline in the early 1960s.
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  Lloyd’s many years of service 

as a Radio Officer would not find him another job in the air.  His flying career, which 

had stretched for two decades, was at an end.  

 Lloyd would have to find employment outside the aviation field.  The former 

airman did so when he took over a garage business known as the Silver Ball Service 

Station & Restaurant.
174

  Situated in the rural town of Royston in Hertfordshire, 

Lloyd would find a community very different to the clogged environs of Heathrow.  

 Arnold Lloyd’s business still continues today.  Known currently as the Silver 

Ball Transport Café, it is a popular meeting place and stop gap for motorcyclists. 

 

Meritorious Service 

 

In early 1949, Con Moroney was notified that he was to be awarded a Certificate Of 

Commendation from BEA.  The award was only bestowed upon crewmen who had 

performed especially praiseworthy actions.   

 In the newspaper reports following the accident, six different versions of Con 

Moroney’s name can be found.  None of the six were correct!  But the inaccuracies 

were not limited to newspaper reports.  The airline followed the example of the news 

reports, awarding the certificate to Christopher Moroney rather than Conelious.  
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Con Moroney receives recognition for his efforts on Irish Law – unfortunately the certificate features an erroneous 

forename!  Also of note is the terminology ‘forced landing’. 

(Joan Moroney via Shaun Moroney) 
 

 Con continued to provide good service to his employers for many years to 

come.  His work serving passengers brought him into contact with many people over 

the years, including a certain Sir Winston Churchill.  As commercial aviation 

evolved, there was an increase in the size, efficiency and capacity of the aircraft in 

which he served.  The Vikings and Dakotas made way for Vickers Viscounts and 

Airspeed Ambassadors, which in turn made way for jet-powered Hawker Siddeley 

Tridents and BAC 1-11s.  As the size of the airliners increased, so too did the 

requirement for cabin crew.  In the role of Head Steward, Con was in charge of a 

team of cabin crew on these jets.  Later, in the twilight years of his career, he flew 

long haul flights on Lockheed TriStars.  He retired in 1974, with a full 28 years of 

meritorious service under his belt. 

 In his private life Con settled down with a nice Irish lady in Buckinghamshire.  

He and his wife Joan had three sons and a daughter together.  His other passion could 
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Con Moroney (left) at Paris in 1958, at the rear of BEA Vickers Viscount G-
AOHJ.  The placard would indicate that this flight was to have Canadian 

comic actress Bea (Beatrice) Lillie aboard, featuring at the time in a 

production of ‘Auntie Mame’.  Also of interest is that the sister aircraft of this 
Viscount, G-AOHI, crashed into a mountain 60 miles north of Largs in 1973, 

with the loss of four crew. 

(Joan Moroney via Shaun Moroney) 
 

 

 
(Joan Moroney via Shaun Moroney) 

 

be found on the green 

slopes of a golf course, as 

Captain of the British 

Airways Golf Team. 

  At the beginning of 

the millennium, Con’s son 

Shaun Moroney recorded 

video footage of his father 

discussing the crash.  In 

the footage Con recollects 

moments of his life for his 

son and granddaughter.  

The first-hand account is 

both fascinating and 

touching in equal 

measures.  

 In his Irish tones 

Con recollects the moment 

the engine caught fire: ‘I 

saw the flames.  I was 

sitting in my own seat in 

the back.  And flames were 

shooting past.’   

 Later he would talk 

of how he sustained his 

injuries.  ‘I got the top of 

my fingers burned,’ he 

recalls as he stretches out his 

hands.  Looking wistfully at his fingers, he adds: ‘The door, it was nearly red-hot.’
175

  

 It is natural to feel compassion for this man, who tended to others’ injuries 

before his own. 

  

Captain Clifton 

 

After the events of April 1948, Denis Clifton resumed flying aircraft on a variety of 

routes with BEA, building up a wealth of experience.  In March 1951, Denis achieved 

Captain status.  Former Radio Officer Fred Gardiner recalls flying with Captain 

Clifton on several occasions, the first on 3 April 1952: ‘…he was a most pleasant 

man.  I enjoyed being in his crew and remember he was “having a stab” at learning 

German!’  On a personal note, it was also in the 1950s that Denis fell in love with and 

subsequently married a young flight attendant named Enid.  They would spend the 

next half century together. 
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 Just over six years since he first flew a Vickers Viking, this ‘stop gap airliner’ 

came to the end of its tenure as a front-line aircraft with BEA.  Captain Clifton last 

flew in a Viking on 8 March 1953.   

 As the 1950s progressed, other aircraft offered greater passenger comfort and 

enabled shorter travelling times.  One of the iconic aircraft which Clifton commanded 

at this time was the twin-engine Airspeed Ambassador.  BEA operated this aircraft 

between 1952 and 1958, naming it their ‘Elizabethan’ class in honour of the newly-

crowned Queen Elizabeth II.  It was an aesthetically-pleasing airliner, featuring a high 

wing and three tail fins.  In respect of the latter feature, it was reminiscent of the 

American long-range Lockheed Constellation.  The Ambassador featured two 

important improvements upon the Viking.  Firstly, it was pressurised and was thus 

able to fly above more inclement weather, and secondly, it had excellent 

soundproofing.  Unlike the Viking, it had a nose wheel.  This made boarding the 

plane a much less tricky process as there was no incline to negotiate when one walked 

forward along the fuselage.  Forever synonymous with the Munich Air Disaster of 

1958, which decimated the Manchester United football team, the Ambassador fell 

from grace as a front-line airliner with BEA.    

 Piston-power was replaced by the more efficient, faster and quieter gas-turbine 

of the turbo-propeller era.  With this new powerplant gaining popularity, Clifton flew 

several variants of the Vickers Viscount.  This was the first turbo-prop airliner and 

one of the most successful British-built aircraft ever.  Like the Ambassador, the 

Viscount was pressurised and well soundproofed, and passengers appreciated the 

large, oval shaped windows permitting clear views.  The four Rolls-Royce Dart 

engines enabled a maximum speed nearly 100 mph greater than the Viking.  Many 

BEA pilots – and passengers - have fond memories of the type. 

 Following the success of the Viscount, Vickers developed the Vanguard, which 

was first introduced in 1959.  This larger machine, powered by four Rolls-Royce 

Tyne turbo-prop engines, appeared on the market just prior to the first jets.  Although 

it was latterly overshadowed by the early jets, nevertheless it was a popular 

workhorse for BEA.  In this formidable aircraft Captain Clifton was to have another 

eventful episode. 

 

Feathers Flying And A Perfect Landing 
 

On the wet late evening of 11 September 1962, BEA Vanguard G-APET was due to 

depart Turnhouse (Edinburgh’s airport).  Aboard flight BE 5427, destined for 

Heathrow, were 68 passengers.  In the cockpit on that evening were Captain Denis 

Clifton, First Officer Edward [Ted] Dunn and Second Officer Tony Gordon.   

Although Clifton was in command, he designated Dunn to pilot the routine internal 

flight.  The mundane nature of the departure was instantly interrupted by the 

appearance of ‘...a white wall of sea-gulls’.
176

  This temporarily obliterated the view 

from the cockpit.  Suddenly a mass of gull bones impacted against the aluminium 
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surfaces with machine gun repetition.  As a result, the Vanguard was dealt literally 

hundreds of lethal blows.  This metal bird would not be airborne for long. 

 Almost immediately number four engine failed and caught fire.  Fearsome 

vibration shook the aircraft and all passengers within.  In starboard rows, passengers 

were now faced with the sight of flames around the engine.  The reflection of fire 

against the night sky penetrated through the large windows, scorching fear on 

distressed passengers.  As Clifton glanced back at the engine aflame, did his mind 

hark back to April ’48?     

 One engine ‘down’ was worrying, but the incident was soon to escalate.  All 

three remaining engines began to malfunction, causing further bone-shaking 

vibrations.  This aircraft was in the death throes. 

 The engines had temperatures between 700 and 950°C, well above the 

maximum permissible.  Committed to the climb north of the airport, all available 

power was mustered from the three remaining Tynes.  The situation was grave; given 

poor weather conditions that evening, a diversion was not possible.  An emergency 

landing would have to be undertaken using the Instrument Landing System (ILS). 

 Upon joining the circuit at 3,800 feet, number two engine failed.  This caused 

an alarming noise and yet more violent shaking of the aircraft.  The propeller was 

feathered (the blades being rotated parallel to the airflow) to reduce drag.  Vanguard 

G-APET was now flying on less than half of its usual power.  Readings on the pilots’ 

instruments indicated that number three engine was critical.   

 Due to the gravity of the situation, a mayday call was made. 

 Cabin staff notified the passengers to prepare themselves for an emergency 

landing.  Despite the reassurances of cabin staff, there can be no doubt that all on 

board were aware of the perilous situation flight BE 5427 was in.  Flames had given 

way to icy fear.   

 First Officer Dunn continued to fly the lumbering aircraft as it arrived over the 

outer marker at the slightly high speed of 160 knots.  As the approach lights came 

into view at 500 feet, it was time for Captain Clifton to take over the controls.  

Grasping the control column firm and steady, he piloted the stricken Vanguard with 

consummate skill.  Following a fraught approach, the airliner made contact with the 

tarmac with a reassuring jolt.  Even upon landing, a significant danger was still 

evident.  Clifton had considerable difficulty in keeping the aircraft from veering off 

the glistening wet runway.  Yet he did so, to the everlasting appreciation of all on 

board. 

 The odds had been stacked against the Vanguard.  In heavy rain, with a 500 

foot cloud base, a crosswind in excess of twenty knots - together with engine failures 

- a disaster had been averted.  

 Upon inspection of the aircraft, there were ‘considerable indentations on the 

leading edges of the wings and flaps, and radome’.
177

  Moreover, the extent of the 

damage was most noticeable on the four Tyne engines.  Number two engine was 

seized, with the other three engines suffering damage to the compressor blades.  All 
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four engines were damaged to the extent they needed written off.  A subsequent study 

of the performance of G-APET during its climb out of Turnhouse indicated that the 

remaining three engines were some 30 to 40% decreased in power. 

 Amongst the passengers aboard G-APET was the Scottish tenor, Robert 

Wilson, together with his wife and two sons.  In 1962, Wilson was one of Scotland’s 

biggest variety stars.  He toured the world and had major Scottish hits in the shape of 

‘A Gordon For Me’ and ‘Down In The Glen’.  All passengers were taken to the 

airport terminal and provided with stimulants in the form of tea, coffee and biscuits.  

In the early 1960s, decades before major health concerns, cigarettes were distributed 

to steady the nerves! 

 The incident was of great media interest.  The Scotsman of 12 September 1962 

narrated: ‘Split-second judgment by B.E.A. pilot Captain Dennis [sic] Clifton over 

Turnhouse Airport late last night saved his London-bound Vanguard from disaster.’  

The publication continued: ‘At a signal from ground control, Captain Clifton brought 

the plane, through swirling rain and winds, down to a perfect landing.’ 

 When asked 45 years later about the differences between the two episodes 

Denis commented: ‘Edinburgh was very intense and dangerous; Irish Law was 

drawn-out but still a shock.’  

 Following an investigation, the resultant Flight Operations Departmental 

Inquiry concluded: ‘A serious and almost certainly fatal accident was only narrowly 

averted.  This was due to the exemplary manner in which the emergency was handled 

by Captain Clifton and his crew: the Captain displayed the highest possible standard 

of Captaincy and airmanship, and the whole crew demonstrated a standard of 

discipline, co-operation and piloting skill which is worthy of the highest 

commendation.’ 

 In recognition of his actions that September night, Denis Clifton was presented 

with the Queen’s Commendation in December 1962 for ‘valuable service in the air’.  

This prestigious award was signed by Prime Minister Harold Macmillan. 

 The appreciation continued.  Vickers presented Denis with a unique scale 

model of a Vanguard.  Rolls-Royce presented a book of photographs of the engines, 

radome and gull massacre which powerfully display the tremendous damage caused 

to the airliner that September night. 

 British European Airways similarly recognised Clifton’s skill by presenting him 

with a Certificate Of Commendation.  The Certificate states: 

 

‘When on 11th September 1962, as a result of Captain Clifton’s outstanding 

leadership of his crew and meticulous management of his aircraft, a Vanguard aircraft 

was successfully landed at Edinburgh in adverse weather conditions despite the fact 

that during takeoff two engines had failed and there was loss of power on the other 

two engines.  Captain Clifton displayed an exemplary standard of command.’ 

 

Douglas of Kirtleside, Chairman 
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Above:  BEA Vanguard G-APET at Glasgow 

Airport nearly eight years after the incident which 
nearly brought it crashing out of the skies near 

Edinburgh. 

(John Martindale) 
 

Below:  The late Denis ‘Cliff’ Clifton – an airman 

with an enviable career. 

(Enid Clifton) 

Capable And Respected 
 

With the development of 

the ‘jet age’ in the 1960s, 

Clifton captained various 

Hawker Siddeley Trident 

variants.  Come the 

1970s, he captained one 

of the first wide-body jets, 

the Lockheed L-1011 

TriStar.  In 1974, British 

Airways was formed from 

the merger of British European Airways and 

British Overseas Airways Corporation.  With 

the newly-formed British Airways, Clifton 

flew long-haul flights aboard TriStars.  

During this time, he became Senior Training 

Captain on both Tridents and TriStars.  In 

1978, Denis Clifton reached the BA 

mandatory retrial age of 55.  He was asked to 

join Gulf Air, reprising his role as a Senior 

Training Captain.  During this time, as well 

as a house in Britain, he also maintained a 

flat in Bahrain.  Eventually the career of this 

hugely experienced airman drew to a close 

on 21 July 1983, his 60th birthday and 

mandatory Gulf Air retirement date.   

 In his retirement, Denis enjoyed 

reading, attending meetings of the local 

Probus Club and travelling.  Little did he 

know that only a few miles away across the 

Buckinghamshire countryside lived his old 

April ’48 colleague, Con Moroney.  Service 

in Burma, joining BOAC and a prolonged 

career with BEA were just some of the 

parallel experiences they shared. 

 Michael Harris, a family friend, 

described Denis as ‘…a genuinely lovely man, kind, loyal, always considerate and 

self-effacing.  He was a member of that (now) rare breed of airman who learnt their 

craft during a period of conflict and transferred those skills so effectively to the 

civilian domain.  Without doubt, the survivors of Cliff’s two remarkable crash-

experiences have much to be grateful for his ability to keep a level head in a crisis.’ 
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 Steve Wand, chairman of Icarus and an ex-Concorde pilot, offers his 

reminiscences of Denis Clifton.  ‘I had the good fortune at the end of 1963 to join 

British European Airways as a copilot and was allocated a conversion course on to 

the Vickers Vanguard.  My first opportunity to actually fly the aeroplane was on the 

Base Training phase of the course (or circuits and bumps), which followed the 

classroom study and the simulator work.  The rostered training Captain for the second 

and third sorties was one Denis Clifton who calmly and inspiringly honed my ability 

to land the Vanguard which, to me, as a 20 year-old recently-qualified commercial 

pilot, seemed an immense piece of machinery!  Denis (or Captain Clifton as I knew 

him then) transpired to be one of the most capable and qualified instructors on the 

fleet with a formal, and yet helpful, training manner.  

 ‘It was typical of Denis that I had to enquire from others as to why this most 

modest of men was wearing the Queen’s Commendation for Valuable Services in the 

Air on his uniform.  Only then did I learn about his frightening seagull encounter at 

Edinburgh and his airmanship in managing to re-land the stricken aeroplane.  Again, 

it was typical of Denis that his emphasis has always been in praising the skill of his 

two co-pilots during the incident, rather than accepting any glory himself.   

 ‘Denis then left the Vanguard to move to the Trident fleet as a training Captain 

and it was not until I also converted to that fleet in 1967 that I again benefited from 

Denis’s effective instructional style during my Trident route training.  That really was 

the last time that we spoke, apart from the odd word in the crewroom or downroute, 

before Denis retired from the airline.   

 ‘However, in 2005 I contacted Denis to research articles about the Viking and 

Vanguard incidents for the Icarus newsletter, Denis himself being an Icarus member 

in his own right.  As always he was helpful and knowledgeable, despite his advancing 

years, recalling many useful details relating to both occurrences, which I was able to 

write up and publish in our newsletter in a series that we feature entitled “Flights to 

Remember…or forget!”   

 ‘Sadly my last duty concerning “Cliff” (as he liked to be called) was to attend 

his funeral service at Amersham.  A bumper attendance of former colleagues and 

friends was a most fitting tribute to this capable and respected military/commercial 

pilot who was held in such high esteem by his peers during his extensive flying 

career.’ 

  

A Final Landing  

 

Now that we are nearing the end of our story, we can find out what became of 

Captain John Ramsden.  After a short period of rest and recuperation, the Board of 

Inquiry, and then a medical, he was passed fit to return to duty.  Very soon he was 

back in the skies, piloting Vikings on routes within the UK and Europe.  

 This continued until December 1949, when he was host to another slice of bad 

luck.  On this occasion it would take place on a Zurich runway awash with slush.  The 
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crew were plagued by a partial engine failure on takeoff.  Rather than slam on the 

anchors, Ramsden elected to take off from the runway and climb into the low cloud 

ceiling.  He then performed an instrument approach to bring the aircraft back down to 

earth. 

 The very next morning Captain Ramsden was scheduled to pilot Viking G-

AHPR from Northolt to Brussels Haren.  During takeoff in a Viking, the control 

column was to be pulled back when a speed of 80 knots or more was attained.  Once 

the aircraft was safely airborne, the wheel brakes were to be applied and the 

undercarriage retracted.  The Viking could then be held level until a safety speed of 

100 knots was shown on the air speed indicator.  Only after 100 knots was attained 

was the ascent to be made.
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 As the Viking roared down Northolt’s runway 26, it is understood that the 

aircraft became airborne a little earlier than the accepted practice.  In order for this to 

occur, the control column may have been pulled back before the intersection speed of 

80 knots.  If this did occur, it might be argued that the Captain’s desire to get quickly 

airborne from Northolt was a hangover from the previous day’s emergency at Zurich. 

        In order to build up more speed, the Viking was kept at a very low altitude above 

the runway.  Ramsden applied the wheel brakes and tried to retract the undercarriage.  

However, for some reason the undercarriage failed to lock up.  This may have been 

due to the Viking’s air speed control lock, which prevented the undercarriage from 

being retracted until 85 knots was attained.
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  It is not clear whether this lock had any 

bearing on the gear failing to retract.  

 The aircraft was flying at a very low altitude above the Northolt runway.  Too 

low an altitude, in fact, since the tyres of the aircraft touched back down upon the 

tarmac several times.  After the tyres brushed the tarmac surface – with the wheel 

brakes on – it was found that the undercarriage would not lock up or down.  

Furthermore, the flight crew had no way of determining the position of the 

undercarriage or any damage sustained.  To help answer these questions, the crew 

flew a few circuits past the Air Traffic Control tower at Northolt.  While they passed 

at a height of around 50 feet, the men on the ground strained their eyes through 

binoculars at the Viking’s landing gear.  But nobody could ascertain the condition of 

the undercarriage.  

 The crew flew to the nearby airfield at Wisley - the base of Vickers - in the 

hope that the Viking manufacturers might be able to radio them advice.  However, as 

nobody there could establish whether the undercarriage was locked up or down, nor 

the extent of any damage sustained to the gear, the men on the ground could not offer 

any assistance.  

 The Viking would have to be returned to earth at some point.  Given the refusal 

of the undercarriage to either fully retract or extend, there was only one option - a 

belly landing.  If contact was to be made with the ground in this fashion, there should 

be a minimum of fuel left in the tanks.  To run down the flammable fluid in the fuel 

tanks, several hours were spent circuiting Wisley.
180
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 The Vestal crash had been brutally sudden, a thunderous bump followed by a 

flash of flame and a desperate escape.  Although this present emergency was not as 

dangerous, it did have the drawback of being prolonged.  In the three hours before 

attempting the belly landing, there must have been short periods when Captain 

Ramsden’s mind ruminated about what lay ahead.  He had only just experienced an 

emergency at Zurich and now he was having another?  The Captain may have cursed 

the fact it was happening to him once again.  

 For the second day in a row, Ramsden guided his aircraft in for an emergency 

landing.  He made a successful belly landing at Wisley, skidding 60 to 80 paces along 

the grass.
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  The propeller blades were bent back and one of the cargo doors was 

broken off.  But more importantly, all the passengers and crew escaped without 

injury.   

 Naturally such an emergency would be followed by an investigation.  Once 

again a team of men would be looking into the circumstances of the incident.  There 

would be questions to answer, and men would once more assess his actions and 

decision making.  And once again men would cast their judgements upon him.  

 In the end, Captain Ramsden moved on from British European Airways by 

finding employment out with the sphere of aviation.    

   

Bump In The Night 
   

Our next point of contact with John Ramsden takes place in the 1950s.  Ironically 

enough, we find him aboard a BEA airliner once again.  However, this time he is 

travelling as a fee-paying passenger rather than as Captain.  He was a company 

director at this point, and flew on business trips to locations such as Belfast and 

Greece.  

 On his business flights he would chat to men whom he had known during his 

time with the airline.  Indeed some had served under him as First Officer.  Only now 

the relationship had changed: the First Officer was now the Captain and John 

Ramsden a passenger. 

 During his trips to Greece, Ramsden would attempt to speak to the Greeks.  

However, as he had been taught classical Greek rather than modern Greek, the 

company director had extra difficulties in communicating with the locals!
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 Over a decade later, in the late 1960s, we find John Ramsden in Gibraltar.  At 

this point he owned or managed a bar called The Nine Tombs.
183

  The bar was located 

in an old building with a notorious reputation.  Some details of the building’s ancestry 

can be found in a Gibraltar Chronicle article by Jonathan Sacramento.  The title of 

the online article - Bump In The Night - is somewhat ironic given Ramsden’s own 

bump in the night!  

 According to the article, the ancient cellar contains ‘nine small “tombs” carved 

into the wall’.
184

  Then we learn of supernatural occurrences and séances that have 

taken place in the building.  Naturally enough there are tales of ghosts marauding 
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around.  It is mentioned that stabbings, crimes and fires have all taken place in the 

flats in the building.  Also mentioned is that ‘businesses started by many of the 

occupants never prospered’.
185

  

 Of all the bars in the world that John Ramsden could have chosen to run, it 

seems he chose one in a haunted house! 

 

The Cruel Hand Of Fate 

 

Our last point of contact with John Ramsden takes place at the beginning of 1984.  At 

this point he was a retired company director.  His solar panel business had been based 

in Portugal.  According to a friend, James Thornton, Ramsden had returned to Britain 

three years ago after twenty years in the Mediterranean.
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 John Ramsden lived at this time aboard a yacht on the River Hamble.  He 

would have become familiar with this area of England’s south coast during his 

wartime service.  The youthful Sub Lieutenant Ramsden would have flown to the 

Fleet Air Arm airfield at Lee-on-the–Solent, only five miles from the large Royal 

Navy base at Portsmouth.  Ramsden may have enjoyed visiting the area so much in 

his twenties that he came, many years later, to retire to the area. 

 James Thornton, who lived on a neighbouring boat, was able to shed some light 

about one fateful night in February 1984.  Mr. Thornton told a local newspaper that 

his friend had been drinking at the White Cart public house, and then at the Square 

Rigger Club in Hamble.  During the evening, Ramsden had been speaking of his 

intention to sail back to his business in Portugal.  The next day James Thornton saw 

Ramsden’s dinghy tied to his yacht with only one line.  The oars lay in the bottom of 

the dinghy, which struck him as unusual.  As the day progressed there was no sign of 

our erstwhile Captain.  With a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach, James 

Thornton realised he had seen the last of his neighbour and friend.
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 John Ramsden was dead. 

 James Thornton later told a local newspaper that his friend ‘did not look well’ 

and his face ‘was very grey’.
188

  Thornton opined that Ramsden may have had a dizzy 

spell, and that he may have fallen into the water when climbing from his dinghy to his 

yacht.  Ramsden’s grey pallor may have been in relation to alcohol intake, which was 

reported to have been five double whiskies on the night of his disappearance. 

 For several weeks there was no sign of John Ramsden.  Then, six weeks after 

his disappearance, the retired director was found washed ashore at Lee-on-Solent.  

 In the aftermath, the cause of death was confirmed to be drowning.  An open 

verdict was recorded during the ensuing inquest, with the Deputy Coroner stating that 

it was not known how Mr. Ramsden had entered the sea.
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 There is no doubt that John Ramsden had an interesting and varied life.  But 

how does a man end up washed up on a beach?  Is it merely a freak occurrence, a case 

of desperately bad luck?  Or did a sequence of circumstances throughout his life 

propel him towards this eventual fate?  
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 There were three significant incidents which occurred during his civil aviation 

career.  If we were to change certain singular aspects in any of the three incidents the 

course of his life may have been forever altered.  For example, if he had not been 

plagued by a partial engine failure on takeoff from Zurich, then the incident on the 

next day may not have occurred.  Likewise, if the undercarriage had retracted 

properly at Northolt, he would have remained on the course along which he was 

heading.  He may very well have gone on, as did many of his contemporaries, to pilot 

Viscounts and Tridents.  If so, then he would not have suffered such a tragic end. 

 We might also consider that Ramsden was exceedingly lucky to live a day 

beyond the Vestal flight.  To fly into the territory of the Renfrewshire Heights on the 

course and height he did - and then survive virtually uninjured - was tremendously 

fortuitous.  

 It could be argued that fortune abandoned John Ramsden on several occasions 

in his life.  Perhaps the Captain used up his fair ration of luck during Vestal’s last 

flight?    
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Appendix One 

Metal On The Moor 
 

 

 
ver the decades, countless people have ascended the grassy slopes of Irish Law.  

All manner of people have determinedly traversed boggy moorland and 

clambered over grassy knolls.  The destination was not the summit, but rather the 

northern slope below.  For here can still be found substantial pieces of aviation 

history – the remains of Vestal. 

 The Viking wreck can be categorised in two distinct groupings - the central 

bulk of the airliner’s remains, and outlying material.  The majority of the debris lies 

in a large peaty scar on the hillside.  Here two prominent engine nacelles can be 

found.  The starboard nacelle contains the retracted wheel complete with remains of 

the rubber tyre.  The rusting Hercules engine is still attached.  By contrast, the port 

engine is detached from the port nacelle and is partially embedded in the peat.  The 

geodetic structure is prominent on the inside section of the port wing.  The light green 

interior paint applied to the internal bodywork is still evident in some sections.  

Scattered around this area lie fragments of the airliner, with sections of molten 

aluminium, wiring, valves, seals and other miscellanea cast over the general area.  If 

the visitor looks carefully, they can even find remains of the crockery and miniature 

alcoholic drinks which were aboard! 

 Several important items lie away from the bulk of the wreckage.  Several 

hundred yards to the east, in a small boggy pool, resides the tail cone.  Particularly 

obvious in this section is the tail wheel mount.  Farther over to the west, the propeller 

hubs lie near the spot they sheared off the airliner when it first made contact with the 

ground.  Between the propeller hubs and the tail cone, small sections of aluminium 

can be found lodged between tussocks.  The displacement of these parts is due to the 

action of the wind or - more unfortunately – visitors acting without due consideration.  

 Visits to the wreck began very soon after the crash itself.  The extensive media 

coverage of the crash had alerted many hundreds of thousands of people in the west 

of Scotland.  Many wanted to visit the scene to see for themselves the devastating 

aftermath of the crash.  

 Initial visitors included a pair of teenage boys, Alan McFarland and his friend 

Lewis.  The boys ‘skipped’ school to visit the airliner remains.  Now resident in the 

United States, Alan recalls for us many details of their involvement.  He recounts: 

O 
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Above:  Lewis and friend at the remains of the Viking, 25 April 1948. 

(Alan McFarland) 
 

Below:  Alan McFarland (in front of tent) with Lewis camped on Irish Law, 25 

April 1948.  Lewis is sitting on one of the carburettor air intakes from atop an 
engine.  

(Alan McFarland) 

 

‘We could smell the burning/smouldering wreck before we got there, so we were very 

apprehensive about finding bodies!’  

 The mischievous pair then encountered a piece of wreckage.  Beyond, they 

found marks on the moorside, which they realised had been caused by the aircraft 

bouncing over the hillside.  By following the scrape marks, they walked over the 

same path that had been 

taken by Vestal as she 

ground to a halt.  Along 

the trail they found 

‘ripped off propeller 

assemblies’ and 

‘sundry plane debris’.  

The trail ended at the 

main crash site, where 

they realised the fuselage 

had been consumed by 

fire.  

 ‘The whole centre 

section was completely 

burned to the ground,’ 

recalls Alan.  ‘The burned 

out fuselage contained a 

hodge podge of 

melted wires, 

instruments, trays, cutlery 

and metal junk that appeared 

to be the remains of passenger luggage.  Those 

passengers were very lucky to have escaped the 

flames!’ 

 As one of the first visitors, he was witness to the 

very same scene that the last party of survivors had 

viewed.  ‘There was a very heavy “pong” from 

dense fumes and smoke hanging over the whole 

scene!  

 ‘I feel I can reveal what Lewis and I did 60 years 

ago!’ confesses Alan.  ‘After our trek over the moors 

to the crash site we returned to Largs and loaded our 

respective Bergen rucksacks with tools, an army pup 

tent, sleeping bags and rations.  Despite a heavy mist, 

we found our way back to the crash site with a map 

and compass.   

 ‘We then proceeded, over several days, to 
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Pupils and teacher from Ardrossan Academy 

photographed on the remains of the tail plane, 
25 April 1948.  Rather a spectacular class 

photograph! 

(Alan McFarland) 

dismantle what was left of the engines.  On that return trip, an aircraft, or what 

sounded like a helicopter, circled above us in the mist - unable to land.  Undeterred, 

we hauled back to Largs a collection of planetary gears and other engine parts. 

 ‘The engine junk was stored in the loft at my parent’s house for 

approximately one week.  One night the whole lot crashed through the ceiling and 

destroyed the kitchen shelves below.  Standing amidst the wreckage of crockery, pots, 

pans and Viking engine parts my enraged mother bellowed at my poor dad: “He’s not 

my son any more.  He must have inherited his badness from your side of the family!”  

 ‘I was handed a shovel and told: “Bury the bloody stuff before the police get 

here!” 

 ‘I heaved the whole lot over our neighbour’s wall and buried it in a field.  I 

imagine the stuff’s still there or long ploughed up!’ 

 Alan and Lewis’ grand thieving expedition took several days.  They were still 

present on Sunday 25 April, when a group of around twenty Ardrossan Academy 

pupils arrived at the scene.  By the time the boys departed Vestal, both engines had 

been exposed by the removal of the engine nacelle cowlings.  The carburettor air 

intakes, which had formerly sat on top of the 

engines, had also been separated.  Due to their 

size and weight, the intakes were unlikely to 

have been part of the ‘loot’ plundered from the 

site. 

  In the mid 1960s the outer section of the starboard wing remained on scene.  

The red ‘IVE’ registration letters could still be seen on the surviving wing section.
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At some point the tail assembly was moved, though it is unclear exactly how or when 

this section was taken from its former location.  The main spar and inner section of 
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George Stewart’s wife Jessie and young visitor are dwarfed by the Viking 

remains in mid-1948. 

(George Stewart) 

the port wing were still present in the early 1970s.  Both pieces, and indeed the 

starboard outer wing, have since been plundered. 

 The slow but inexorable decline of the wreck continues.  As each decade makes 

way for the next, the condition deteriorates.  The aluminium, which lost its shine so 

many years ago, is now turning white through oxidation.  

 When Alan McFarland viewed modern photos of the wreck on the authors’ 

online research group he remarked: ‘I cannot believe how much the remains - 

once intact wings, engine mounts etc - have been ripped apart and scattered like 

junk.’  Ironically enough, it is he who neatly sums up the deterioration of Vestal over 

the ages: ‘I guess the ravages of time have played their role.’ 

 When visiting the 

Viking site, please bear a 

few points in mind.  Firstly, 

one must always be 

properly kitted out with 

appropriate clothing, have a 

map and compass, and the 

experience to use them 

both.  But it is equally 

important that one should 

never remove any items 

from the site.  

 The teenaged Alan 

and Lewis could not have 

foreseen that the Vestal 

wreck would remain for 

decades to come, nor that it 

would become an aviation 

archaeology site.  The same 

charity cannot be offered to 

those who have pilfered the 

wreck in later years.  The 

pillaging of artefacts 

gradually erodes the impact 

of this important element of 

local history. 

  One of the visitors who appreciated the wreck in its original form was George 

Stewart.   Several months after the accident, he visited the scene with his wife Jessie.  

Mr. Stewart vividly recalls what a magnificent spectacle awaited them on Irish Law.  

He states: ‘I believed we were witnessing the effects of a Tornado wind, so 

devastating was the result.  Or maybe we were witnessing The Greatest Escape in 

Modern Aviation History…’ 
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Above:  When one compares this shot 
taken in the 1960s, with contemporary 

images, it is evident how much material 

has been removed from Irish Law by 
souvenir hunters.  Visible in this shot, and 

now missing, is the wing spar and the 

remains of the starboard fuel tank (top left 
of image).  Sadly, many other artefacts 

have been removed from the site. 

(Stewart Aitken) 
 

Left:  Taken on the same day as the image 

above, this photograph shows the remains 
of the starboard Bristol Hercules engine. 

(Stewart Aitken) 
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Top left:  A close-up of the tail cone remnants in a peaty pool a few hundred yards from the bulk of the debris.  Little 
Irish Law features prominently in the background. 

(James Towill) 

 
Top right:  Remarkably, despite the effects of fire, weather and the pen knives of collectors, a substantial part of the 

starboard landing gear tyre remains with a tread as fresh as the day it hit the peaty banks of Irish Law over sixty years 

ago. 
(James Towill) 

 

Bottom left:  The remains of the starboard engine nacelle as viewed from the south.  Note the geodetic structure evident 
in this shot, a characteristic feature of several Vickers aircraft. 

(James Towill) 

 
Bottom right:  The Bristol Hercules piston engine had 14 cylinders arranged in two rows. 

(James Towill) 
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Above:  The spectacular remains of Vestal on a clear spring afternoon.  The starboard engine nacelle, complete with 

remnants of tyre attached to landing wheel, and the much degraded port engine nacelle, are in the foreground.  In the 
background, the remains of the tail cone can be seen in boggy ground in the col between Irish Law and Little Irish Law.  

(James Towill) 

 
Below:  Taken on a wintry day in 2008, the images below show the starboard engine nacelle (left) and the partial remains 

of the port engine nacelle (right).  Since his first visit to the Vestal wreck in the early 1960s, John Martindale has taken a 

number of parties to the wreck.  On the 60th anniversary of the crash, he led Martin and Shaun Moroney to the spot where 
their father provided such valuable assistance to the passengers.  

(John Martindale) 
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Figure 15:  The location of some of the aircraft that have come to grief in the Renfrewshire Heights and surrounding 

area.  This hilly terrain forms part of an area known today as the Clyde Muirshiel Regional Park.  More details of 
local wrecks can be found at the Air Crash Site Scotland website at http://www.aircrashsites-scotland.co.uk/   
 

Date Type Registration Location Grid reference 

14/01/38 Spartan Cruiser G-ACYK Hill of Stake 268629 
19/09/38 Avro Anson L7949 Lairdside Hill 318606 

26/07/39 Avro Anson K6255 Dunrod Hill 237730 

25/01/41 Vickers Wellington R1164 Box Law 256609 
27/10/41 Bristol Beaufort L9817 Knockside Hill 255582 

30/01/42 Fairey Swordfish V4554 Former Calder Dam N/A 

24/01/43 Hawker Typhoon DN365 Queenside Hill 298641 
26/10/44 Fairey Firefly DT977 Blaeloch Hill 239549 

03/02/47 Vickers Supermarine Seafire PR432 Hill of Stake 274628 
21/04/48 Vickers Viking G-AIVE Irish Law 261592 

28/03/56 Douglas C-47 Dakota G-AMRB Greenside Hill 273579 

03/06/58 De Havilland Devon VP969 Box Law 258607 
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Appendix Three 

List Of Passengers & Crew 
 

 

 
Crew 

Captain John Ramsden  

First Officer Denis Clifton 

Radio Officer Arnold Lloyd 

Steward Con Moroney 

 

Epsom party 

Ben Goldwater      

Jackie Sheville      

May Most      

Hilda Most  

 

Arnott Young party 

James Young     

Jessie Young   

Henry Watt 

 

Norwegian party 

Trygve Molland   

Johannes Sejersted  

Greta Sejersted  

      

Moore Stephens party 

Hobart Moore      

Jimmy Wilson     

 

Individuals  
Gordon Davies     

Fred Hems 

Eric Hopper 

Elizabeth ‘Betty’ Wighton  
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Appendix Four 

Viking Down Timeline 
 

 

 
Note: ~ denotes approximate times 

 

21 April 1948 
19:09    Takeoff from Northolt 

20:20    30 miles south of Penrith 

20:46    Overhead Renfrew for first time 

20:50    Cleared as No. 1 to land 

20:57    Overhead Renfrew beacon, heading along beam towards the 

    west 

20:58    Overhead inner marker 

21:00    Discussion on outer marker begins 

21:03    Impact upon Irish Law 

21:06    Renfrew tower calls aircraft to no reply 

21:20 ~  Captain Ramsden and Henry Watt leave scene 

Late evening  BEA informs relatives that aircraft is missing 

 

22 April 1948 

00:00 ~  Captain Ramsden and Henry Watt arrive at Largs 

00:05 ~  Captain Ramsden and Henry Watt enter Largs Police Station 

00:10 ~   Captain Ramsden telephones Renfrew Airport 

00:35    BEA informs Ministry of Civil Aviation of accident 

00:10 to 01:00 ~ Civilian rescue party organised 

01:00 ~  RAF Mountain Rescue team leave Wigton 

01:00 to 02:30 ~  Civilian rescue party travel to Muirshiel mine 

02:30 to 03:00 ~  Civilian rescue party begin search 

04:00 to 05:00 ~ Relatives arrive at mine 

Early morning  Ambulances arrive at mine 

Early morning  Ambulance taking Henry Watt from mine to hospital becomes 

    stuck 

06:00 to 07:00  Second survivor group (Radio Officer Arnold Lloyd, Fred  

    Hems, Jimmy Wilson and Hobart Moore) leave wreck  
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07:00 ~  RAF Mountain Rescue team arrive at mine 

08:00 ~  RAF Mountain Rescue team begin search 

08:00 to 08:30 ~ Civilian rescue party arrive back at mine 

09:00 ~  Some members of civilian rescue party re-take to the hills 

09:00 to 09:30 ~ Second survivor group reaches Ladyland House 

09:00 ~  Third survivor group (including Clifton and Moroney) leaves 

    wreck 

10:00 ~  RAF Mountain Rescue team returns to mine; other members 

    of the team then start another search  

Morning  Second survivor group driven to Glasgow by Evening Times 

    car 

Morning  Other search parties take to the hills 

11:00 to 11:15  Third survivor group reaches Flatt Farm in Largs 

12:30    BEA announce plane had crash-landed and that all are safe 

Early afternoon Third survivor group in Victoria Hotel, Largs with Sir Patrick 

    Dollan 

Afternoon  Scottish Daily Express helicopter searches for wreck; the 

    helicopter lands at a public park in Paisley and other farms 

Afternoon  Scottish Daily Express helicopter finds wreck; directions 

    passed to police 

Afternoon  Hobart Moore and Jimmy Wilson attend business meeting 

Late afternoon  Police searchers find wreck 

18:03    Police inform Renfrew Airport that aircraft has been found 

Evening  BEA announce that a police search party has found the aircraft 

    1,500 feet up the northern slope of Irish Law  

Evening  Denis Clifton, Arnold Lloyd and Con Moroney stay in Central 

    Hotel, Glasgow 

 

Aftermath 

23 April 1948  Members of Accidents Investigation Branch inspect wreck 

24 April 1948 Passenger contacts BEA to thank them on their choice of 

aircrew; it is announced there is to be no public inquiry 

Early May 1948 Board of Inquiry at Northolt 

17 September 1948  Accident report published by Accidents Investigation Branch 

of Ministry of Civil Aviation 
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