
Hugh McLennan Macdonald, known to his family as Tommy, was born in Fairlie in 1918
to Rachel and Hugh Macdonald. Hugh was a blacksmith and coach builder in Fairlie at
the time of the First World War – he moved there about 1914 but by 1928 the family had
moved to Auckland.

Tommy joined the air force at the outbreak of the Second World War and trained in Canada before
moving on to operational duties in the United Kingdom. He was appointed flight sergeant attached to 99th

Squadron at Waterbeach in Cambridgeshire, operating as a wireless
operator/air gunner on a Vickers Wellington bomber. On the night of
28/29 September 1941 Tommy and his crew joined a raid including 39
Wellingtons and two Stirling bombers in a raid over Genoa. The raid
was deemed a success but on the return flight Tommy’s Wellington
was hit by defensive fire.

The left engine was out and the
navigational equipment was
compromised so the crew did not think
they could safely make it back to
England and, putting the plane into auto
pilot, bailed out. They were in low cloud
and, assuming they were over land, left
their inflatable dinghy behind, but they
were over the North Sea and all
drowned. Of the six crew members the
bodies of Sergeant Ian James
Robertson (RAF) and Sergeant Hugh
McLennan Macdonald were washed up
on the Dutch island of Texel. They were
buried in the cemetery of Den Burg. The
pilot, William Raymond Jones-Brown
(RCAF), washed ashore at the Dutch

Frisian city of Harlingen where he was buried. The other three, Sergeant Edward Fieldhouse (RAF),
Sergeant Joseph Stewart Parry (RNZAF) and Sergeant Alfred William Musgrave Chapman (RAAF) were
never found.

The bomber flew on about 100km on autopilot before it crashed in the remote Landsmeer Field, north of
Amsterdam. Many residents from Landsmeer allegedly saw the incident and a German post to
headquarters made mention of the crash. The Germans did launch a recovery attempt at the time, but
the unit was sunk too far in the swampy meadow. Recovery did not take place until February 1997,
undertaken by Dutch organisation Aircraft Recovery Group 1940-1945. Care was taken during the
retrieval in case the missing airmen were still with their plane, but no bodies were found. The three
airmen will be forever lost. Two of the Wellington’s propeller blades were erected on a tripod of steel
poles as a memorial at the site of the recovery, reaching skywards in the classic V for Victory salute and
on 29 September 1997, 56 years after the crash, the memorial was unveiled by Tommy Macdonald’s
niece Jan Thomas of Ashburton, daughter of Tommy’s twin brother Ian.

This year marked 75 years since the crash and family members once again travelled to Holland –
Tommy’s nephew Rod Macdonald now based in England and his cousin Jim Macdonald from Timaru,
along with their partners. The pilgrimage was twofold – the site of the plane’s recovery in Landsmeer
field near Amsterdam was visited on 28 September, and on 29 September the group travelled to Texel,
an island off the north coast of the Netherlands, to visit Tommy’s resting place.
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The Landsmeer trip took place on a breezy, brilliantly
sunny day and presented several problems. Getting to
Landsmeer itself was easy enough – buses went there
from Amsterdam Central station every 20 minutes – but
finding and accessing the memorial, known to be outside
the village on a cycle way, was another matter. In the
event, the hospitality and gratitude of the Dutch people
cleared the way. All we had to do was ask the bus driver
for directions and explain our mission. He took us to the
end of his run and gave us coffee at the small terminus
while he talked about the appreciation and recognition still
felt by the Dutch, then he took us to the walkway, leaving
his bus in the middle of the road while he pointed out the
way.

Over the bridge, straight ahead at the first junction, left at
the T junction, over another bridge and follow your nose. It
was a 5km walk and inevitably we asked others on the
cycle way if we were still heading in the right direction. As
we cleared the last bridge and rounded the last corner a
walker much faster than us could be seen in the distance
waving madly in front of the propeller blades. The sun was
reflecting off the metal nameplate where the airmen’s
names were engraved – the memorial was calling us. And
in an echo of the fly-past that took place the day the
memorial was unveiled, the sky was criss-crossed with
vapour trails for our lost airman. It was an exciting and emotional moment. We’d come a long way. But
we’d come bearing New Zealand Anzac poppies and crosses, so we had some quiet words of
remembrance then decorated the memorial with poppies and took endless photos in various
combinations. Passing cyclists stopped to chat and then obliged with group photos. There was a
convenient seat for quiet contemplation, then we straggled on to the end of the walkway, somewhat over
our enthusiasm for walking, only to find ourselves several kilometres away from civilisation, not knowing
whether to turn left or right. We were saved by a passing community policeman, who stopped to give
directions and ended up piling us all into his car and driving
us the 7km back to Amsterdam Central, acknowledging our
quest and entertaining us with tales of local criminals. We
will be forever grateful.

 The following day was a more sombre affair. It involved
a one hour train trip from Amsterdam Central to Den Helder
on the northernmost point of the North Holland peninsula, a
bus to the ferry, a half hour ferry ride to the island of Texel
then another bus to the town of Den Burg. Another obliging
bus driver pointed the way to the cemetery and we found it
just as the rain began – a solemn setting for the objective of
our pilgrimage. No frivolous sunshine on this day. A prayer
was read, remembrances made and poppies laid, then we
stood under our umbrellas and surveyed the last resting
place of this young man who had died in foreign seas aged
only 22 in pursuit of freedom, justice and equality. It is a
sobering thought for those of us with precious loved ones
safe at home. Born just one week before the end of the
First World War and killed in his prime in the next. We who
did not know him mourn his loss and his inability to properly
fulfil life’s promise. We who did not know him remember his
passing and are forever changed by our pilgrimage to
honour his life and his death.


