AIR VICE-MARSHAL JOHN ASTLEY GRAY CB CBE DFC GM (11-16)
He was born on 23 July 1899 and saw service as an officer with the Royal Engineers in the closing years of the
First World War before transferring to the RAF in April 1918. Prisoner of war in Egypt in 1919
As a pilot, he was instrumental in the defeat in 1920 of an African rebel known as the Mad Mullah in what was
Britain's cheapest war. In British Somaliland, on the Horn of Africa, he and his fellow pilots flying two-seat DH9 bombers took just three weeks to defeat the forces of the rebel chieftain, Mohammed bin Abdullah, who had
been fighting British soldiers since 1900. The airmen were assisted by a small camel force and about 800 men
of the King's African Rifles. He was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross.
During the inter-war years, he spent much of his time on the developmental side of military aviation, with three
years each at AAE Martlesham Heath (1922-5) and RAE Farnborough in the Experimental Section (1925-9),
followed by two years at Felixstowe with the Marine Aircraft Experimental Establishment (1930-2). His spell at
the MAEE coincided with the RAF's third and final attempt on the Schneider Trophy in 1931 where he found
himself serving alongside Flight Lieutenant John Boothman (who won the trophy outright for Britain on 13
September 1931) and a young flying officer named Frank Whittle.
He was promoted Group Captain in 1940 and won the George Medal on 9 September 1941 for helping in the
rescue of crewmen from a bomber that had crashed and caught fire on landing at its base in England. “One
night in May 1941 the pilot of an aircraft attempted to land with the undercarriage retracted. The aircraft
crashed into the main bomb dump and then burst into flames. Group Captain Gray and Squadron Leader
MacCarthy immediately went to the scene of the accident. Although there was some delay in getting the fire
tender to the spot, owing to wire entanglements at the bomb dump, Group Captain Gray and Squadron Leader
MacCarthy entered the burning aircraft and between them succeeded in extricating two members of the crew
who were trapped. By the time the first man had been extricated the fire had spread from the starboard tanks
to cabin and on to the port tanks. Ammunition, incendiaries and flares were burning in the wreckage, whilst
numerous explosions erupted from the tanks. In spite of this, an attempt was made to rescue the pilot, who
was still trapped at the bottom of the fuselage. He was dragged clear but his harness still held him to the
burning aircraft. Before he could be released another petrol tank burst into flames and spread to such an extent
that any further attempts to rescue him became impossible. Group Captain Gray received severe burns on the
head and his uniform was destroyed, but he continued his efforts until overcome by fumes. Both Group Captain
Gray and Squadron Leader MacCarthy displayed great bravery in the most appalling circumstances.”
He was promoted Air Commodore in 1943 and acting Air Vice-Marshal in February 1944 when he was appointed
AOC of 91 (OTU) Group, and there he remained for the duration of the war. This was part of Bomber
Command where Air Marshall Sir John D’Albiac KCVO, KBE, CB, DSO (1908-10) also served.
After the WW2 he became SASO Transport Command in 1949, followed in 1951 by an overseas posting to
Egypt on his appointment as AOC Administrative Staff, MEAF HQ, at Ismailia. He retired from the RAF in May
1954.
He died on 6 June 1987 at the age of 87 at his home in Saxmundham, Suffolk.
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