
Military airfields in Oxfordshire 
 
Military aviation in Oxfordshire - Introduction 
  
During the Great War there were few operational airfields in the UK being confined to 
fighter aerodromes along the east coast and protecting London, and flying boat 
bases around the coast. Airfields at home were otherwise training stations and this 
was the case with the few in Oxfordshire. These fields also briefly held squadrons 
returning from France and Belgium post-war prior to disbandment. 
 Between the wars there were several expansion programmes which brought 
extant aerodromes up to a higher standard (Bicester, Upper Heyford) or introduced 
new ones (Abingdon, Harwell, Brize Norton). The only operational aircraft based in 
the County, now within the so-called Wessex Bombing Area, between the wars were 
several bomber squadrons, the last of which went off to war in September 1939. The 
location of these squadrons in the south Midlands was based on the presumption of 
France as the most likely enemy in the 1920s. 
 Come war in 1939 the disposition of operational units generally excluded 
Oxfordshire since its Fairey Battle light bomber squadrons had gone to advanced 
bases in France, from whence few would return. In common with other counties in 
the south and east Midlands during the Second World War Oxfordshire played a 
major part in training aircrew, mainly to go on to fly bombers. It was thus home to 
basic, advanced and specialised training outfits and a number of bomber operational 
training units, mainly using the twin-engined Wellington Bomber. Key among the 
specialised units were the beam approach training flights, based on Watchfield. (The 
note below on the training process puts these units in context.) 
 The exception to the basing of non-operational units during the war was at 
Benson and nearby airfields at Mount Farm and Chalgrove which developed as the 
UK’s centre for photographic reconnaissance. The County was also the focus of 
much glider pilot training and during the later stages of the war several of the 
airfields, critically Grove and Broadwell, were used for transport aircraft and gliders 
for the invasion of France and later glider operations. 
 An important contribution to the war effort was provided in great secrecy with 
the testing of the first British jet aircraft at Edgehill, then Barford St John. Post-war 
the latter became a highly secretive outpost of the US intelligence base at nearby 
Croughton. 
 At the end of hostilities, with fast and dramatic contraction a number of 
airfields closed after being used temporarily for storage of the vast number of 
redundant warplanes but two, Brize Norton and Upper Heyford, were used by the 
USAF for some years during the cold war for bomber and reconnaissance 90 day 
deployments. In addition permanent units were based at Upper Heyford. Over time 
the USAF departed and Brize Norton became the base for the RAF’s strategic 
transport force while Benson now houses a number of helicopter units. Kidlington 
lost its RAF connection in 1959 and is now a major business and commercial flight 
training centre. Bicester, Enstone and Edgehill all remain open for general aviation. 
 Two sites – Harwell and Culham – are major research centres for the peaceful 
use of nuclear energy. The airfield at Chalgrove is the test-flight centre for the world 
famous Martin-Baker Company which staggeringly house its Meteor test aircraft – 
the same type from which the first live test ejection was made 72 years ago! To date 
7,650 lives have been saved by M-B seats and over 17,000 are in service worldwide. 
 



 
Airfields in general 
 
First, a note on nomenclature. Station is a generic term covering airfields and non-
flying bases. Airfield is also a widely used term to cover land stations from which 
flying takes place. These days an airport is an airfield that handles either passengers 
and/or freight. Military airfields are invariably referred to as airfields even when, like 
Brize Norton, they handle people and freight. Smaller airfields used by light civil 
aircraft are often referred to as aerodromes and small, often private, grass runways 
as airstrips. However, aerodrome was the term widely used by the military up to the 
early stages of the Second World War. 
 Early aerodromes were smallish fields for operating the aeroplanes, with 
adjacent buildings, gradually becoming more permanent and more extensive. Early 
aircraft with tail wheels, required a field within which they could take off into wind and 
thus in any direction and they usually had a painted circle in the centre with a 
windsock to show wind direction. The field had to be fairly flat, reasonably drained 
and free of obstructions around the perimeter. Gradually as aircraft got heavier the 
fields had to be paved (although Bicester and Henlow (Beds) never were) usually 
with three runways in a triangular pattern so that there were six possibilities of take-
off direction. Modern, nosewheel, aircraft are much better able to cope with 
crosswinds, so most airfields now have a single runway usually along the line of the 
prevailing wind (in the UK south-westerly). 
 Initially the buildings required were aircraft sheds for maintaining aircraft 
(which were usually parked outside), garages for the large number of vehicles 
required, office and living accommodation. The buildings gradually became more 
permanent and more specialised to include hangars, armament sections, parachute 
packing, sports facilities and so on. There was an early post Great War expansion 
scheme that included Bicester and which upgraded several aerodromes as key 
bomber bases on the assumption that the UK would be attacked by France. There 
were then from the mid 1930s a number of wider expansion schemes that saw 
Abingdon, Bicester, Brize Norton, Harwell and Upper Heyford upgraded: Bicester 
alone still gives a clear impression of an expansion airfield. 
 
The pilot training process during the Second World War 
 
Basic training then more advanced and specialised was the responsibility of Flying 
Training Command, undertaken on light aircraft often at civilian–manned elementary 
flying schools. Operational conversion was the preserve of the functional commands 
and in respect of Oxfordshire the OTUs fell within Bomber Command. This meant 
that aircraft, instructors and advanced pupils could be used on operational missions, 
like the 1,000 bomber raids. 
  



 Aircrew selected for pilot training started at an Elementary Flying Training 
School on the de Havilland 82A Tiger Moth. There was a rigorous syllabus and solo 
flight was expected by 12 hours with further checks on progress. Completion might 
be after two months and c60hrs. Depending on the intended future for the pilot, he 
would then proceed to more advanced training. For those going on to bombers they 
would go on to a twin-engined type like the Oxford or Anson at a Service Flying 
Training School, perhaps 80 hours including navigation and night flying. Depending 
on the time of year and weather this might take between three and five months. At 
the end of this time the flying brevet (wings) was awarded. In this first phase the pilot 
was taught to fly competently. 
 The first advanced training was a week at a Beam Approach Training Flight 
and then to an Operational Training Unit on Wellingtons or Blenheims for perhaps six 
weeks and an extra 48hrs, mainly at night, plus 48hrs as second pilot. If the pilot was 
then going on to fly a type other than that operated at the OTU he would go to a 
Heavy Conversion Unit prior to his first operational posting. In the second phase of 
operational training the pilot was taught how to use the aircraft in war. 
 
RLGs and satellites 
 
RLGs were airfields that usually had no permanent accommodation or facilities but 
which were used for training, both by day and night. Satellites were usually fully built 
airfields often housing a flight or squadron detached from the main base. Satellite 
Landing Grounds were typically large fields used by maintenance units for the 
storage and dispersal of aircraft that could thus be flown in. Satellites with their 
minimal facilities were much used for night flying training to avoid the need for using 
landing lights on main bases which would have attracted the attention of German 
intruders. 
 
The airfields 
 
All airfields, regardless of status, are described in chronological sequence of 
opening. 
 
1 Port Meadow 
 
The first military airfield in Oxfordshire was Port Meadow. It had been established as 
a flying field for the Imperial Aero Club but its hangars and aircraft were destroyed in 
a gale in November 1911. From 1912 the field was frequented by RFC aircraft, but it 
formally opened as a training station on 21 August 1916, closing in June 1919. Units 
based were: 
 
 40 TS (21/8/16-1/6/17) - Scout D, 504, Voisin LA 
 17 TS (1/6/17-8/10/17) - 504, BE.2c, RE.8, BE.12 
 1 TS (10/10/17-15/8/18) - 504, Camel, Pup, Dolphin 
 35 TS (16/12/17-15/8/18) to 44 TDS - BE.2e, 504, F.2b, RE.7 
 71 TS (1/4/18-15/8/18) to 44 TDS - BE.2e, Camel 
 2 SWT (24/9/18-6/19) - BE.2, F.2b 
 186th Aero Sqn USAAS (5/4/18-17/8/18) F.2b, RE.8, BE.2c 
 44 TDS (15/8/18-1/10/18) ex 35 and 71 TDS - 504, F2b, Pup 
 93 Sqn (14/10/18-21/11/18) - Dolphin ex France, Disb 



 
Note that for a short time a USAAS squadron was based here. After the aerodrome 
closed it was used from time to time by visiting civil aircraft. With its proximity to the 
Thames/Isis and frequent flooding there was no prospect of it becoming a permanent 
station. 
 
 
There were four other stations in Oxfordshire that opened during the Great War, 
some of which were bases for bomber squadrons between the wars within a 1924 
plan. 
 
2 Bicester 
 
Bicester had a flight of 3 Sqn here for a short time in September 1913 but it opened 
formally in August 1918 on a 180 acre site and unusually has remained a grass 
airfield. It moved to care and maintenance on 20 January 1920. It was built into a 
permanent station from 1925 and re-opened in January 1928 being upgraded 
1938/39. On 25 October 1939 the prototype Halifax heavy bomber made its first 
flight from here. Having hosted bomber units in 1939 Bicester based bomber training 
units. In 1940 13 OTU used Weston-on-the-Green and Hinton in the Hedges as 
RLGs and in 1942 Finmere and Turweston as satellites. Flying ceased from 
September 1945 when the base became a motor and spares depot but the BACF 
was briefly based here in July 1947 followed by the last RAF flying unit, Oxford UAS 
in 1959. Although the RAF Gliding and Soaring Association was established by 1970 
Bicester closed as an RAF station on 31 March 1976. During the Gulf War, where 
large numbers of casualties were expected, it became a temporary hospital for US 
forces, in the event little used. It has subsequently been declared a conservation 
area and now hosts a motor and aviation heritage centre. 
 
Units based were: 
 
 118 Sqn (7/8/18-7/9/18) - HP O/400 Disb 
 44 TDS/44TS (1/10/18-12/19) - 504K/F.2b/Pup 
 5 Sqn (19/9/19-9/10/19) - F.2b 
 100 Sqn (10/1/28-11/30) – Horsley 
 33 Sqn (4/11/30-11/34) – Hart 
 101 Sqn (4/12/34-9/5/39) – Sidestrand, Overstrand, Blenheim 
 90 Sqn (15/3/37-10/5/39) – Hind, Blenheim 
 12 Sqn (9/5/39-2/9/39) – Battle to France AASF 
 142 Sqn (9/5/39-2/9/39) – Battle to France AASF 
 2 Group Pool/13 OTU (12/9/39-10/44) – Blenheim, Spitfire 
 15 MU (1/40-11/41) 
 7 Grp/92 Grp CF (1/9/41-14/9/42) – Proctor/Anson/Tutor etc 
 BACF/1551 BATF (3/7/42- 15/4/43) Anson/Master/Oxford 
 307 FTU (24/12/42-18/2/43) – Blenheim 
 246 MU (1/1/45-1/4/49) no aircraft 
 3 MU (5/47-20/5/58) no aircraft 
 71 MU (15/12/53-31/3/76) no aircraft 
 OUAS (59-9/75) - Chipmunk 
 RAFGSA (63-6/04) – various gliders 



 
3 Witney 
 
Construction of an aerodrome at Witney began in 1917 and it opened with three 
training squadrons from March 1918, becoming a Training Depot Station in August. It 
closed as such in 1920 with occasional use for civilian flying, but from 1933 a range 
of commercial maintenance organisations used the site. It was requisitioned on the 
outbreak of war and used as a RLG by 2 SFTS at Brize Norton. It was also taken 
over by de Havilland as a base for repair and overhaul of aircraft like DH82A Tiger 
Moth, Dominie, Hurricane and Spitfire and some Dominies/Rapides were built here. 
de Havilland left in 1949 and there is now an industrial estate on the site. 
 
Units based were: 
 
 24, 8, 7 TSs becoming 
 33 TDS/33TS (15/8/18-4/20) 
 2 SFTS Brize Norton RLG (8/40-3/42) - Oxford 
 
4 Upper Heyford 
 
Upper Heyford was originally opened as a landing ground in 1916 and it was then 
developed as a training station opening as such in July 1918 making it the second 
substantial base after Bicester. After hosting several squadrons for a time it was 
closed but then re-opened in 1927. From no it handled a variety of bomber 
squadrons and in the late 1930s spawned a number which quickly moved on to other 
stations. One important unit based here from January 1938 was the Long Range 
Development unit whose Wellesley aircraft in November 1938 flew nonstop from 
Cairo to Darwin setting a new long-distance record of 7,158 miles.  
 Some of its squadrons were equipped with the modern Blenheim bomber, and 
18 and 57 went to France as part of the Air Component of the BEF in September 
1939. From then Upper Heyford and its satellite Brackley (Croughton) just across in 
Northants, became part of 6 Group Bomber Command responsible for operational 
training. The medium bombers were involved in leaflet raids over France, a task they 
continued throughout the war. In March and May 1941 the airfield was bombed by 
lone German bombers with damage but no casualties. In 1942 Barford St John and 
Hinton-in-the-Hedges (Northants) replaced Brackley as satellites. Wellington 
bombers from the OTU took part in the first 1,000 bomber raid on Cologne in May 
1942 and participation in these large raids was from now on a regular pattern. 
 The constant wear and tear on the grass runways by the heavier Wellington 
bombers now in use dictated a paved runway and HQ moved to Barford St John in 
March 1942 as John Laing and Son laid hard runways, the longest at 2,000yds. 
Several specialised units moved in towards the end of the war but all were replaced 
by 1 Parachute Training School which stayed until 1953, latterly as a lodger unit, 
using Weston-on-the Green as a satellite. 
  



 The United States was searching for four bomber bases in the Midlands 
behind the intended fighter/missile belt in East Anglia, given the perceived threat 
from the Soviet Union. Upper Heyford was one of those selected and control passed 
to the USAF on 1 June 1951. The first task was to extend the main runway to 9,600ft 
and the first based unit was the 93rd Air Refuelling Squadron then 328th Bomb Group. 
To these bomber detachments were added strategic reconnaissance detachments 
from June 1954. Units were normally base on 90 days Temporary Duty (TDY). 
During the Israeli war in 1967 a U-2 spyplane was based here. The detachments 
ceased in 1967 followed by the permanent basing of the 20th Tactical Fighter Wing 
whose aircraft saw action against Libya in 1986 and Iraq in 1991. 50 hardened 
aircraft shelters were built in the mid 1980s. The US withdrew in 1993 when the 
airfield closed to be used for housing and parking unsold cars. 
 
Units based were: 
 
 157 Sqn (14/7/18-1/2/19) - Salamander 
 158 Sqn (4/9/18-20/11/18) - Salamander 
 123 Sqn/2 Sqn CAF (20/11/18-2/20) – DH9A 
 81 Sqn/1 Sqn CAF (25/11/18-2/5/19) - Dolphin 
 SF (4/11/27-) - various 
 99 Sqn (5/1/28-14/11/34) – Hyderabad, Hinaidi, Heyford 
 10 Sqn (25/1/28-1/4/31) – Hyderabad, Hinaidi 
 40 Sqn (1/4/31-8/10/32) - Gordon 
 18 Sqn (20/10/31-7/1/36) – Hart 
 57 Sqn (5/9/32-24/9/39) – Hart, Hind, Blenheim 
 33 Sqn (27/11/34-4/10/35) - Hart 
 58 Sqn (13/1/36-3/9/36) – Virginia 
 215 Sqn (14/1/36-3/9/36) – Virginia 
 18 Sqn (7/9/36-24/9/39) – Hind, Blenheim 
 218 Sqn (16/3/36-22/4/38) – Hart, Hind 
 108 Sqn (4/1/37-18/2/37) - Hart 
 226 Sqn (15/3/37-16/4/37) – Hart 
 113 Sqn (18/5/37-31/8/37) - Hind 
 LRDF (1/1/38-23/1/39) – Wellesley 
 34 Sqn (12/7/38-2/3/39) - Blenheim 
 7 Sqn (23/9/39-22/4/40) – Hampden (into 16 OTU) 
 76 Sqn (23/9/39-22/4/40) – Hampden/Anson (into 16 OTU) 
 16 OTU (8/4/40-1/3/46) - Hampden/Hereford/Anson/Oxford, Wellington, 

Mosquito 
 1473 Flt (10/7/42-1/12/42) – Anson/Wellington 
 1505 BATF (17/12/42-3/2/43) – Oxford 
 1655 MTU (12/44-1/3/46) – Mosquito, Oxford (incorporated into 16 OTU) 
 1 PTS (28/3/46-1/11/53) – Dakota, Halifax 
 7509th then 3918th ABS USAF 
 Air Refuelling squadrons TDY ex CONUS from 1/12/51 to 31/3/65 - KB-29 
 Bomb squadrons TDY ex CONUS from 1/12/53 to 31/3/65– B-47,  
 Strategic reconnaissance TDY ex CONUS from 6/54 to /67- RB-36, RB-47 
 7514th CSG (8/2/65-30/12/93)  
 66th TRS (1/9/66-1/4/70) – RF-101 
 20th TFW (1/4/70-7/12/93) – F-100, F-111, EF-111 



 
5 Weston-on-the-Green 
 
The longest serving RAF site in the County is Weston-on-the-Green although never 
more than a large field, although there was a long gap in its history! Further, 
although it has housed flights of training units based elsewhere, it has only once 
housed a unit of its own. Acquired in 1916 and being a TDS until January 1920 it re-
opened for occasional use under the auspices of Brize Norton and was then used 
by Bicester then Kidlington as a Relief Training Ground. From December 1941 to 
May 1945 it was used for glider training and such was the level of activity that in 
1942 wire mesh track was laid over the grass. In late 1945 control passed to Upper 
Heyford whose PTS used the airfield for dropping and as a satellite until August 
1950, then going into care and maintenance in 1951. From 1953 it was again used 
for parachute training as it is to this day. 
 
Units based were: 
 
 61 and 70 TSs becoming 28 TDS 
 28 TDS (27/7/18-3/19) – 504K, Camel, Salamander 
 18 Sqn (2/9/19-31/12/19) – personnel only 
 2 Sqn (9/19-20/1/20) – FK.8 
 13 OTU Bicester RLG (8/4/40-1/11/40) - Blenheim 
 15 SFTS Kidlington RLG (1/11/40-23/12/41) – Oxford, Harvard 
 2 GTS (22/12/41-6/4/43) – Hector, Hind, Hotspur 
 102 (Glider) OTU Kidlington RLG (10/2/42-30/6/42) Hector, Hind, Hotspur 
 20 (P)AFU Kidlington RLG (6/4/43-21/6/45) – Oxford, Hotspur, Master 
 1 PTS Upper Heyford satellite (23/3/46-9/8/50) 
 1 PTS Abingdon satellite (1/1//53-11/75) 
 PTS Brize Norton Satellite (3/5/76 to date) 
 
 
From the five airfields opened during the Great War we turn to the five opened 
during the expansion period between the wars. 
 
6 Abingdon 
 
Planning for a new airfield at Abingdon began in 1925 as a bomber station and it 
opened on 1 September 1932 as an early expansion project. Initially it housed light 
bombers and Oxford University Air Squadron, and in the three years before the 
Second World War flights of the two key resident squadrons, XV and 40, were hived 
off to form no fewer than seven additional squadrons most of which soon departed 
for other stations. At the outset of war the two resident Fairey Battle bomber 
squadrons went to France as part of the Advanced Air Striking Force and from then 
and throughout the War Abingdon was a bomber training station hosting 10 OTU. 
From 3 September 1940 Stanton Harcourt was a satellite station until 1946. 
Abingdon was bombed in March 1941 by German intruder aircraft which made a 
point of searching out night flying training aircraft to shoot down. 
  



 In 1946 there was a change of role when transport aircraft moved in within 47 
Group, at first with Dakotas then the York derivative of the Lancaster bomber and 
then more modern types including the huge (but slow) Beverley. Abingdon’s aircraft 
were detached to Germany for the Berlin Airlift in 1948/49 and the station proudly 
hosted the Royal Review in 1968 to celebrate the 50th anniversary of the founding of 
the RAF. The last operational flying units departed in 1970 after which the station 
was the base for servicing Hunter and Jaguar fighters until closure on 31 December 
1992. The last flying units were two university air squadrons and 6 Air Experience 
Flight. 
 
Units based here: 
 
 40 Sqn (31/7/32-2/9/39) – Gordon, Hind, Battle 
 SF (28/10/32-70) – various 
 OUAS (3/11/32-3/9/39) – 504N, Atlas, Tutor, Hart 
 XV Sqn (1/6/34-2/9/39) – Hart, Battle 
 104 Sqn (7/1/36-21/8/36) – Hart 
 98 Sqn (17/2/36-21/8/46) – Hind 
 52 Sqn (18/1/37-1/3/37) – Hind 
 62 Sqn (1/5/37-12/7/37) - Hind 
 802 NAS (11/37-1/38) – Osprey/Nimrod 
 185 Sqn (3/3/38/9/38) – Hind 
 106 Sqn (1/6/38-31/8/38) – Hind, Battle 
 103 Sqn (9/38-1/4/39) – Battle 
 52 Sqn and 63 Sqn (2/9/39-14/9/39) - Battle  - to Benson as 12 OTU 
 97 Sqn and 166 Sqn (16/9/39-2/4/40) - Whitley - became 10 OTU 
 10 OTU (8/4/40-10/9/46) – Whitley/Anson, Wellington 
 6 Group TTF (12/39-6/3/40) – Battle/Lysander 
 7 AACU det (1/7/40-6/42) – Oxford/Lysander 
 1501 BATF (12/1/41-18/4/43) – Whitley/Anson 
 91 GCF (11/5/42-9/4/47) – Anson, Tutor, DH82A, Proctor 
 1682 BDTF (5/6/43-2/7/43) - Tomahawk 
 1341 SDF (6/44-8/44) – Whitley 
 525 Sqn (29/10/46-30/11/46) – Dakota- renumbered 238 Sqn 
 238 Sqn (1/12/46-24/11/47) – Dakota 
 46 Sqn (16/12/46-24/11/47) – Dakota 
 51 Sqn (1/12/47-25/6/49) – York 
 242 Sqn (1/12/47-25/6/49) – York 
 40 Sqn (1/12/47-25/6/49) – York 
 1 PTS (10/6/50 31/12/75) ex Upper Heyford to Brize Norton 
 30 Sqn (11/50-5/52) – Valetta 
 1 OFU (19/3/51-1/2/53) – Harvard/Oxford/Mosquito 
 FTU (5/8/52-9/4/53) - various 
 147 Sqn (1 LRFU) (1/2/53-16/4/53) -  
 167 Sqn (3 LRFU) (1/2/53-16/4/53) 
 TCTDF (14/10/51-1/6/56) – York/Anson/Hastings/Valetta 
 TCASF/1312 Flt (21/12/51 -1/4/57) – Hastings/Valetta 
 24 Sqn (5/53-1/1/57) – Hastings 
 47 Sqn (5/53-28/6/63) – Hastings, Beverley 
 53 Sqn (1/1/57-28/6/63) – Hastings, Beverley 



 47/53 Sqn (28/6/63-   ) – Beverley 
 Andover OCU (1/7/66-9/9/70) – Andover 
 46 Sqn (1/12/66-9/9/70) – Andover 
 52 Sqn (1/12/66-30/11/66) – Andover 
 6 AEF (23/8/73-31/7/92) - Chipmunk 
 London UAS (10/8/73-31/7/92) – Bulldog 
 Oxford UAS (26/9/75-31/7/92) 
 
7 Harwell 
 
Originally fields at Harwell were used in 1934 for occasional night landing practice, 
but the site was formally acquired in 1935 and opened as a bomber airfield in 1937 
as one of the new permanent expansion stations. It held three light bomber 
squadrons and at the outbreak of war two of these went off to France as part of the 
AASF. Like the other main Oxfordshire airfields it soon became home to an OTU 
flying Wellington bombers and throughout the war its crews and students flew Nickel 
sorties, dropping propaganda leaflets over occupied France. In the Summer of 1940 
the Anson trainers were fitted with two 112lb bombs as part of a stopgap measure to 
help halt any German invasion.. 
 Harwell used Mount Farm and Hampstead Norris (Berks) as satellites, and 
from late 1940 was itself used as an advanced base for bombers on long distance 
raids to Milan. From 1941 it supplied crews to ferry Wellington bombers to the Middle 
East and in the summer that year had two hard runways laid. The OTU closed in 
March 1944 and the airfield was immediately home to two squadron of Albemarle 
glider tugs and Horsa gliders. These played an important part in the D-Day landings, 
their gliders landing radio beacons to assist the main force landing.The units later 
played a par in the landings at Arnhem. 
 An interesting use of the airfield was by Martin-Baker, later known for building 
ejection seats but also involved in the design and manufacture of novel fighters. Two 
such, the MB.2 and MB.5 made their first flights here on 3 March 1938 and 23 May 
1944 respectively. The transport squadrons left at the end of 1944 to be replaced by 
another OTU, this time training Mosquito and Mitchell bomber crews. Harwell closed 
on 31 December 1945 to become the Atomic Energy Research Establishment and is 
now a major centre for scientific research. 
 
Units based here: 
 
 226 Sqn (4/37-2/9/39) – Audax, Battle 
 105 Sqn (26/4/37-2/9/39) – Audax, Battle 
 107 Sqn (14/6/37-3/5/39) – Hind, Blenheim 
 75 Sqn (9/39-8/4/40) – Wellington/Anson (3 Grp Pool then 15 OTU) 
 148 Sqn (9/39-8/4/40) – Wellington/Anson (3 Grp Pool then 15 OTU) 
 15 OTU (8/4/40-5/3/44) – Wellington/Anson 
 1443 FTU (11/5/42-17/12/43) – Anson/Wellington 
 295 Sqn (1/4/44 – 11/10/44) – Albemarle/Horsa, Stirling  
 570 Sqn (1/4/44 – 8/12/44) – Albemarle/Horsa, Stirling  
 13 OTU (12/10/44-27/7/45) – Mitchell/Mosquito/Anson/Spitfire 
 TCDU (20/9/45-14/12/45) – Stirling/Dakota 
 
  



8 Brize Norton 
 
Now the RAF’s busiest base with six operational squadrons here together with a 
number of non-flying units, Brize Norton opened in August 1937 as a flying training 
station. From opening to the Summer of 1942 it hosted a flying training school within 
Flying Training Command, and throughout the war 6 MU which stored large numbers 
of aircraft within some of the 44 hangars erected on the site. The MU used 28 SLG 
Barton Abbey as additional storage from February 1943. During the Battle of 
Britain, Brize Norton was bombed by a single aircraft in common with a number of 
airfields in the County: whereas casualties were light 46 aircraft were destroyed. In 
the Spring of 1943 the runways were re-surfaced. 
 When the advanced training school moved out a new life was the airfield was 
indicated with the formation of the Heavy Glider Conversion Unit. Then in March 
1944 two glider squadrons moved in and were involved in the D-Day landings, the 
battle at Arnhem and the Rhine crossing. During this period Finmere and 
Hampstead Norris (Berks) were used as satellites. After the war several units used 
the airfield and there was great local interest when a number of exotic captured 
German aircraft were held here in 1946. The RAF departed Brize Norton in June 
1950 with the closure of the Mosquito advanced flying school and the USAF moved 
in. 
 In the American period, as with Upper Heyford and other bases in the UK 
bomber squadrons and their associated air refuelling squadrons were rotated from 
the US every 90 days. In 1958 elements of the secretive 55th Strategic 
Reconnaissance Wing moved in and its aircraft made regular probing flights along 
the borders of the Soviet Union. In July 1960, three months after a U-2 spyplane was 
shot down over Russia, a recce RB-47H Stratojet on TDY at Brize was shot down 
near Murmansk with the loss of four of the six crew. The Americans departed in April 
1965 when the airfield reverted to RAF use. 
 Brize was now upgraded to accommodate the RAF’s strategic transport force 
and in May 1967 VC-10 and Belfast squadrons took up residence. To these were 
added two Britannia squadrons and for a time a radar calibration unit. In 1984, by 
which time the Belfasts and Britannias had gone, a Tristar and second VC-10 unit 
were added followed by 99 Sqn flying the huge C-17. In July 2011 RAF Lyneham, 
which was home to the tactical transports closed and its Hercules squadrons moved 
across to Brize Norton which then added Voyager tankers and Atlas transports to its 
complement. 
 
Units based here: 
 
 2 FTS (13/8/37-3/9/39) – Hart/Audax/Fury/Oxford became  
 2 SFTS 3/9/39-14/3/42) Harvard/Oxford became 
 2 (P)AFU (14/3/42-14/7/42) – Oxford/Harvard 
 6 MU (10/10/38-1/1/52) 
 101 Sqn (9/39- ) – Blenheim 
 15 SFTS det (11/6/40-19/8/40) – Oxford/Harvard 
 25 BATF/1525 BATF (1/11/41-13/7/42) – Oxford 
 HGCU (13/7/42-2/3/44) – Horsa/Whitley 
 GIS (21/10/42-2/44, 10/44-12/45) 
 296 Sqn (13/3/44-29/9/44) – Albemarle/Horsa, Stirling 
 297 Sqn (13/3/44-30/9/44) – Albemarle/Horsa, Stirling 



 HGCU/21 HGCU (15/10/44-29/12/45) – Horsa/Hadrian/Whitley, Albemarle, 
Halifax 

 TCDU (31/12/45-30/6/49) - various 
 297 Sqn (5/9/46-21/8/47) - Halifax 
 CFSEW (6/7/49-16/5/50) – Harvard 
 204 AFS (15/8/49-1/6/50) – Mosquito 
 7503rd ABS USAF 
 Bomb squadrons TDY ex CONUS from 1/6/52 to 3/4/65– B-29, B-50, B-36, 
  B-47, B-52  
 Air Refuelling squadrons TDY ex CONUS from 12/54 to 3/4/65 – KC-97, 
  KC-135 
 Strategic reconnaissance TDY ex CONUS from 58 to 3/4/65 - RB-36, RB-47 
 10 Sqn (23/5/67-10/05) – VC-10 
 53 Sqn (23/5/67-14/9/76) – Belfast 
 99 Sqn (16/6/70-7/1/76) - Britannia 
 511 Sqn (16/6/70-7/1/76) - Britannia 
 241 OCU (1/7/70-1/10/93) – borrowed aircraft 
 115 Sqn (23/2/76-4/1/83) – Argosy, Andover 
 1 PTS (3/5/76-date) 
 JATE (31/12/75-date) 
 216 Sqn (1/11/84-20/3/14) – Tristar 
 101 Sqn (1/5/84-25/9/13) – VC-10 
 99 Sqn (17/5/01-date ) – C-17 
 30 Sqn (1/7/11-date) – Hercules 
 47 Sqn (1/7/11-date) – Hercules 
 24 Sqn (OCU) (1/7/11-date) – Hercules, Atlas 
 10 Sqn (7/11-date) - Voyager 
 206 T&E Sqn (6/11-date) – Hercules, Atlas 
 101 Sqn (10/13 -date) – Voyager 
 70 Sqn (17/11/14 - date) – Atlas 
 
9 Kidlington 
 
Oxford Airport at Kidlington opened in 1938, but it is thought that Alan Cobham had 
used the field several times between the wars for displays. On 24 June 1938 26 
E&RFTS took up residence with a mixture of aircraft types, being operated by 
Marshalls of Cambridge. On the outbreak of war the flying school closed and for a 
time the airfield was a satellite of Abingdon. Then it was used by aircraft of 6 SFTS 
from Little Rissington for a few months until the first elements of 15 SFTS moved in 
from Brize Norton. Using up to 100 noisy Harvard trainers the unit would have made 
considerable local impact. Kidlington was bombed several times with limited damage 
caused and because of the heavy training commitment both Weston-on-the-Green 
and Chipping Norton were designated as RLGs, later supplemented by Barford St 
John. 
  



 There was a change of use at the beginning of 1942 when 15 SFTS departed 
and two glider OTUs moved in from which time Kiddington (Glympton) and 
Kingston Bagpuize were used as RLGs while Slade Farm (1 SLG) and Starveall 
Farm (2 SLG) were used as emergency landing grounds for gliders and tugs. Heavy 
usage caused problems with the grass surfaces and in 1942 one runway was 
covered with wire mesh Sommerfield track. Glider training ceased in March 1943 at 
which time an advanced flying unit formed remaining until June 1945 by which time 
the demand for pilots was waning. The final service incumbents were the Chipmunks 
of Oxford UAS which stayed for ten years from 1949. Throughout the war Air 
Training Ltd maintained a civilian repair organisation here repairing Hurricane and 
Mustang fighters. Kidlington is now a major civil training base. 
 Kidlington has an Amy Johnson connection. The famous aviatrix, working for 
the Air Transport Auxiliary (ATA), was due to deliver an Oxford trainer from 
Blackpool to 15 SFTS on 5 January 1941. She never arrived and her aircraft is 
believed to have crashed in the Thames estuary but her body has never been found. 
 
Units based here: 
 
 26 E&RFTS (24/6/38-2/9/39) – Audax/Anson/Hind/Magister 
 6 SFTS det (8/1/40-29/4/40) - Harvard 
 15 SFTS det (19/8/40-17/10/40) – Harvard/Oxford 
 15 SFTS (17/10/40-11/4/42) – Harvard, Oxford 
 101 (G)OTU (1/1/42-6/42) – Hotspur/Hector 
 102 (G)OTU (2/42-6/42) – Hotspur/Hector 
 5 GTS (30/6/42-30/7/42) – Hotspur/Master ex 102 OTU 
 4 GTS (13/7/42-23/3/43) – Hotspur/Master ex 101 OTU 
 20 (P)AFU (10/3/43-21/6/45) - Oxford 
 OUAS (14/4/49-12/1/59) – Chipmunk/Harvard 
 
10 Benson 
 
Construction of Oxfordshire’s fifth pre-war expansion programme airfield at Benson 
started in 1937 and the first units, two light bomber squadrons, moved in in April 
1939. On 2 September they were off to France with the AASF where in common with 
other Battle squadrons they would suffer appalling casualties. They were replaced 
with more Battle squadrons that joined to form a bomber operational training unit, 
using Mount Farm and Thame (Bucks) as relief landing grounds. The King’s Flight 
moved here from Hendon but was soon disbanded. 
 The second and arguably most important phase in Benson’s history began 
just after Christmas 1940 when Spitfires of 1 Photographic Reconnaissance Unit 
moved across from Heston. Benson would now become the focus of PR in the UK 
covering Europe and training crews for service overseas. By October 1942 the PRU 
had become so large that it split into five specialised operational squadrons. The 
main centre for interpretation was Medmenham (Bucks) and the Benson PR force 
was responsible for post-raid assessment over German cities, confirming the 
success of the dams raids, identifying the V-weapons at Peenemunde and preparing 
for D-Day. Benson’s Spitfires also noted Panzer divisions around the intended drop-
zone at Arnhem, ignored by General Montgomery with tragic consequences.  
  



 After the war there was some re-shuffling of PR units which remained here 
until 1953 when they moved to a new joint services base at Wyton. Much of the work 
was now damage assessment to British cities for reconstruction and for 82 Sqn 
survey work in Britain’s overseas territories. For a time post-war Benson housed the 
PR OTU. 
 Bensons third phase started with the basing of the King’s Flight reformed here 
in 1946 and then a transport squadron in 1952. From now until 1992 the airfield 
hosted the tactical transport fleet, mainly Argosy then Andover. For four years it was 
also home to three Fleet Air Arm reserve squadrons since their home base at 
Culham could not accommodate jets then in use. In 1979 the first in a series of cadet 
outfits was based at Benson with a volunteer gliding school and later both London 
and Oxford UAS’s. 
 In 1992 60 Sqn reformed here with the Wessex helicopter and from that date 
Benson has been one of the key bases for the Joint Helicopter Force. The Wessex 
was replaced by the Puma and Merlin but in 2014 the decision was taken to 
concentrate the Merlins within the Royal Navy leaving the transport Pumas and the 
Puma/Chinook training squadron together with Oxford UAS at this key base. 
 
Units based here: 
 
 103 Sqn (4/39-2/9/39) – Battle 
 150 Sqn (4/39-2/9/39) – Battle 
 52 Sqn (14/9/39-6/4/40) – Battle to 12 OTU 
 63 Sqn (14/9/39-6/4/40) – Battle to 12 OTU 
 KF (15/9/39-11/2/42) – Envoy/Hudson/Q6, Flamingo 
 12 OTU (8/4/40-10/7/41) – Battle, Wellington 
 1 PRU (27/12/40-18/10/42) – Spitfire/Blenheim/Hudson, Mosquito 
 1416 Flt (5/9/41-5/5/42) – Spitfire/Blenheim 
 140 Sqn (4/11/41-20/5/42) – Spitfire/Blenheim 
 540 Sqn (18/10/42-30/9/46) – Mosquito 
 541 Sqn (18/10/42-30/9/46) – Spitfire 
 542 Sqn (18/10/42-27/8/45) – Spitfire/various 
 543 Sqn (18/10/42-18/10/43) – Spitfire 
 544 Sqn (18/10/42-13/10/45) – various 
 309 FTU (21/4/43-17/9/45) – Master/Spitfire 
 KF/QF (1/5/46-1/4/95) York/Viking, Devon, Heron, Andover, BAe 146, 

Whirlwind, Wessex 
 82 Sqn (1/10/46-18/6/47; 6/10/47-6/11/48; 30/10/52-31/3/53) - Lancaster 
 58 Sqn (1/10/46-31/3/53) – Mosquito/Anson 
 541 Sqn (1/11/47-7/6/51) – Spitfire, Meteor 
 540 Sqn (1/12/47-26/3/53) – Mosquito, Canberra 
 8 OTU (19/10/46-31/7/47) – Spitfire/Mosquito to 237 OCU 
 237 OCU (31/7/47-15/4/48) – Spitfire/Mosquito 
 30 Sqn (2/5/52-15/4/53) – Valetta 
 147 Sqn (16/4/53-15/9/58) 
 167 Sqn (16/4/53-15/9/58) 
 21 Sqn (1/5/59-15/9/59) – Twin Pioneer 
 1832 NAS (18/7/53-10/3/57) – Sea Fury/Attacker 
 1835 NAS (18/7/53-10/3/57) – Sea Fury/Attacker 
 1836 NAS (18/7/53-10/3/57) – Sea Fury/Attacker 



 242 OCU (61) – Argosy 
 114 Sqn (1/10/61-31/10/71) – Argosy 
 105 Sqn (21/2/62-15/6/62) – Argosy 
 267 Sqn (1/11/162-30/6/70) – Argosy 
 215 Sqn (1/5/63-31/7/63) – Argosy 
 612 VGS (16/9/79-92) – Cadet/Venture/Vigilant 
 115 Sqn (4/1/83-1/10/93) – Andover 
 ATF (4/1/83-1/9/88) – Andover 
 60 Sqn (1/6/92-31/3/97) – Wessex 
 London UAS (31/7/92-9/99) – Tutor 
 OUAS (7/92-date) – Tutor 
 6 AEF (31/7/92-date ) - Tutor 
 RWOE&TU (4/97-date) – borrowed helicopters 
 33 Sqn (13/6/97-date) – Puma 
 28 Sqn (17/7/01-9/7/15) – Merlin 
 78 Sqn (24/1/08-30/9/14) - Merlin 
 230 Sqn (17/11/09-date) – Puma 
 846 NAS (1/10/14-26/3/15) – Merlin 
 845 NAS (9/7/15-16/6/16) - Merlin 
 28 Sqn (21/10/15-date) – Chinook/Puma 
 
 
From the time war broke out on 3 September 1939 a number of additional flying sites 
were constructed in Oxfordshire. Some were very temporary or provisional being just 
large fields used for the dispersal of spare or repaired aircraft while at the other 
extreme were airfields laid out with paved runways and all necessary buildings. 
Those noted below are described in order of opening. 
 
11 Cowley 
 
The Morris Motor factory at Cowley was largely converted into aircraft workshops for 
the repair or salvage of damaged aircraft, mainly Spitfire and Hurricane fighters. 1 
Civilian Repair Unit and 1 Metal produce & Recovery Depot were both based here 
and what could not be repaired was either cannibalised or reduced to produce. In 
addition Morris Motors built some 3,210 Tiger Moth trainers under contract to de 
Havilland. Two grass runways were laid in front of the main plant. 
 
12 Kiddington (Glympton 
 
A grass strip was established just to the north-east of Glympton in June 1940. It 
served as a relief landing ground for 15 SFTS then gliders and finally 20 (P)AFU 
Oxford aircraft operating out of Kidlington. It had no permanent buildings and soon 
reverted to farmland. 
 
  



13 Mount Farm 
 
Originally intended to be named Dorchester, Mount Farm was identified as a 
suitable satellite site for Benson, but with hard runways. It was used by Battles of 12 
OTU from July 1940, before completion and the runways were not completed until 
November. The Battles gave way to Wellington bombers in December and with 
Benson waterlogged Mount Farm was busy. It was bombed in January and May 
1941 and in July, as Benson had dried out, it became a satellite of Harwell and was 
used by 15 OTU Wellington returning to Benson’s care in January 1942. With the 
increase in PR activity at Benson 140 Sqn moved in for a time, during which it 
undertook reconnaissance for the Dieppe landings in May 1942. 
 In February 1943 the Americans moved in with the first of four squadrons of 
Lightning and Spitfire reconnaissance aircraft for the 7th PR Group and several light 
types to transfer films to their customers. The units were heavily occupied in the lead 
in to D-Day and subsequent actions but left for Chalgrove in April 1945. The RAF 
then stored surplus vehicles for a time but the airfield reverted to agriculture and 
subsequently gravel extraction. 
 
Units based here 
 
 12 OTU det (7/40-23/7/41; 1/42-2/43) – Battle, Wellington 
 15 OTU det (23/7/41-1/42) – Wellington 
 13th PRS (16/2/43-8/4/45) – P-38/F-5/L-5, Spitfire 
 14th PRS (12/5/43-8/4/45) – P-38/F-5/F-4/L-5, Spitfire 
 22nd PRS (8/6/43-8/4/45) – P-38/F-5/L-5, Spitfire 
 27th PRS (4/11/43-9/11/44) – P-38, Spitfire 
 8 OTU det (10/46-11/47) – Mosquito 
 
14 Akeman Street 
 
With three grass runways and a concrete perimeter track Akeman Street, just north 
of Witney, served as a RLG for 2 SFTS (later 2 (P)AFU) at Brize Norton. It was 
several times the target for intruders during night landing practice with an Oxford 
shot down by German Ju88 on 28 July 1941. It continued as a satellite for Brize 
Norton to July 1942 when its parent changed to Little Rissington (Glocs) whose 
Oxford trainers of 6 (P)AFU used it to August 1945. It was used postwar by crop-
spraying aircraft to the 1970s. 
 
15 Chipping Norton 
 
The grass airfield at Chipping Norton was opened on 10 July 1940 when the 
Advanced Training Squadron of 15 SFTS with Harvards then Oxfords moved in from 
Kidlington which also used it as a relief landing ground until Spring 1941. In 
1941/42 more permanent buildings were constructed including six hangars, a 
technical site and dormitories and the airfield became a RLG for 6 SFTS (latterly 6 
(P)AFU) at Little Rissington (Glocs) until July 1945. It also housed a beam approach 
training flight for three years. After use for storage by 265 MU the site was disposed 
of in 1952. 
 
  



Units based here: 
 
 ATS 15 SFTS (10/7/40-30/9/40) – Harvard/Oxford 
 1517 BATF (14/11/42-22/5/45) - Oxford 
 
16 Watchfield 
 
RAF Watchfield was throughout the war and beyond a training station, specialising 
in beam (later blind) approach training: flying to land at night or in poor weather on 
instruments. It started life hosting an Elementary Flying Training School operated by 
Air Service Training Ltd which moved out of the exposed base at Hamble (Hants) 
also bringing with it two air observer and navigator schools which stayed until the 
summer of 1941. The airfield, in common with most in the County, was bombed to 
little effect in February 1940. Then the Beam Approach School was established in 
Autumn 1940 to train the large numbers of bomber pilots in the niceties of blind 
landing. There followed a calibration flight, development unit and technical school. 
 At the end of 1941 Watchfield added to its units the newly formed School of 
Flying Control to train air traffic controllers, and this became the School of Air Traffic 
Control remaining to1950. From October 1942 it used Kelmscott as a RLG and in 
1943 the site at Wanborough (Wilts). During the D-Day period in June 1944 the Air 
Navigation and Bombing School based its Ansons here to support transport 
operations while the Harrow ambulance aircraft of 271 Sqn were also based here for 
two months. After the airfield closed for flying it was used for some time for 
parachute training. 
 
Units based here: 
 
 3 EFTS (20/7/40-18/12/41) – Cadet, Tiger Moth 
 4 AONS (20/7/40-30/8/41) – Anson 
 11 AONS (20/7/40-19/7/41) - Anson 
 BAS/1 BAS (28/9/40-31/12/46) – Anson, Oxford, Harvard 
 BACF (12/7/41-15/7/42) – Oxford 
 SFC (15/12/41-15/11/42; 14/11/43-31/10/46) – Dominie 
 1522 BATF (16/4/42-?) – Oxford (within BAS) 
 BATDU (4/10/42-12/4/43) - various 
 ANBS (9/5/44-11/7/44) – Anson 
 Sparrow Flt 271 Sqn (2/6/44-2/8/44) 
 1547 BATF (1/6/45-31/12/46) – Oxford 
 SATC (1/11/46-10/2/50) – Anson ex SFC 
 
17 Stanton Harcourt 
 
The station at Stanton Harcourt was built as a satellite for Abingdon with three 
hard runways. Its war started before it was completed when a German bombing raid 
killed nine workmen. The airfield was ready for use by 3 September 1940 when 
Whitley aircraft from 10 OTU began using it for night flying training. Flights were 
detached here from the main base. On 12 January 1943 Winston Churchill departed 
here in a converted Liberator bomber for the Casablanca Conference. Flying here 
stopped at the end of 1945 and most of the airfield became gravel workings. 
 



Units based here: 
 
 13 OTU dets (3/9/40-11/45) – Whitley, Wellington 
 1501 BATF (18/4/43-31/12/43) – Oxford 
 1682 BDTF (2/7/43-26/2/44) - Tomahawk 
 
18 Slade Farm 
 
No 1 Satellite Landing Ground (SLG) was a large field at Slade Farm, Kirtlington, 
used for the dispersal of aircraft by several MUs including 15 and 39 between 1 
December 1940 and 1 September 1945. From January 1942 to March 1943 it also 
served as a RLG for the gliders training from Kidlington and Weston-on-the-
Green. 
 
19 Finmere 
 
Built with three paved runways, Finmere served as a satellite to Bicester throughout 
its existence. It was used extensively as a RLG for 13 OTU Blenheims its opening in 
1941 and then 307 Ferry Training Unit moved in in February 1943: these units 
critically trained crews in the niceties of ferrying aircraft to the Middle and Far East. A 
special duties (actually wireless intelligence) flight took up residence for much of 
1943 by which time the 13 OTU detachment was now training Boston and then 
Mitchell pilots. Finmere then became one of two Mosquito training elements of 13 
then 60 OTUs, they being merged in April 1945. Some of the main runway remains 
being used by microlight aircraft. 
 
Units based here: 
 
 13 OTU dets (31/7/42-27/7/45) – Blenheim, Boston, Mitchell, Mosquito 
 307 FTU (18/2/43-1/5/43) – Boston, Havoc 
 1473 Flt (1/12/42-14/9/43) – various 
 1655 Mosquito CU (1/6/43-1/7/43) - Mosquito 
 60 OTU det (15/3/45-14/4/45) – Mosquito merged with 13 OTU 
 
20 Barford St John 
 
Oxfordshire airfields played a key part in the development of the first jet-powered 
aircraft and Barton St John was key for several months. The airfield opened on 30 
June 1941 as a grass surfaced field being a RLG for the Oxford trainers from 15 
SFTS Kidlington. It was then re-built with hard runways, hangars and domestic site 
being bombed in August 1941 after having been designated as a satellite for Upper 
Heyford and its Wellington trainers of 16 OTU. In common with many other airfields 
in the southern half of England Barford hosted two fighter squadrons for a few days 
in March 1943 in exercise Spartan which was a major preparation for the 
forthcoming invasion of France. 
  



 The first test aeroplane for Frank Whittle’s jet engine was the Gloster E.28/39 
which first flew from Cranwell (Lincs) on 15 May 1941. A more secure site was 
required for development, ideally between Gloucester (the airframe plant) and 
Coventry (engine plant). Initially the first aircraft was flown from Edgehill, but was 
transferred to Barford on 12 June 1943 later being joined by the second model. 
Numerous flights were made over the next few months in great secrecy until the 
aircraft moved to a new airfield at Moreton Valence (Glocs). The first operational jet 
design was the Gloster F.9/40, later named Meteor and this also made its first flight 
from Cranwell on 5 March 1943. Three of the seven prototypes made their way to 
Barford in May 1943 where they were flown extensively until October 1943 when 
thetoo transferred to Moreton Valence. 
 On 31 December 1944 1655 TU was detached here from Upper Heyford for 
converting pilots to the Mosquito and the next day the TU was absorbed into 16 
OTU. Mosquito flying ceased in March 1946. The airfield now closed as such but it 
came to life briefly in 1949 for the filming of Twelve O’Clock High. In 1951 it 
transferred to nominal USAF use as a transmitter base for secure communications 
on behalf of intelligence agencies, overseen by the 2130th Communications Group at 
RAF Croughton (Northants). 
 
21 Starveall Farm 
 
Land at Starveall Farm near Woodstock was designated as 2 SLG for the use of 33 
and 39 MUs for the dispersal of aircraft awaiting delivery, mainly being Spitfires. 
 
22 Shellingford 
 
With Watchfield being used intensively it was essential to find some relief. 
Shellingford was identified as a suitable site and from 6 September 1941 C Flight of 
3 EFTS transferred. On 18 December the whole EFTS with over 50 Tiger Moths 
moved in by which time all the necessary infrastructure had been built. For a short 
time Kingston Bagpuize then Wanborough (Wilts) were used as RLGs then latterly 
Kelmscott and Bush Barn. The School continued the basic training of service pilots 
until closure on 31 March 1938. 
 
23 Bush Barn (Pusey) 
 
Land at Bush Barn, Pusey, was designated 44 SLG used for aircraft storage from 22 
September 1941 until June 1945, originally by 5 MU and latterly for the storage of 
obsolescent Fleet Air Arm types. It was also used as a RLG by Tiger Moths of 3 
EFTS at Shellingford. 
 
24 Barton Abbey 
 
Yet another dispersal airstrip was 28 SLG at Barton Abbey, storing aircraft from 8 
and 39 MUs from 30 September 1941 to February 1945. The main type stored was 
the Wellington. 
 
  



25 Edgehill 
 
The new airfield at Shenington, named Edgehill, was opened on 12 October 1941 
as a satellite to Moreton-in-Marsh (Glocs) whose 21 OTU Wellingtons used it. The 
airfield had three hard runways, several hangars and a domestic site. Prior to the 
use of Barford St John for jet aircraft trials, the prototype E.28/39 aircraft was based 
here in great secrecy between 4 February and November 1942, the second aircraft 
operating at Edgehill for three months in the Spring of 1943. On 27 April 1943 the 
station changed allegiances, now becoming a satellite of 12 OTU at Chipping 
Warden (Northants) until closure on 7 June 1945. Three years later the airfield was 
used for storage by 25 MU and then reverted to flying when the Korean War raised 
tensions and the RAF expanded. Thus from July 1952 to October 1954 it was a RLG 
for the Prentice trainers of 1 FTS at Moreton-in-Marsh (Glocs). It is now a busy glider 
field. 
 
26 Kingston Bagpuize 
 
This airfield started life with grass runways and limited Hangarage as a RLG for 3 
EFTS at Shellingford between January and June 1942. For four months from March 
it also welcomed Hotspur gliders and their tugs from Thame (Bucks) and until 23 
March 1943 by the gliders of 4 GTS at Kidlington whose oxfords from 20 (P)AFU 
used it until temporary closure for upgrading in the Summer. In February the USAAF 
9th Army Air Force took over, but mainly for trials of mesh and pierced steel planking 
(PSP) temporary runway surfacing. The P-47 Thunderbolt fighters from 368th FG 
usually based at Greenham Common (Berks) flew several missions from here@ C-
47 transports also tested the runway surface. At the end of 1944 3 MU took over as 
yet another storage site until closure on 14 June 1954. 
 
27 Grove 
 
From opening in August 1942 Grove led a sheltered existence, being a ‘spare’ 
bomber station but never used as such although it eventually had 78 dispersal pans.. 
It was initially a Harwell satellite used by Wellingtons of 15 OTU and then the 
Whitley/Horsa tug/glider combinations from the HGCU at Brize Norton. From 
December 1942 to 26 July 1943 it was used for circuit training by Oxfords from 15 
(P)AFU at Andover (Hants). Grove also operated as 38 SLG for 27 and 51 MUs. 
 In the autumn new construction started including the erection of a number of 
large hangars and in February 1944 the Americans moved in and it became Station 
519. As 3rd Tactical Air Depot the 9th Air Force based a transport aircraft (C-46 and 
C-47) maintenance and repair unit here together with the 9th AF CF until early 1946. 
Parts and stores were also distributed from here across the UK by C-47s of the 31st 
TG, including millions of gallons of black and white paint to be used as identification 
marks on all Allied aircraft taking part in the D-Day operations. In early June 1944 
Grove was arguably the busiest airfield in Europe as it transferred thousands of tons 
of stores and fuel into Normandy. There were several short-term lodger units 
including the 415th NFS with Beaufighters in spring 1945 and the 13th PRS in late 
1945 on its way to the US from Mount Farm. 
  



 Post-war Grove was used to house German PoWs  and then 6 MU used it as 
a RLG. An outpost of the UKAEA from Harwell was operational until the 1960s and 
between 18 October 1953 and 1 December 1955 431 Equipment Depot stored 
supplies for 2 TAF in Germany.  
 
28 Enstone 
 
Yet another large airfield with three hard runways, Enstone was little used. Although 
completed in September 1942 the first residents were Wellington detachments from 
21 OTU at Moreton-in-Marsh (Glocs) from April 1943. 1682 BDTF moved in on 26 
February 1944 with Tomahawk fighter from Stanton Harcourt and stayed for six 
months being re-equipped with Hurricanes. Flying ceased in November 1945 to be 
resumed for several weeks in autumn 1946 when in use by Harvards and Oxfords of 
17 SFTS. There was reported to have been a flight of six Lancaster bombers based 
here for 18 months in 1943-44 black overall, completely unmarked and with modified 
bomb bays. However, no amount of digging by historians has revealed the identity of 
such a unit. Enstone is now a busy general aviation aerodrome. 
 
29 Kelmscott 
 
Only ever a two-runway grass filed, Kelmscott was a RLG for Watchfield 
throughout its existence. As such it was used for circuit bashing and beam approach 
training from June 1940 to December 1946 by 3 EFTS, 1 BASSFC and 1523 BATF. 
It closed to training for a month in May 1944 being used as a drop zone for 
paratroopers preparing for the D-Day landings. 
 
30 Broadwell 
 
RAF Broadwell had the briefest of wars being opened within 46 Group Transport 
Command on 24 January 1944 and hosting Dakota transport aircraft of 512 and 575 
sqns from February. However, its aircraft were to make a major contribution to 
victory in Europe. The two squadrons, each with a complement of 36 aircraft, were 
involved in exercises prior to the invasion of France and also dropped leaflets over 
northern France. Late on the 5th June 32 aircraft of 512 Sqn and 21 of 575 Sqn took 
off to drop 952 troops of the 1st Air Landing Brigade in Normandy heralding the 
opening of the second front. The aircraft returned to collect gliders and 37 aircraft 
undertook missions towing gliders on the afternoon of the 6th. The transports were 
then employed extensively in carrying supplies and from 17 June brining home 
casualties.  
 Both units were involved in dropping gliders and supplies at Arnhem in 
September and eventually left Broadwell on 6 August in the short term being 
replaced by 271 Sqn. In the meantime 10, 76 and 77 sqns had been reformed here 
with Dakotas for service in the Far East staying a short time while working up. 271 
Sqn managed the trunk route to India, being renumbered as 77 Sqn in December 
1946. Almost immediately Broadwell closed 
 
  



Units based here: 
 
 512 Sqn (14/4/44-6/8/45) – Dakota/Horsa 
 575 Sqn (14/4/44-6/8/45) – Dakota/Horsa 
 271 Sqn (5/8/45-1/12/46) – Dakota renamed 77 Sqn 
 10 Sqn (6/8/45-28/8/45) - Dakota 
 76 Sqn (8/8/45-28/8/45) - Dakota 
 77 Sqn (31/8/45-20/9/45) - Dakota 
 77 Sqn (1/12/46-17/12/46) - Dakota 
 
31 Chalgrove 
 
The airfield at Chalgrove was not ready until late 1943 and at the outset it was a 
USAAF base, being Station 465. However, Before formal use it was used informally 
for trials of towed target gliders being developed by toy makers Line Bros. 
Chalgrove, being near Benson and Mount Farm, was used by photographic 
reconnaissance squadrons of the 10th Photographic Group between February 1944  
and the summer of that year when the squadrons moved on to France. Then a 
squadron of the 7th Photographic Wing moved in from overcrowded Mount Farm and 
from the summer to autumn 1946 the Mosquitoes of 8 OTU at Benson used 
Chalgrove for training. A more bellicose unit, the USAAF 653rd Bomb Squadron also 
brought Mosquitoes here in late 1945. 
 Shortly after the end of hostilities the Martin-Baker company arranged with the 
Ministry of Supply to use the airfield for the development and testing of ejection 
seats. The first live ejection was from a Meteor jet fighter was on 24 June 1946 and 
testing continues to this day still using a hybrid Meteor jet. At the time of writing no 
fewer than 7,650 lives have been saved using M-B ejection seats and some 17,000 
units are in service worldwide. 
 
Units based here: 
 
 30th PRS (4/2/44-9/6/44) – P-38/F-5 
 31st PRS (23/3/44-8/44) – P-38/F-5 
 34th PRS (29/3/44-8/44) 
 15th TRS (27/6/44-8/44) – P-51/F-6 
 22nd PRS (3/45-21/11/45) – P-51/F-6 
 8 OTU dets (8/6/45-10/46) - Mosquito 
 653rd BS (6/8/45-11/45) - Mosquito 
 
32 Culham 
 
The final military airfield to be built in Oxfordshire belonged neither to the RAF or 
American forces: rather Culham was built at the outset as a Naval Air Station, 
becoming HMS Hornbill when it opened in November 1944. Initially it housed 2 
Aircraft Receipt and Despatch Unit until closure in July 1953, and also the RN Ferry 
Pool. In May 1947 the RN Photographic Trials and Development Unit (739 NAS) was 
based here: it had originally been intended to share the RAF’s PR resources at 
Benson, which became overcrowded.  
  



 From 1951 onwards Culham housed reserve squadrons of the Home Division, 
but when these were about to convert to jets, the units transferred to Benson, after 
which Culham was used for storage to 1956. In 1960 the UKAEA moved in and the 
site is now a major European centre for fusion research. 
 
Units based here: 
 
 2 ARDU/ 1 Ferry Flt (1/11/44-7/53) – Anson, Firefly, Seafire 
 739 NAS PTDU (1/5/47-12/7/50) – Sea Mosquito/Sea Hornet 
 1832 NAS (1/7/47-18/7/53) – Seafire/Harvard, Sea Fury 
 1840 NAS (14/4/51-30/6/51) – Firefly 
 1836 NAS (28/3/53-18/7/53) – Sea Fury 
 1835 NAS (28/3/53-18/7/53) – Sea Fury 
 
Non-flying sites 
 
As far as is known there were three, very different, non-flying RAF sites in 
Oxfordshire. 
 
Eynsham hosted 6 Air Armament Park from 19 June 1939 to 30 November 1951. It 
was a bomb dump, later managed by 96 MU at Kidlington. It would probably have 
housed the bombs used by the OTUs for their involvement in the large bomber raids. 
 
Nuneham Park was a key part of the photographic intelligence organisation based 
at Medmenham (Bucks) and Benson. From 1942 it held the Photographic 
Reconnaissance Interpretation Unit which became the Joint Air Reconnaissance 
Intelligence Centre (JARIC) until transfer to Brampton (Cambs) in 1957. 
 
Bampton Castle was home to 2 Signals Unit (communications) and 81 Signals Unit 
(signals intelligence) from 1969 to 2006. 
 
Decoy sites 
 
In broad terms there were two types of decoy sites, all built close to the site they 
were to protect but at least a mile from habitation. Q sites were fields laid out with 
lighting to represent an airfield at night, sometime with moving lights to simulate an 
aircraft landing. They were laid out a few miles from an actual airfield. Starfish sites 
were located near industrial city targets and created fire simulating that from a 
bombing raid. Once lit it was hoped that successive waves of bombers would drop 
their weapons on the decoy site. The sites in Oxfordshire were: 
 
  



Q sites 
 
Abingdon  Pyrton 
Bicester   Grendon Underwood 
Benson  Pyrton 
Brize Norton  Chimney 
Harwell  Beedon 
Kidlington  Enstone, Fawler, Glympton 
Upper Heyford Otmoor 
Watchfield  Kingston Warren 
 
Starfish site 
 
Cowley  Denton, Sandford 
Oxford  Cumnor 
 
 
Abbreviations 
 
AACU  Anti-Aircraft Co-operation Unit 
AASF  Advanced Air Striking Force 
ABS  Air Base Squadron 
AEF  Air Experience Flight 
ANBS  Air Navigation and Bombing School 
AONS  Air Observer and Navigator School 
ATF  Andover Training Flight 
BACF  Blind Approach Calibration Flight 
BAS  Beam/Blind Approach School 
BATDU Beam/Blind Approach Training and Development Unit 
BATF  Beam Approach Training Flight 
BDTF  Bomber Defence Training Flight 
BS  Bomb Squadron 
CAF  Canadian Air Force 
CF  Communications Flight 
CFSEW Central Flying School Examining Wing 
CONUS Continental United States 
Det  Detachment 
Disb  Disbanded 
EFTS  Elementary Flying Training School 
E&RFTS Elementary and Reserve Flying Training School 
ELG  Emergency Landing Ground 
FG  Fighter Group 
Flt  Flight 
FTU  Ferry Training Unit 
GCF  Group Communications Flight 
Grp  Group 
JATE  Joint Air Transport Establishment 
MTU  Mosquito Training Unit 
MU  Maintenance Unit 
NAS  Naval Air Squadron  



OCU  Operational Conversion Unit 
OFU  Overseas Ferry Unit 
OTU  Operational Training Unit 
OUS  Oxford University Air Squadron 
(P)AFU (Pilot) Advanced Training Unit 
PR  Photographic Reconnaissance 
PRS  Photographic Reconnaissance Squadron 
PTS  Parachute Training School 
RAFGSA RAF Gliding and Soaring Association 
RLG  Relief Landing Ground 
RWOE&TU Rotary Wing Operational Evaluation and Training Unit 
SATC  School of Air Traffic Control 
SDF  Special Duties Flight 
SF  Station Flight 
SFC  School of Flying Control 
SFTS  Service Flying Training School 
SLG  Satellite Landing Ground 
Sqn  Squadron 
SWT  School of Wireless Telephony 
TAF  Tactical Air Force 
TCASF Transport Command Air Support Flight 
TCTDF Transport Command Training and Development Flight 
TCDU  Transport Command Development Unit 
T&E  Test and Evaluation 
TDS  Training Depot Station 
TDY  Temporary Duty 
TFW  Tactical Fighter Wing 
TG  Transport Group 
TRS  Tactical reconnaissance Squadron 
TS  Training School or Training Squadron 
TTF  Target Towing Flight 
UKAEA United Kingdom Atomic Energy Authority 
USAAS United States Army Air Service 


