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Heigham Holmes is indeed rumoured to have served as a Second World War landing ground 

used by the Special Operations Executive (SOE) but no evidence has to date been found to 

substantiate this rumour. The SOE was formed on 22nd  July 1940 to conduct espionage, 

sabotage and reconnaissance in occupied Europe and one of the organisation's best kept 

secrets were the night time activities involving 138 and 161 (Special) Squadrons of Bomber 

Command, RAF, flying SOE agents into occupied Europe by moonlight in their Lockheed 

A28 Hudsons, Short Stirlings, Halifaxes, Whitleys or Lysanders, the latter without doubt 

being the most famous aircraft involved in this secret work.  

 

In a publication titled 'Norfolk and Suffolk Airfields and Airstrips' (Part 6), authored by 

Huby Fairhead and published by the Norfolk & Suffolk Aviation Museum in June 1989, the 

author states that "From about 1940 to 1944 an RAF landing ground was located on the 

marshes known as Heigham Holmes. It appears all black Lysanders were detached here 

during this period while based at Newmarket or Tempsford, possibly for operations into the 

Low Countries". This appears to be the original (and only) source of information on which all 

later researchers have based theirs. The text also mentions a complex of farm buildings "to 

the east of a grass landing strip", the length of which is given as 6,000 yards (5,486 metres). 

This must surely be a mistake, considering that wartime RAF main runways were on average 

about 2000 yards (1,830 metres) long and secondary runways considerably shorter, and that 

Lysanders did not require a landing strip at all but could land on virtually any reasonably 

level ground and under conditions which would have defeated any other aircraft. Group 

Captain Hugh Verity, the commander of 161 Squadron, claimed that he could land a 

Lysander within the space of 150 yards (less than 140 metres). The recollections of two 

(unnamed) local residents are also recorded: one reported a forced landing (apparently due 

to lack of fuel) he says he witnessed in a field near Martham and that he was asked by the 

pilot to walk to the airfield to inform the staff about the situation because he was not allowed 

to leave his aircraft. This, of course, raises the question as to why the pilot would not have 

used his R/T wireless communications system, which every aircraft and certainly every 

Lysander was equipped with. The second eye-witness recalls having seen "all black" aircraft 

flying to and from the site during the war, when in fact it has been documented that the 

special Lysanders were painted all black for a restricted time only.  

 

The modified Lysander Mk IIISCW (or SD - Special Duties) like other aircraft used for 

clandestine operations were indeed initially painted a matt black colour, helping them to slip 

into occupied Europe undetected when carrying agents or VIPs to and from enemy territory 

on missions which almost always took place during the "moon nights" of each month - 

moonlight being essential because the pilots were flying without navigational equipment 

other than map and compass. The colour pattern was however modified, with the top of the 

wings and fuselage reverting to dark grey and pale grey and hence providing better 

camouflage against night fighters approaching from above in moonlight. Lysanders were 

designed to land in fields illuminated by nothing more than three hand-held torches, and 

fitted with an armoured floor, improved radio equipment and provisions for two passengers 

as well as a fixed ladder to the rear of the cockpit on the left side for quick access. A large 

auxiliary tank slung under the belly carried the additional fuel required for flying distances 

exceeding the standard range of 600 miles (966 kilometres). 

 

An article published in the 'Airfield Review' magazine (Volume 8, No. 4) also reported Huby 

Fairhead's "unusual discovery in East Anglia of a secret airfield, the existence of which has 

never been published" and that "it possessed three hard runways and a control tower despite 



being situated amidst marshland and being virtually surrounded by a river and dykes". 

Although the information regarding the existence of three concrete runways had by 2009 

been amended and Huby now said that there were no such runways after all, he once again 

stated that the use by SOE had been confirmed albeit without offering any evidence to 

substantiate this claim. 

 

In a personal communication (27 July 2015) Huby Fairhead provided the additional 

information that "Post war the watch office on the side of the farm building was reduced and 

roofed over". Although Mr Fairhead's description fits perfectly with one of the extant 

buildings on the site, the problem is that the structure in question had not existed during the 

war and can hence never have served the purpose of a watch office (control tower). The 

National Trust refer to it as their look-out post and it can be found on the first floor of the 

former purpose-built dairy, a once three-storeys high building dating from the early 1950s 

which has since been reduced in height due to structural problems. 

Norfolk Heritage (NHER) experts, quoting the above mentioned publication as their only 

source of reference, visited the site several times (in October 1989, in August 2003 and in 

March 2005) and concluded that "no convincing evidence for the existence of an airstrip, 

military buildings or associated defences could be identified". Contradicting their own 

information the Potter Heigham parish summary, also published online, however informs 

that "perhaps most intriguingly there is evidence that the SOE used a field in [sic] Heigham 

Holmes as a secret airfield from which agents were flown into occupied countries during 

World War Two", and a large pasture to the north-west of the farm buildings is, inexplicably, 

identified as the landing ground on the complementary map also published on the Norfolk 

Heritage Explorer – (described as) the definitive database of the county's archaeological sites 

and historic buildings. About 20 head of cattle can clearly be seen grazing on this "landing 

ground" in an aerial photograph taken by the RAF in September 1944 (when said landing 

ground would have been active), which the NHER's experts claim to have consulted 

 

In 2010, the BBC included Heigham Holmes as one of the locations featured in their 'Secret 

Britain' programme. In his interview with the BBC presenter the National Trust's senior 

warden on Heigham Holmes, Stephen Prowse, also refers to the information contained in 

Huby Fairhead's publication, adding that local residents, when questioned, confirmed that 

they saw aircraft flying in and out of the area, and that the site would have been perfect not 

only because of its remoteness but also because the elevated banks along the river and 

drainage channels shielded it from prying eyes. This however is not quite true as in fact the 

island can be overlooked from the southern bank of the River Thurne (now a public footpath) 

all the way from Martham Ferry to Martham Broad even during high summer when the 

vegetation is most abundant. The bank was apparently lower in the 1940s but the banks and 

dykes would of course not have prevented anyone from seeing aircraft flying above, as indeed 

witnesses have said they did. The National Trust's most up-to-date information leaflet, 

published on the occasion of the 2014 Heigham Holmes Open Day, states that "During WWII 

there was a grass landing strip here used by Lysander aircraft of 161 Squadron on SOE 

operations". In a short film produced in 2014 by students of Flegg High School in 

conjunction with a local history project and made available online, no new information came 

to light. 

 

Peter Thompson MA in his archaeological desk-based assessment of land off Hembsby Road, 

Martham (commissioned by Mr Alan Presslee of Cornerstone Planning Ltd on behalf of 

Norfolk Land Ltd, executed by 'Archaeological Solutions Ltd' and published in July 2014) 

states that "A military airfield for Lysanders used in 1940, was located 1.7km to the east (of 



the assessment site)". All the organisations, institutions and experts involved have however 

so far not produced a single shred of real evidence to actually substantiate the information 

they are disseminating. Only the Museum of The Broads (in Stalham), laudably, exercises 

some restraint by saying that "the small airfield at Heigham Holmes is believed to have been 

used by Lysander aeroplanes to drop SOE agents into occupied Holland". 

The first prize for misinformation must go to the "Secret WWII Stations" web page, which 

appears to be maintained by members of the Barton-Le-Clay Local History Society and offers 

the information that "The Lysander(s) was stored under cover in the barn during daylight 

hours and only brought out as and when required for night flying". The anonymous author 

does not reveal the source upon which this information is supposedly based, but it is obvious 

that s/he has never seen the barn in question, as in fact it is not nearly large enough to 

accommodate a Lysander with a length of 30ft 6in (9.30m), a wing span of 50ft (15.24m) and 

a height of 14tf 6in (4.42m) - let alone more than one. 

Mike Fuller, who grew up in the nearby village of Ludham and as a founding member of the 

Ludham Community Archive has made many valuable contributions to the wartime history 

of the village, including the RAF airfield in the vicinity, remembers having heard stories 

according to which Lysanders were flying air-sea rescue missions out of an unspecified 

location at Martham. Indeed, a "World War II military airfield" located between Martham 

and Hemsby (a village about 1.8 miles to the south-east of Martham) is recorded on the 

NHER website. The source quoted as the origin of this information is the already mentioned 

booklet 'Airfields and Airstrips of Norfolk and Suffolk', which supplies the additional 

information that the landing ground was in a recently harvested field adjacent to Hemsby 

Road, owned by farmer George Porter. George Smith recalled observing two or three 

Lysanders and a single small low-wing monoplane, possibly a Miles Magister, in this field in 

August/September 1940. As no explanation had been offered it was concluded that the 

aircraft either formed part of a coastal patrol looking for enemy invaders or were used for the 

calibration of the shore guns recently installed in the vicinity. Be that as it may, it would 

seem to have been a short-lived if not a one-off occurrence of a few aircraft using a stubble 

field rather than landing on a military airfield.  

 

An air-sea rescue squadron (278 Squadron) which covered the coast off East Anglia, was 

based at RAF Matlask from October 1941 to April 1942 and at RAF Coltishall from April 1942 

to April 1944.  This squadron is documented to have used Westland Lysander IIIA aircraft 

from October 1941 until February 1943, and the Lysanders reportedly seen by witnesses 

would seem to have been those of 278 Squadron on air-sea rescue operations. There are no 

records of Heigham Holmes or of any other location at or in the vicinity of Martham having 

also been used for air-sea rescue operations. Mike also recalls rowing across Candle Dyke 

and wandering about Heigham Holmes as a schoolboy but did not observe any wartime 

activities nor did he see aircraft when exploring the island, as boys are in the habit of doing. 

Mike would however not have been able to observe any military activities or aircraft if the 

landing ground had been used at night and if aircraft stopped only briefly for refuelling and 

to take on passengers, as has been suggested.  

 

According to William Edgar T Sloggett and Edmund Nichols, who were both farming at 

Martham during the war years and have since passed away, the aircraft always arrived at 

night and only to pick up agents who, after having completed their training elsewhere, had 

been transported to Heigham Holmes by car. According to some sources, the agents stayed 

in a hotel in Great Yarmouth, whereas others believe that they spent the night in the local 

pub at Martham. Edmund Nichols, who farmed some of the land on the island as a tenant, 

also recalled that the old barn was used as a briefing room and that its walls were painted in 



the RAF colour scheme. It is true that a barn at RAF Tempsford (Gibraltar Farm Barn) had 

indeed been used for briefing SOE agents, but this barn was never painted in the RAF colour 

scheme and neither was the barn on Heigham Holmes, as its whitewashed brick walls clearly 

attest. Furthermore, on Heigham Holmes the farmhouse was still standing and uninhabited, 

and, one would have thought, would have served such a purpose much better.  

 

Martham resident Jeremy Moore, an internationally accomplished aviation engineer - who 

for many years was not only involved in the professional restoration of different types of 

WW1 and WW2 aircraft but also piloted many of these at air show displays - emphasises that 

Lysanders required a headwind for landing and that it was therefore essential that the 

landing ground could be approached from any direction so that the aircraft could always 

land against the wind. Jeremy has identified a large pasture immediately to the east of the 

farm buildings as fitting all requirements perfectly, but it is of course impossible to 

determine if Lysanders actually ever landed there.  

 

William Buck, a local researcher of WW2 aircraft crash sites, who has been collecting 

information about Heigham Holmes for many years, also believes that a landing ground 

existed and that it was used for refuelling and picking up agents, but admits to not having 

found any evidence to date.  

From April 1942 onwards the men from 138 and 161 Squadrons RAF who flew these secret 

operations were based at RAF Tempsford in Bedfordshire. The airfield was designed by 

illusionist Jasper Maskelyne to look like an ordinary working farm, known as Gibraltar 

Farm. Before the move to Tempsford, RAF North Weald and RAF Stapleford Tawney (both 

in Essex), RAF Stradishall and RAF Newmarket (both in West Suffolk) and RAF Graveley 

(Cambridgeshire) are known to have served as SOE's operating bases. It has further been 

documented that RAF Kinloss (Moray) was used as an advance base for operations to 

Norway, and that in August 1944 RAF Winkleigh (near Exeter) served as a forward base for 

161 Squadron. RAF Tangmere (West Sussex) served the same purpose for missions to 

occupied France and when detached to their advance base, the 161 Squadron's Lysander 

pilots stayed in a cottage (Tangmere Cottage) opposite the aerodrome's main gate for about 

a week before and a week after full moon (source: 'We Landed by Moonlight - Secret 

Landings in France 1940-1944', Hugh Verity). Considering that Heigham Holmes is about 

the same distance away from Tempsford as is Tangmere (roughly 145 kilometres/90 miles), 

albeit in the opposite direction, it is believed by some that the site was used for SOE 

operations to Holland. The published operations record books (ORBs) of the squadrons 

involved however do not support this theory.  

 


