When Your Number’s Up
by Don Bitmead

Reporters Jenny Higgs (nee Bitmead) and Peter Bitmead.

After two nights of excruciating pain & vomiting outside the tent in Bone, North
Africa, | realized | would be a hindrance on the long trip to Malta. This was the 3rd of
the 458 detachments to go the island to carry out a series of anti-submarine sweeps.
| notified Russell McMillan of the distress | was in, and he called me in for an
examination. He used the unusual practice of pricking with a pin, to find the inflamed
area. Next thing | knew, | was being carted off to Algiers, to have my appendix
removed.

F/Sgt Arthur Huntley was the volunteer who took my place. It was the 19th of
May, 1944. Already a black day with F/Sgt Pond’s undercarriage collapsing during
take—off, with his aircraft sitting in the middle of the runway. Other aircraft were
forced then to use an across-wind runway. One unfortunately overshot the runway,
hit a wall & was wrecked. F/O Armstrong then took off on the crosswind runway with
a full fuel load. His starboard engine began to backfire & he could only get half power
from it. The fuselage struck the lip of a quarry, just in front of the tail wheel, leaving
behind the rear gun turret.

When this crash occurred, F/O McMillan’s stand-by crew was scrambling,
including my replacement F/Sgt Huntley. Upon returning at dusk, after carrying out
their patrol, Malta was blanketed in thick cloud. With nil visibility the aircraft crashed
off the end of the runway, while trying to land. The Wellington burst into frames,
wreckage scattering. F/O Bullen, RAF, the navigator, was thrown clear, suffering a
broken arm & leg, a chipped spine & burns. With these painful injuries, he bravely
returned to the burning aircraft and rescued WO Wal Clarke. After dragging Wal
some way & setting him behind a rock, he was returning to rescue the rear gunner
when Sqg/Ldr J A F MacKay & F/Lt Taylor rushed up. Taylor went to the burning



aircraft & removed the rear gunner, who had died. F/O Bullen was awarded the
George Medal for this brave act of heroism.

Russell McMillan & the volunteer who took my place, Arthur Huntley, along
with the rest of crew, were killed. The only survivors were Wal Clark and Reg Bullen.
Wal Clark, having extensive burns, was sent to England. Wal and Reg kept in touch
for many years when the war was over.

As you can imagine | was most distressed when the Anglican Padre, Bob
Davies, Informed me of this tragedy. My number wasn't up.



