
Slide 1 – Intro     (Memorial)

My Father’s family originates from Holdenhurst and then Moordown where I was 
born, therefore I am one of the founding members of the Moordown Local History 
Society.  With the Centenary of WW1 in mind, and given that one of my major 
interest is WW1, I took on the task of researching the men listed on the St John’s 
Moordown plaque, to determine which of the men could be said to have a direct 
Moordown connection, either by birth or by living in the area of Moordown and to 
see if there were any stories of the men behind the names.  Unfortunately very few 
of the service records still exist for the men (burnt records) and very few still have 
families living in the area, who could have supplied photo’s etc.  Therefore, the 
starting place for my research was the CWG site, and Ancestry.com.   St John’s being 
situated on the edge of Moordown and Winton, many of the names were found to 
be ‘Winton’ men.  Of the 118 names on the memorial – 60 names met our criteria to
be considered ‘Moordown men’, of which most were ‘Tommies’ (not just from 
Hampshire & Dorset Regts as you might expect, 5 seamen, and just 1 an aviator from
the RFC.



Slide 2      (Opening)

This then is his story – the story of Lieutenant Roland Henry Peck’s ‘Great War’ first 
as an observer and then a pilot in the Royal Flying Corps.  Just one ‘name on a 
Memorial’



Slide 3     (Photo)

Initially, my research on Roland turned up as little info on him as all the other names.
Apart from linking him to Moordown, by way of his CWG certificate, I was pleased to
be able to discover this photo taken from his Royal Aero Club certificate, but a new 
book that came into Westbourne Library detailing the short, tragic lives of some of 
the WW1 aviators proved to be the key to unlocking the story of Roland Peck’s short,
but eventful war. 



Slide 4   (Thetford)

 Born in Thetford on 21st May 1891.  
 One of 5 children born to William & Emma.  
 Fathers occupation: Canvasser for Watch Club
 By 1901 moved to Harcourt Road Pokesdown



Slide 5   (School)

 From Jan 1904 – Dec 1905 Roland attended Bournemouth School.  Opened in 
1901 Original building in Portchester Road not its current site in East Way.  
Little reported in The Bournemouthian.  Does not appear to have played any 
sports.  March 1905 edition reports that in the Dec 04  Cambridge exams for 
under 14s he obtained a pass

 1911 census – Travelling Salesman



Slide 6   (London Gazette)

 Service record no longer exists (Burnt records).  London Gazette of Oct 1914 
announces commission to 5th Service Battalion Dorsetshire regiment.  As The 
Bournemouthian later stated he was ‘ one of the first old boys to obtain a 
commission . He was gazetted to the 5th Dorsets and after getting his second 
‘star’ was transferred to the RFC’.  2nd Lieutenant Roland Peck joined No 7 
squadron RFC at St Omer, France on 20th February 1915 as an observer.  St 
Omer was an active airfield before the war but in August 1914 became the 
point of arrival in France for the deploying RFC.  The squadron’s mess was in a 
local estaminet, where the pilots enjoyed a life far removed from the 
trenches: plentiful hot water, leisurely breakfasts, London newspapers & 
tennis.



Slide 7   (Bournemouthian)

 July 1915 edition The Bournemouth reports Roland as wounded.  First 
indication of Roland’s war service. Research shows that on July 3rd Roland was 
acting as observer on a dawn reconnaissance when his aircraft was involved in
fierce combat over Armentieres.  The combat lasted for 20 mins and both 
Roland and his pilot were wounded by exploding cartridges, before they 
managed to break away from the engagement.  Neither man was seriously 
injured, but this would prove to be a forerunner, for the dramatic events of 
31st July 1915, which became of national interest making all the main 
newpapers of the day.



Slide 8   (RE5)

 31st July 1915 – Roland acting as an observer for Captain John Aidan Liddell  
take off in the Royal Aircraft Factory plane RE5 2457. RE5  said by one of its 
pilots to have ‘resembled a blowzy old woman that floundered about the sky 
in a safe if unattractive manner’

 Account from Peter Daybell’s book 'With a Smile and A Wave' – with kind 
permission of author:

"Their mission was a standard Long Reconnaissance, designated 1 (a) in the Squadron order book.  
It involved crossing the front line in the north and then circling round Ostend on the coast and 
proceeding in an arc to Bruges and Ghent.  Once again it was to be a morning flight, although this 
time with a start time of 0800, although take off was delayed and they did not get airborne until 
09.15.  Work had been carried on out RE5 2457 and seven fabric patches had been applied, five to 
the top plane and one each to the bottom and tale plane.  As the RE5 was to undertake a four-hour
mission, most of it behind enemy lines, an air test was deemed appropriate, before the sortie.  
Aidan & Roland flew around St Omer for 35 mins before indicating that all was well.  
Aidan first flew the machine towards Furnes and passed safely over the Belgian-held front line, 
flying at around 5000 feet.  At this point they spotted a German aircraft some miles away, several  
thousand feet higher than them and clearly a threat, but they eventually lost sight of it.  



After passing over Ostend the RE5 swung inland and set a course for Bruges.  Both men were now 
constantly scanning the sky for hostile aircraft,  as well as noting carefully the strategic points they 
passed for tell-tale signs of significant enemy activity. 
The work rate in the aircraft was high, and Peck has unstrapped himself so that he could move 
around in the cockpit to increase his all-round observation and properly use his field glasses. He 
was also better able to handle the Lewis machine-gun and rifle that he was carrying on board.
They were approaching Bruges when suddenly the aircraft came under heavy machine-gun fire 
from above, although they did not see the enemy or where the fire was coming from.  Then 
suddenly Peck saw it, an enemy 2-seater and was able to fire off a full drum of ammunition at it. 
He immediately reloaded and prepared to continue the fight.
Then disaster struck, as the German machine made another unobserved pass and raked the RE5 
with machine-gun fire.  Peck recalled ‘I had just reloaded when our machine nosedived and then 
turned completely over, and all the remaining ammunition fell out’.
The attack had badly damaged the RE5, cutting the throttle cable, smashing the control wheel and 
damaging much of the left-hand side of the Aircraft.  Aidan was badly wounded in his right leg and
thigh.  His leg was broken and he instantly lost consciousness as the RE5 dived out of control and 
flipped over onto its back.  It looked a certain kill, and the German pilot was so sure of this that he 
did not bother to follow the RE5 down.  Roland, who was still unstrapped, was in grave danger of 
falling from the inverted aircraft, but somehow managed to cling on, although the rifle, spare 
ammunition and other items of equipment fell out and tumbled to the ground below.  Suddenly, 
Aidan regained consciousness and as his head cleared he instinctively appreciated the nature of 
the emergency.  He focused his strength and skill to recover the machine as he explained in a 
typically self-effacing letter home:
‘It was a weird sensation falling like that.  I thought first a shell had hit us and knocked the tail off, 
a piece getting me in the process.   I was waiting for the bump, when suddenly I thought it might 
be a good thing to straighten her out and try to recover flying position.  Just as well I had that 
brainwave, what?’
Despite his wounds he managed to control the badly damaged aeroplane, which had plunged 3000
feet before he was able to get it flying straight and level.  His first thoughts were for his observer 
and he later remarked:
‘Poor old Peck must have had a terrible shock, not knowing whether I was dead or not, or whether 
he was going to hit the ground with the machine, or going to fall out, as he had undone his straps 
so that he could use the machine gun: glad I wasn’t him really’
Aidan kept his head.  He realized that he was badly wounded and that he would get weaker.  The 
obvious option was to crash-land behind enemy lines, or even head for Holland, which was much 
closer than friendly territory.  However, by experimenting he found that despite his wounds and the
severe damage to the RE5, he could still manage to fly the plane.  The throttle cable had been 
severed so he had no control over the engine, and the rudder was also damaged.  The aircraft was 
now low, probably only around 2000 feet and very difficult to control and manoeuvre, and was 
obviously very vulnerable to ground fire or another air attack.  Aidan may not have realized it, but 
Roland had lost his spare ammunition and now had only the single magazine that was loaded onto 
the Lewis gun.  He had lost his rifle too, and Aidan’s revolver was smashed, even if he had been 
able to find a free hand to fire it!
Their position was critical but Aidan decided to take the aircraft home, so gently raising the RE5’s 
nose and battling against the prevailing wind, he did his best to make the damaged machine gain 
height for the hazardous transit over the lines.  They crossed at 2800 feet, which was still 
dangerously low, and the RE5 was heavily fired upon, but escaped further damage.
Communication in the air was difficult, but Aidan wrote an abbreviated message on the 
blackboard and passed it forward to Roland, indicating that his leg was broken and that he 



intended to land on the open sands west of Nieuport, but Roland realized that the friendly airfield 
of La Panne near Furnes was closer and more suitable and also offered the prospect of rescuers 
and medical attention.  The RE5 was never an easy machine to land, and with half the controls shot
away and no way of adjusting the throttle, Aidan had only one chance to get it right.  He drove the 
machine down with the power on, steering with the damaged rudder cable, and at the appropriate
moment killed the engine and executed a perfect landing.  Little more than half and hour had 
passed since the German attack. ‘’



Slide 9 (  Peck & Liddell)





Slide 10 & 11   (Photos)

 On landing, Roland jumped from the aeroplane and summoned assistance 
from the Belgians who were soon surrounding the damaged RE5, one of 
whom was a photographer who took a series of photos as events unfolded.  
Aidan realized that his leg was badly smashed, and that he had lost a great 
deal of blood.  He needed help, but was very concerned that unskilled 
rescuers hauling him from the cockpit would be likely to make the situation 
worse.  Refusing to be moved until a doctor arrived, he fashioned a splint for 
his leg, and applied a tourniquet while Roland stood guard, handling him 
water until a medical team arrived and Aidan was gently lifted from the 
cockpit.



Slide 12   (Photo)

 Such was the interest in this extraordinary effort by both pilot and observer, 
that it made the national newspapers on 14th August, using the photographs 
taken at the time.
 

 Aidan was taken to the nearby Red Cross hospital and Roland returned to St 
Omer, to make his combat report and on 31st July he was sent home to 
Bournemouth for a weeks leave, by his CO, on the understanding that he 
would visit Aidan’s parents in Sheffield.  On 14th August Roland was back on 
another operational sortie in the repaired, and blood stained RE5 2457, to his 
relief that mission proved uneventful.



Slide  13   (Account)

 Roland’s account of the action is sent to Aidan’s parents, by Belgian pilot who 
cared for Aidan at the time.  He had asked for the official report and felt that it
should be sent to and kept by the Mother of such an incredible pilot.  
Comments on ‘Hostile Machine’ – Tractor biplane, covered in fuselage, similar 
to a Bristol Scout but at least twice as large, crosses on both lower planes.  
Armed with a machine gun.  Speed about 90mph

 Despite initial indications that Aidan was on the mend, incredibly he was 
writing letters and receiving visitors and after hearing the news that he was to 
be awarded the VC for his bravery that day, his condition deteriorated 
suddenly.  Two weeks after an emergency amputation of his shattered leg, 
Aidan died on 31st August 1915.



Slide 14   (Funeral Photo)

 It was usual practice for British soldiers to be buried where they fell, but 
special arrangements were made for Aidan’s body to be returned to England.  
Roland told soon after he had returned to France after weeks leave that he 
had been accepted for pilot training and was posted to the Central Flying 
School on 28th August, thus able to attend Aidan’s funeral on 4rd September 
representing No 7 Squadron and the RFC



Slide 15   (After Funeral)

 Photo taken after funeral.  Roland (left), brother (standing)



Slide 16   (Bournemouthian)

 As you might expect the incident was reported in The Bournemouthian July 
1915

 Using some wonderfully understated language of the day it reports - 
‘Lieut R H Peck attached to the RFC, had a thrilling time as the observer in an 
aeroplane flight over the German lines in Flanders. The pilot flew low so that 
his observer might see something worthwhile for his notebook – too low, so 
that suddenly, out of a burst of shrapnel, a jagged piece of shell touched the 
pilot’s leg.  The young officer believed his leg was almost shattered, and 
although it was not quite so bad as that he lost control of his machine, and, 
for a moment or two, of all his senses.  He was over 7000 feet high and the 
aeroplane fell, nose downwards, in a straight plunge.  The observer clung to 
the gun, which was slipping from its straps. The crash would come in a second 
or two, But the flight officer had got a new grip upon his consciousness and 
steering gear.  In spite of his loss of blood and that momentary swoon, he not 
only brought his machine up to level planes, but flew steadily back above the 
enemy’s lines and above their storm of shrapnel’



Slide 17   (Central Flying School)

 So at the beginning of Sept 1915, Roland is undertaking his pilot training at 
the Central Flying School

 Established in May 1912 near the village of Upavon, Wiltshire.  Unpopular 
choice. A correspondent for the Aeroplane magazine observed that -

‘Taking its bad point first, the school has been located on the top of a mountain, 
where it is open to every wind that blows....One may expect that those aviators who 
survive the gorges and ridges, the upward and downward ramous, the arctic frigidity
and saharic parchedness of the Upavon School will develop into aviators of 
unsurpassed hardiness’.



Slide 18   (Biplane)

• Maurice Farman biplane used for training



Slide 19   (Certificate)

• Roland qualified as a pilot on 1st October 1915 as shown in this Royal Aero 
Club Aviators certificate



Slide 20   (Gazette)

 January 1916 Roland Mentioned in Despatches, almost certainly for his 
valuable service with No 7 squadron in ST Omer.





Slide 21 & 22 (Mesopotamia & Siege)

 By the time Roland’s notice appears in The London Gazette, Roland on his way 
to join No 30 Sqn in the Middle East supporting the IEF, and in particular 
supporting the Mesopotamia Campaign.

 To give you some background to this : 

The Mesopotamia Campaign

Turkey’s entry into the war against The Allies in Oct 1914, immediately prompted Britain to open a 
new military front in the remote Ottoman province of Mesopotamia (present day Iraq).
British and Indian troops sent to the Persian Gulf in early November to protect British oil interests 
at Abadan, made rapid progress inland against weak Turkish resistance.  Despite the unforgiving 
climate, British forces continued to march steadily up the River Tigris in 1915. By 28th September 
they had taken the town of Kut-al-Amara just 120 miles south of Baghdad.
The tide turned quickly however, at the Battle of Ctesiphon at the end of Nov 1915.  Envisaged as a 
trouble free prelude to the final march on Baghdad. It was a bloody affair in which Turkish troops 
withstood heavy casualties to defeat the Allied attacking forces.  More than half of 8,500 British 
and Indian troops who fought in the battle were killed or wounded.  The survivors then endured a 
dangerous and exhausting retreat to Kut-al-Amara.
So began the siege of Kut-al-Amara.  Bolstered by 30,000 reinforcements, Turkish troops besieged 
the Allied troops before they could act on War Cabinet’s advice to withdraw further down the 
Tigris.  The siege lasted 147 days, before the 11,800 British and Indian troops inside the garrison 
finally surrendered on 29th April 1916.
During the siege between Dec 1915 and April 1916 30 Squadron RFC, with Roland amongst them 
were involved in dropping supplies, such as critical spares for radios etc, and also in vital 
reconnaissance work.  In April, food supplies were critically low, and in order to hold out, 5000lbs of
food per day were required.  So began the World’s First Air Supply Operation.
Conditions during the siege were appalling.  In bitterly cold weather and with little medical 
treatment, many of the soldiers did not survive.  Several attempts were made to relieve the 
besieged town, but they encountered stubborn Turkish resistance and all ended in failure.
On surrender, the men now as prisoners were forced to march 700 miles to Anatolia, only 8000 
survived their captivity, and it is believed only 6 were men of 30 squadron.



Slide 23   (First Day cover)

 First day cover to mark 80th Anniversary of the Siege



Slide 24   (Voisin)

• 5th March 1916 – Roland, in what was believed to be a Voisin VS1541 
undertaking reconnaissance work, is engaged in enemy action with a German 
aircraft supporting the Turks during the siege and is shot down over the Tigris. 
Both he and the other member of the crew now lie somewhere in modern 
Iraq.



Slide 25   (Memoriam)

• Roland’s Memoriam in The Bournemouthian.  *Note incorrect date.



Slide 26   (Letter)

 The Dec 1916 edition of The Bournemouth reproduced part of the letter sent 
to Roland’s father by Major Smith IEF  it reads:-

‘Your son was the pilot of a Henri Farman biplane reconnoitring over the Turkish 
lines below Kut-el-Amara, Captain W.G. Palmer, I.A., being the observer.  The 
aeroplane was brought down by the enemy’s gunfire, and both of the officers were 
killed instantaneously.  The enemy aviators dropped a message in our lines informing
us of the fate of the two officers, and stating that this was the fortune of war.  The 
loss of your son was greatly regretted by all ranks of the R.F.C.; during his short 
period of service in Mesopotamia he had shown himself to be a competent and 
gallant pilot.’ 



Slide 27   (Medal Index card)

 Roland’s medal index card (* note name Ronald)  Warning to anyone 
undertaking research

 Victory medal, 1914-15 Star, British Medal sent to father at Highfield Rd, 
Moordown

Victory medal would also have an Oak leaf denoting Mentioned in Despatches



Slide 28   (Basra Memorial)

• Roland Henry Peck is remembered on the Basra Memorial, which until 1997 
was located on the quay of the naval dockyard at Maqil, about 8 km north of 
Basra.  Because of the sensitivity of the site, the Memorial was moved by 
presidential decree, and re-erected in its entirety at its present location 32 km 
along the road to Nasiriyah, in the middle of what was a major battleground in
the  1st Gulf War



Slide 29   (CWG)

• While the current climate of political instability persists it is not possible for 
the CWG Commission to manage or maintain the memorials in Iraq.  
Alternative arrangements for commemoration have therefore been 
implemented and a 2 volume Roll of Honour listing all casualties buried and 
commemorated in Iraq has been produced.  Roland’s CWG certificate 
therefore gives this image and accepts the date of death as 5th March.



Slide 30   (End)

• Lieutenant Roland Henry Peck – 1 out of 9,378 men of the RFC, RNAS, RAF 
killed or missing in World War 1.


