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The Daily Mail, Thursday 11th May 1944 

Last night men were still digging to recover the last bodies of 15 people who were 

killed just after midnight on Tuesday when a British bomber sliced 30 ft off the 

100ft tall spire of St James’ Church, Selby, Yorkshire, nose-dived, and ploughed 

its way into a housing estate. The plane’s crew were killed instantly. Three 

children were among the eight civilian victims, whose houses collapsed on top of 

them or were burnt out by the blazing petrol. Many houses were damaged both 

by flying pieces of the aircraft and the masonry of the church spire, and a number 

of people were injured. 
 

 

32 Portholme Drive, Selby, on the morning of 10th May 1944. Photo: Selby Times 
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Introduction 
 

I first began tracing my family history at the age of thirteen when we found a tattered 
and torn family bible and some tins of old papers and photographs hidden in the 
wardrobe of my late maternal grandmother. These all related to the maternal side of 
my family and occupied much of the spare time of myself and my parents for the next 
five years. 
 
In 1983, when I was eighteen years old, I finished sixth form and had several months 
to spare before starting a degree course at Huddersfield Polytechnic. I therefore 
decided to start researching the paternal side of my family. I was aware that one of 
the family photograph albums contained two black and white photographs. One of a 
house destroyed by fire, and another of a memorial plaque being unveiled. The 
incident both these photographs alluded to was referred to in the family as “The 
Crash”. Below the first photograph my father had written “32, Portholme Drive, Selby. 
10th May 1944. Photograph: Selby Times”. Below the second photograph it said 
“Memorial Plaque unveiled in St James Church Selby, 1953. Photograph: Selby Times”. 
The people in this photograph included my father, Gordon Stanley Calvert, his first 
wife Enid (nee Gill), his elder brother, Bernard William Calvert, Bernard’s wife Joyce 
(nee Howcroft), their father (my grandfather) William Calvert and Doris Calvert (nee 
Jackson), who was William Calvert’s second wife. 
 
Although it was painful for him to recall these memories, my father told me the story 
of the incident and allowed me to write it down because he wanted it to be recorded 
properly within the family history and felt strongly that I should know the full truth. 
He only told me the full story of that night’s events the once and it wasn’t until after 
he died in 1996, that I realised he had been suffering from Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD) as a result of the incident. This helped me understand to some extent 
why at times during my childhood his behaviour had sometimes seemed irrational and 
why my mother had always been very protective of him and very tolerant and 
supportive. However, it was only when I had a series of nervous breakdowns myself 
between 1998 and 2002 that I realised the full enormity of the huge emotional burden 
he had lived with, sustained at a time during the Second World War when there was 
no mental health counselling available, and victims of tragedy were encouraged to 
maintain a “stiff upper lip”. Although my father and his brother made new and 
enjoyable lives for themselves after “The Crash”, which happened when they were 
aged 15 and 17 respectively, the trauma was always there, albeit buried deep, and 
able to be triggered at any time by little seemingly unrelated things.  
 
That night in 1944 Gordon and Bernard had awoken to find a burning wardrobe on the 
bed they had been sharing. They somehow managed to heave it to one side and 
escape through a window shortly before the entire house collapsed, engulfed in 
flames, and tragically taking the lives of their mother, Edith Eleanor Calvert (my 
grandmother), and their younger sister Jean. Their father William Calvert, who had 
been working the night shift at Selby railway station, ran home as fast as he could the 
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moment he heard the crash and saw the flames, a sixth sense instinctively telling him 
that his home and family were involved. Following the incident William developed 
severe diabetes, becoming a shadow of his former self and very introverted. He later 
re-married to the lady who came to keep house for the bereaved family, Doris Jackson, 
and she took great care of him, providing him with another daughter whom they 
named Jean Ann after his first daughter. In 1953 a service was held in St James Church 
to re-dedicate the Church following repairs and restoration and to unveil a memorial 
plaque. William and his two sons were among the attendees. A few months after this 
William passed away in York hospital with the family being convinced that he had 
“died of a broken heart”. 
 
In 1984 a memorial service was arranged at St James Church in Selby to commemorate 
the 40-year anniversary of “The Crash”. When I found out about the planned service, 
I had a strong instinct that it should not be allowed to go ahead. However, the instincts 
of an 18-year-old student who thought that she was receiving psychic communications 
from the Grandmother whom she had never met, carried very little sway in those days 
and, despite my protestations in various quarters, it went ahead at 10:30am on 
Sunday 6th May 1984. Looking back, I suspect that second Memorial Service triggered 
the trauma that had been locked deep inside my father, and probably his brother 
Bernard too. Perhaps in the same way as the 1953 service had done with their father. 
Shortly afterwards my father, who had previously been a fit man undertaking many 
hiking trips on the North York Moors with his brother and their work colleagues, 
developed debilitating angina and became very introverted, not wanting to go out and 
socialise anymore. In September of that same year, he had to retire from his job with 
British Rail after 39 years’ service due to ill health. At the end of 1986 his brother died 
of a sudden and unexpected heart attack which further traumatized my father who 
had such a severe angina attack when hearing the news that he was unable to attend 
his brother’s funeral.  
 
The intentions of the people who organized those two memorial services in 1953 and 
1984 were well-meaning and they could not have foreseen the devastating emotional 
impact it would have on survivors of “The Crash” who attended. However, perhaps 
these days now mental health issues, particularly PTSD, are more understood and 
openly discussed, the survivors would not have felt obliged to attend such a service 
because they thought that it was expected of them. We can but hope to learn from 
past mistakes. 
 
 
Mave Calvert 
Sherwood Forest 
April 2025 
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The Calvert Family prior to “The Crash” 
 

My paternal grandparents were William Calvert and 
Edith Eleanor Tyreman who had been happily 
married for 18 years at the time of “The Crash” in 
1944. Both the Calverts and the Tyremans were 
railway families and Billy and Edie’s fathers both 
worked on the Hull and Barnsley railway.  
 
William, known in the family as “Billy”, was born on 
29th April 1897 at 1 Railway Cottages, Wrangbrook 
near Pontefract in South Yorkshire where his father, 
William Calvert senior (1867-1939), was a shunter at 
Wrangbrook Junction.  
 
Edith Eleanor, known in the family as “Edie”, was the 
middle of 12 siblings. She had been born on 12th 
September 1900 at Sandholme near Hull where her father, Robert William Tyreman 
(1870-1923) was working as a signalman. They had moved to Station House at 
Pickburn near Doncaster when she was 2 years old, her father having taken the job of 
Stationmaster at Pickburn & Brodsworth station. Wrangbrook junction was less than 
5 miles from Pickburn, and the two families were well acquainted. 
 
Billy was the second eldest of four brothers, two of whom were sadly killed in France 

within less than a month of one another during 
the last few months of the First World War. Billy 
survived the war, having served in both France 
and Italy, and returned home to resume his job as 
a railway shunter at Grimethorpe Colliery sidings, 
a few miles from Wrangbrook Junction. Billy´s 
younger brother Cliff worked for Mr. Tyreman at 
Pickburn station. Edie went into service at Park 
Nook farm at Skelbrooke, which was only two 
miles from where Billy lived at Wrangbrook, and 
they started walking out together. Edie’s father, 
Robert William Tyreman died in 1923 and her 
widowed mother and her siblings who were still 
living at home moved to nearby Carcroft.  
 

Edie’s widowed mother, Edith Emily Tyreman (1873-1946), was initially against the 
idea of Billy and Edie marrying since Billy’s mother, Annie Calvert (1869-1934), was a 
Wesleyan Methodist whereas Mrs Tyreman was Church of England. However, the 
marriage did go ahead, and Billy and Edie were married at Owston Church on 25th July 
1925 with Edie’s eldest brother, John James Tyreman, standing in for his late father 
and Billy’s brother Cliff as best man. The marriage registers described Billy as a 28-

Billy Calvert 

Edie Tyreman 

Billy Calvert & Edie 
Tyreman 1925 
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year-old bachelor and railway guard of Cudworth, son of 
William Calvert, Yard Inspector.  Edie was described as a 
24-year-old spinster of 83 Skellow Road, Doncaster, 
daughter of Robert Tyreman, deceased stationmaster.   
 
The couple went to live at Shafton-Two-Gates near 
Cudworth, where Billy worked as a Railway Guard 
boarding trains at Cudworth and riding on them to Hull 
Docks and back. Their two sons, Bernard William and 
Gordon Stanley Calvert (my father) were born at Shafton-
two-Gates on 28th January 1927 and 29th January 1929 
respectively. It was a source of amusement in the family 
that both sons were born exactly nine months after their father´s birthday. The family 
later moved to Selby where their daughter Jean was born on 10th August 1933. At 
Selby, Billy worked as a railway shunter, progressing to Guard, Goods Warehouse 
Foreman and Yard Foreman. They first lived in Hilda Street and then moved to the 
fated house at 32 Portholme Drive. 
 

Bernard and Gordon attended Drax Grammar 
School as day boys, travelling by train from 
Selby every day. Bernard had left school by the 
time of the crash and had taken a job in the 
railway offices at York, again travelling by 
train. Jean attended Selby Abbey school and 
had sat her 11+ examinations shortly before 
the crash took her young life. 
 
 

  

Billy, Edie, Jean, Bernard & 
Gordon Calvert at Great 

Yarmouth 1937. 

Billy Calvert 
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1939 register for England and Wales showing the occupants of the houses in Portholme 
Drive, Selby that were destroyed in “The Crash”.   Source: ancestry.co.uk 

 

 
 

UK World War II Civilian Deaths 1939-45. Source: ancestry.co.uk 
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Newspaper Reports about “The Crash” 
 

After my parents died I found several newspaper clippings relating to “The Crash” amongst 
the family papers. Some included the name and date of the newspaper, while others were 
just loose clippings that didn’t say where they were from. I suspect these had been saved by 
my maternal grandmother, Lizzie Driver, who also lived in Selby at the time and was an avid 
collector of newspaper cuttings and the like. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.  

 

15 KILLED IN PLANE CRASH 

 

Eight civilians and the crew of seven lost their lives 

when a British bomber crashed into the steeple of St 

James’ Church, Selby, Yorks, early yesterday and 

nose-dived into two houses. Four of a family of five 

in one house are among the civilian dead – William 

and Doris Osbourne, their son Brian aged 12, and 

their daughter Patricia aged six. The only survivor 

was the eldest child, Jean aged 16, who saved 

herself by leaping from her bedroom window. In the 

second house, Mrs Edith Calvert and her 10-year-

old daughter, Jean were killed. The other dead are 

Mr James Mather and Mr Gorge Saynor. 

15 Died in Plane Crash 

 

Tangled wreckage of the British 

plane which crashed into a row 

of houses in Selby (Yorkshire) 

after partly demolishing the 

steeple of St James’s Church 

(seen in background. The crew 

of seven and eight civilians 

were killed. 
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Yorkshire Evening News, 10th May 1944 

 

14 DIE IN SELBY PLANE CRASH: HOMES FIRED 

 

Four of a family of five were among 14 people killed when a British aircraft crashed 

into houses at Selby today after wrecking a church and a warehouse. The dead 

included members of the plane’s crew. Rescue squads are still searching the debris 

for bodies. 
 

The four members of one family who were killed were Mr and Mrs William 

Osbourne of Portholme Drive, their son Brian, aged 12 and daughter Patricia aged 

six. Other civilians killed were Mrs Edith Calvert and her daughter Jean, aged 10, 

and Mr J Mather. Eleven civilians were injured including Mrs Robinson, daughter 

of Mr Mather, his grand-daughter Mrs Myra Coote and his one-year-old great 

grandson, son of Mrs Coote. The only member of the Osbourne family to escape was 

the 10-years-old daughter Jean, who was blown out of her bedroom window into 

the garden below by the force of the explosion. Jean ran from the garden into the 

front street where she collapsed. Later in hospital she was asked by a nurse how she 

escaped. “I don’t know, I just seemed to walk out,” said Jean. Mr Osbourne was 

also blown from the house and ran about outside with his clothes on fire. “He was 

like a blazing torch” Mrs M A Peacock of Portholme Villas told me. “Then he 

collapsed and said Let me die here”. He was taken to hospital and he died there 

later today. Mrs Peacock told me how her husband ran out to see if he could rescue 

anybody but petrol fumes and blazing petrol almost overpowered him and forced 

him to turn back. She also told me that two sons of Mrs Calvert, Bernard and 

Gordon, escaped uninjured by jumping through the front window. Their father was 

at work at the time. Mrs Calvert and her daughter Jean were found later still in bed, 

the mother’s arms clasped around her daughter under a pile of debris.  
 

Mr Mark Pilsworth, who lived next door to one of the demolished houses, told me 

how he and his wife escaped. “Our house caught fire” he said “and was soon a 

blazing inferno. WE found that the only way out was through the back bedroom 

window. I smashed the windows with my firsts which were badly cut and then we 

knotted together some blankets and sheets. My wife climbed down this home-made 

rope, and I followed her. We were only out in the nick of time. It only took up to a 

minute. I have never worked so fast in my life but had we been any longer we should 

have been trapped. I have never known anything so hot before, and the flames 

seemed to be spreading very rapidly.” Three other people had remarkable escaped 

by jumping clear of blazing buildings. They are Mrs Robinson whose father, Mr 

Mather, was killed; her daughter Mrs M Coote; and Mrs Coote’s one-year-old son. 

The baby was thrown out of a window and caught by neighbours in a blanket 

outside. The two women and the baby are now in hospital.  
 

The plane was heard flying low over the town and then hit the spire of St James 

Church and shattered debris all over the churchyard. The plane tore across the 

roofs of a terrace of houses ripping off tiles and chimney pots, crashed into a food 

store which was demolished, and finally landed on three houses in Portholme Drive. 
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The Daily Mail, Thursday 11th May 1944 
 

15 DEAD, MANY HURT IN MIDNIGHT CRASH 
 

Last night men were still digging to recover the last bodies of 15 people who were 

killed just after midnight on Tuesday when a British bomber sliced 30 ft off the 100ft 

tall spire of St James’ Church, Selby, Yorkshire, nose-dived, and ploughed its way into 

a housing estate. The plane’s crew were killed instantly. Three children were among 

the eight civilian victims, whose houses collapsed on top of them or were burnt out by 

the blazing petrol. Many houses were damaged both by flying pieces of the aircraft 

and the masonry of the church spire, and a number of people were injured. 
This was the toll of death that came without warning in the night – “Like an avalanche” one 

person described the noise – to the people of Portholme Drive. 

 

No 36. - Killed: Mr William Osbourne (38), Mrs Doris Osbourne (37) (wife), Brian 

Osbourne (11) and Patricia Osbourne (6). Injured: Jean Osbourne (15), burns and cuts. 

 

No 32. – Killed: Mrs Edith Calvert and her daughter Jean (10). The father, Mr H Calvert, a 

night worker, was not at home at the time. His two sones aged 16 and 14 dropped from their 

bed through a hole in the floor caused by a part of the plane and were able to crawl out of the 

house with minor injuries. 

 

No 34. – Killed: Mr James Mather (63) and a Mr Saynor. Mr A W Robinson, Mr Mather’s 

son-in-law, and Mrs Robinson his wife along with their daughter Moira, were badly burnt.  

 

Houses No’s 30 and 32 were completely demolished by the plane. No 34 was completely burnt 

out and a warehouse and a British restaurant were also destroyed by fire. 

 

Mr Arthur Hall, a railwayman who was working on top of a coaling machine, on the railway 

line some distance away, told me what it was like when the plane hit the spire. “I happened 

to be looking over the town at that time when I could distinguish a plane flying over. I heard 

no explosion as it hit the steeple, and then a second or two later flames belched up as it 

crashed.” 

 

The Vicar of St James Church, Rev W.P. Mason, told me “There was a roaring crash which 

sounded just like an avalanche. I jumped out of bed, drew back the black-out and saw that the 

British restaurant, which is in the Church’s memorial school, was ablaze. I dressed as quickly 

as I could and rushed out to give help. N.F.S. rescue workers, Home Guard, Police, and W.V.S 

members were all on the scene within a very short time and two rest centres were set up and 

the injured were taken to hospital.” 

 

The houses in Portholme Drive, a Selby housing estate, are two-storey semi-detached, and 

many yesterday showed holes in their roofs and shattered windows. Five people were still 

detained in hospital last night but many had been treated by first-aid posts in the early hours. 
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St. James Church spire was badly damaged in the crash 
and the Church itself was badly damaged. The spire lost 
about 30 feet of its height. By 1950 the Church had been 
restored and a service was held to re-dedicated it on 11th 
December 1950.   
 
In 1953 a plaque on the south aisle wall was unveiled in 
memory of those who had tragically lost their lives on 
that dreadful night nine years earlier. The service was 
attended by the survivors and families of the deceased 
including Billy, Bernard and Gordon Calvert. 
 
According to a booklet produced about the Church by 
Margaret Cundiff in 1978 “Fragments of the shattered 
stonework may still be found embedded in the south 
door of the Church”. 
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Gordon Calvert’s account of “The Crash” as he experienced it 
 
This is the account my father gave of his experience of “The Crash” on the one and 
only occasion he discussed it in detail.  
 
In 1944 the Calvert family were living at 32 Portholme Drive, Selby next door to the 
Osbourn family.  Billy was working at Selby Rail Station.  17-year-old Bernard had 
started work in the railway offices at York and 15-year-old Gordon was attending Drax 
Grammar school as a day boy. 10-year-old Jean attended the Abbey school in Selby. 
 
My Grandfather, was working at Selby Station on that night and saw the crash. 
Knowing it was very near to where he lived, he sprinted home as fast as he could but 
was too late to save his wife and daughter.  
 
As Billy was working the night shift and the boys’ room was not well heated, it had 
been decided that 10-year-old Jean would sleep in the double bed with her mother 
and her two brothers, Bernard and Gordon, would sleep in Jean’s three-quarter bed 
in the back room as it was warmer. Had Bernard and Gordon been in their own room 
they too would have perished. They awoke to find a burning wardrobe falling on their 
bed and somehow found the strength to push it off and escape through the window.  
In the street they saw a lady holding a little girl and ran towards her thinking it was 
their mother and little sister. Sadly, it wasn’t, and as they turned to run back into the 
house to rescue them, it collapsed and they had to be restrained. Miraculously the 
only injury sustained by the two lads was a broken toe for Bernard. Gordon 
remembered going back to the site the next morning and seeing his charred school 
cap hanging on the oven door.  
 
Telegrams were sent to Edie’s family in Doncaster the next morning. Edie’s youngest 
sister, Connie remembered travelling to Selby by train with her husband Eric as soon 
as they heard the news. They were met at the station by a heartbroken Billy. The 
telegram they received had only mentioned Edie’s death so they had decided on the 
train journey to offer to adopt young Jean. When they mentioned this to Billy he had 
to break the tragic news that Jean had also been killed. 
 
I remember that Dad was always very fire aware. Before retiring for the night, he 
would switch off every electrical plug socket in the house and whenever there was 
thunder and lightning, we had to turn off the television and unplug the aerial. As a 
child I always thought this rather strange behaviour as none of my friend’s parents did 
this but I didn´t appreciate the reasons behind his paranoia at that time.  
 
Around 1975 when I would have been aged around 10, ironically the same age as Jean 
Calvert had been when she was tragically killed, my mother accidently set fire to our 
chip pan in the kitchen. She screamed for Dad who came running out of the living 
room and shooed her into the hallway.  I remember standing in the hallway near the 
front door with my Mum, watching Dad extinguish the flames. I realise now that 
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having a fire in the house and looking into the hallway to see your wife and daughter 
huddled together, the same ages as your mother and sister were when they were 
killed in a fire, must have been a huge trigger for his PTSD. Only a couple of years later 
exactly the same thing happened again. I recall that there was always both a fire 
extinguisher and fire blanket in our kitchen following those incidents. 
 

 
  

Telegram sent by Maud Tyreman, Edie’s sister, to their elder sister Amy who was 
living in Liverpool at the time.  10th May 1944 
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Edie´s Wristwatch 
 
Shortly before the crash Edie´s wristwatch had broken, and it had been taken to a 
jeweller in Selby for repair so it wasn´t in the house at the time of the crash. Eventually 
Billy retrieved the mended watch from the jewellers and treasured it for the rest of 
his life. His second wife, Doris, kept the watch safe for many years and when the time 
was right, she passed it on to Gordon. It was then handed down to me. 
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Effect on Gordon Calvert’s Education 
 
Gordon was studying for his school certificate as a day boy at Drax Grammar school at 
the time of the crash. He was due to sit his exams shortly afterwards. He managed to 
continue his studies and was awarded his school certificate in July 1944. The 
headmaster, Rev. D.P. Grant enclosed with it a letter saying that the results would 
have been much better had it not been for the tragedy. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Letter from the headmaster of Drax Grammar School re Gordon’s school 
certificate 



HOW SELBY’S GREAT TRAGEDY OF 1944 AFFECTED MY FAMILY  
               

Page 17 of 31 
 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 

Gordon Calvert’s school report for the summer term 1944, following the loss of 
his mother and younger sister in May, which was the cause of his 25 absences 

and the headmaster’s comment that he should have done well in the 
examination. 
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The Calvert Family after “The Crash” 
 
Following the tragic death of his mother and sister, 15-year-old Gordon went to live 
at Camblesforth with his father’s cousin, Lillie, so he could continue his studies in the 
sixth form at the nearby Drax Grammar school for a year.  Whilst at Camblesforth he 
spent some happy times helping out on the farm learning how to milk a cow, and 
socialising with his Aunty Lillie’s son Laurence and her grandson, also named Gordon.   
 

17-year-old Bernard was already working at 
the Railway offices in York. He and his father 
took lodgings in Selby and Bernard took the 
train to work each day.  In 1945 Billy took a 
council house at 94 Flaxley Road. Edie’s 
younger unmarried sister, Maud, was asked if 
she would keep house for them. She refused as 
she felt she couldn’t take her sister’s place, a 
decision she later much regretted. Gordon was 
friendly with the Wilson family who lived in a 
large house further along Flaxley Road and had 
a housekeeper named Doris Jackson. As the 
Wilson boys were now all of working age they 
no longer required Doris’ services and she was 
persuaded to come and keep house for Billy 
and his sons at Flaxley Road. Ironically Doris 
had met Edie Calvert only the previous week 
and they had arranged to take tea together, 
although that was never to be.  
 

Billy Calvert married Doris Jackson on 6th June 1946 at Hessle Parish Church near Hull.   
Doris was nine years 
younger than Billy having 
been born on 17th May 
1906.  Billy and Doris had a 
daughter named Jean Ann 
Calvert on 8th November 
1947, Doris’ first 
pregnancy having ended in 
a miscarriage.  
 
  

Bernard and Gordon Calvert 
in July 1944. Two months 

after “The Crash” 

Billy ad Doris Calvert at Flaxley Road,  c. 1951/2 
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Gordon did his National Service in 1947 and when he returned home to Selby, he went 
to work in the British Rail offices at York where his brother, Bernard, already worked. 
Gordon married Enid Gill, and they went to live in York where they took a flat near to 
his brother Bernard and Bernard´s wife Joyce. Gordon and Enid´s marriage ended in 
divorce though as although Enid wanted to settle down and have a family, Gordon was 
not ready and wanted to continue having fun with his friends, perhaps making up for 
lost time. 
 
In 1953 a memorial service was held in St James Church and a plaque was unveiled to 
commemorate the victims of the crash. The service was attended by Billy, Bernard and 
Gordon Calvert along with their wives, families of the RAF crew who perished, and 
Jean Osbourne who had been the sole survivor of the family in the adjoining house at 
30 Portholme Drive. One can only imagine how traumatic this service must have been 
for everyone involved who had been trying to come to terms with the memory of that 
tragic event nine years earlier and build new lives for themselves. 
 
Billy had become diabetic following “the crash” and his diabetes became severe after 
the memorial service. Following several spells in York city hospital he died in January 
1954, less than a year after attending the memorial service, leaving Doris to bring up 
young Jean Ann on her own.  It is said in the family that Billy died of a broken heart 
after losing his beloved Edie and his first daughter. Gordon’s first wife, Enid, recalled 
that she never heard Billy utter a single word in the few years that she knew him. He 
just appeared totally shell shocked. Many years later Billy´s second daughter, Jean 
Ann, was visiting someone in York hospital and experienced a strange sensation whilst 
walking past a side room. On telling her mother about this, Doris confirmed that was 
the very room is which her father had breathed his last breath. 
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Service to unveil memorial plaque at St. James Church, Selby, 1953 
Left Front: Billy Calvert, Enid Calvert (Gordon’s first wife); Left Middle: Jean 
Osborne, Joyce Calvert (Bernard’s wife),  Gordon Calvert;  Left Rear: Bernard 

Calvert, Doris Calvert (Billy’s second wife); Right: families of the air crew 
  

 

Memorial Plaque in St James Church  
with erratum regarding Jean Calvert’s age. She was in fact 10 years old, not 9. 
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In the spring of 1959 Gordon met my 
mother, Jean Sylvia Driver, at a dance 
in Selby. They fell in love and married 
on 4th February 1962, and I was born 
in 1965, their only child. They enjoyed 
a very happy marriage, moving from 
Selby to York in 1967 and then to 
Doncaster in 1972. My father died of 
a heart attack in 1996, and my 
mother died of pancreatic cancer in 
2002. 
 
 

Bernard Calvert married Joyce 
Howcroft in 1949, and they had 
one daughter. They lived in York. 
Bernard died of a heart attack on 
30th January 1986, 4 years after 
he had been widowed. His 
daughter married and now lives 
in Spain. Her son and his family 
still live in York. 
 
 
 

 
Jean Ann Calvert married 
Malcolm Richard Anderson at 
Selby Abbey on 17th June 
1972. She lived in Selby all her 
life and died in 2010. Malcolm 
and her three children and 
five grandchildren still live in 
the Selby area. 
  

Sylvia and Gordon Calvert 1962 

Bernard and Joyce Calvert 1949 

Malcolm Anderson & Jean Ann Calvert 1960s 
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Plans for another Memorial Service in 1984 

 
This is the cutting from the Selby Times that my mother posted to me in Huddersfield in 
April 1984 after having told me during a telephone conversation that it was planned to 
hold a memorial service for the crash victims in May. Reading the cutting had a very 
profound effect on me and I immediately had a strong feeling that my paternal 
grandmother, who perished in the crash, was trying to get through to me to tell me that it 

was not a good idea for the service to go ahead. I had always felt 
an affinity with my maternal grandmother even though I had never 
met her. Several of her sisters had commented that I looked like 
her and it was not uncommon for them to greet me with “Eee, it’s 
our Edie” when I visited them. However, this affinity became 
much stronger when I read this cutting. I was very tearful and 
resolved to do whatever I could to get it stopped. Unfortunately, 
I was unsuccessful and on 6th May 1984, I attended the service at 
St James Church along with my parents and other family members 

as well as other people who had connections with the tragedy. I am not a religious person 
but found the service very moving and felt that my paternal grandmother was there with 
us trying to protect her two sons who had survived the crash. The names of all the victims 
were read out and when my grandmother’s name “Edith Eleanor Calvert” was read out I 
started sobbing. For many years afterwards I harboured a feeling of guilt that I had let her 
down because I had not been able to stop the service from taking place. 

Edith Eleanor 
Calvert, nee 

Tyreman 
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  Selby Times, April 1984 

 

Selby recalls a disaster - 40 years ago” Reports by Ian Chilvers 

 

“It was a night which I will never forget’ 
 

It was as a Selby mother was giving birth to her daughter in Massey Row, that an 

aeroplane crashed into the steeple of St James church and into houses in Portholme Drive, 

causing heavy loss if life. The unrelated incidents occurred around midnight on May 10, 

1944. 

 

Now the 40th anniversary of that disaster is to be marked by a special service inside the 

church on May 6. The seven-man crew of the aeroplane died together with eight civilians. 

The crew comprised non-commissioned officers, five of them from the Royal Australian 

Aire Force. The four-engined Halifax, from the conversion unit at RAF Riccall, was on a 

training flight.  

 

Although she was near the centre f activities, Mrs Ann field, now living at Normanby, 

Middlesborough, has no first hand knowledge of the incident. In a letter to the Selby 

Times, she says her parents have relived that day with sadness and joy. “The sadness was 

that they lost their friends and neighbours but at the peak of the crash and subsequent fire 

I was entering the world. My mother was about to give birth to me and could not be 

moved” writes Mrs Field. “I also think every year about those people lost, and about the 

drew on the plane who, I believe, were only young men. I think of their families and 

wonder about them and would dearly love to know the full story. The RAF at 

Middlesborough have been unable to help me and if an anniversary service is to be held at 

the church I would like to attend”. Mrs Fields says that when she was christened at St 

James church the then vicar used a glass fruit dish for the water.” 

 

One of the first people to reach the scene of the crash was former Selby police constable 

Mr Willis Milbourne. Now aged 82, Mr Milbourne recalls that he was dozing in one of the 

cots in  the attic of Selby Police Station. “I heard the sound of the aircraft’s engines and 

was convince it was going to hit the police station until I heard a loud crash” he said “I 

raced down two flights of stairs and into New Lane As I looked down toward Portholme 

Drive I saw a fire starting”. Mr Milbourne said he ran to the scene to find that the Halifax 

had come down in the rear gardens of houses in Portholme Drive and skidded along the 

ground, demolishing two houses and damaging others. “At the house occupied by Mr 

William Osbourn. Mrs Osbourn, their son Brian and daughter Patricia were killed” said 

Mr Milbourne. I found Mr Osbourn in a nearby house suffering from severe burns and 

although I managed to get him to Selby War Memorial Hospital, he died shortly after 

being admitted. The Osbourn’s eldest daughter Jean had a miraculous escape through a 

window and into the street. She escaped with bruising”. Mr Milbourne said that besides 

hitting the church steeple, the plane had also struck a buffet depot at the junction of 

Portholme Road and Nalton Street. In that building was nightwatchman Mr James Sayner 

of Hambleton who was killed. “It was a night which I will never forget” said Mr 

Milbourne “I had some bad incidents to tackle during my 29 years with the police force 

but none as bad as that crash. It is etched on one’s memory.” 

 

Mr Fred Harland of Portholme Drive was woken by a loud crash as the ‘plane hit the 

church spire. “I could hear the plane’s engines roaring towards us and got my family out 

of the house as fast as I could.” he said.  
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The Daily Mail, Thursday 11th May 1984 contd. 
 

Halifax Bomber to be Rebuilt 
 

A Halifax Bomber from the Second World War is the be rebuilt and used as a static 

exhibit at a proposed air museum at Elvington near York. Pieces of the 13-ton aircraft 

are being gathered from crash sites throughout Britain, and where no original parts can 

be found, sections will be reconstructed. More than 6000 Halifax bombers were made 

between 1941 and 1945but, unlike its fellow bomber, the Lancaster, none was saved for 

posterity. One aircraft was salvaged from a Norwegian Fjord in 1974, but it remains in a 

damaged condition at the RAF museum at Hendon. 

 

Mr Ian Robinson of Knaresborough, said this week, that the air museum committee was 

hoping to buy part of the wartime airfield at Elvington and restore buildings, including 

the original control tower. “The museum will be a memorial to the thousands of allied 

airman and women who served there between 1939 and 1945 and will show the history of 

aviation in the area from the pioneers to the present day” he said. Mr Robinson said it 

should be remembered that bomber stations in the Selby area, Burn, Snaith and Riccall, 

were equipped with the Halifax as well as the Lancaster. Rebuilding a Halifax bomber 

could take several years, but it was a special project for the museum. During the Second 

World War Mr Robinson was a civilian test pilot and flew the bombers after they had 

been built at Clifton, York. “We have already made a flying start to having the Halifax 

built” he said. Mr Robinson explained that a 22 foot section of the fuselage of a Halifax 

had been found at a farm on the Hebrides. “The farmer had been using the fuselage as a 

chicken coop and when he learned of our project, he was more than willing to let us have 

the fuselage section, which is to be brought back to Elvington in May” said Mr Robinson. 

This is to be fastened to a 10-foot section of a Royal Canadian Air Force Halifax, which 

operated from Linton on Ouse. Mr Robinson said this particular Halifax crashed in the 

Gloucestershire area. Records kept by Mr Robinson show that a propellor came off one 

engine, struck and damaged another engine and there was a fire.” The incident occurred 

when the aircraft was at 19,000 feet, but all the crew managed to bale out.  

 

Mr Robinson said there was a tremendous feeling among aviation enthusiasts and ex-

fliers that the Halifax should make a return to Yorkshire. The aircraft, known as the 

‘Halibag’ to its crews, was flown not only by British pilots, but men from the 

Commonwealth, Canada, America, France and Poland. 
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Chance Find of Jean Calvert’s Identity Disc in 2002 

 
On February 7th 2002 the Selby Times printed an article which described how a WW2 
identity disc had been found in a box of odds and ends found at a local car boot sale. 
A small silver locket engraved with two birds had been found to contain a small 
identity disc engraved with “Jean Calvert, 32 Portholme Drive, Selby” and “KOLH 
257/5”. The buyer put the locket in an envelope and fastened it to the door of the 
house that had been rebuilt on the site of the crash. The occupant of the house then 
passed it on to 87-year-old Bert Foster who had lived in Portholme Drive for 50 years  
 
In March 2002 myself and my aunt, Jean Ann Anderson (born in 1947 to Billy Calvert’s 
second marriage and named after her deceased half-sister) visited Bert Foster. He 
presented us with the locket and disc, which I told Jean to keep as I felt it was a sign 
that her elder half-sister, who she had never met, was watching over her. Sadly, Jean 
Anderson died in 2010, however her family still have the treasured locket and disc. 
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Selby Times, 7th February 2002 
 

Young Victim of War 
by Ian Chilvers 

 

A wartime disaster is recalled in the shape of a tiny silver disc that turned up unexpectedly 

in a box of odds and ends. It belonged to a girl who was killed when a Halifax bomber 

crashed into a row of houses in Portholme Drive, Selby. The disc came to light at a car boot 

sale and the person who bought it put t in an envelope and fastened it to the door of a house 

in the road where the disaster took place on the night of May 10th, 1944. The disc belonged 

to ten-year-old Jean Calvert who died along with her mother. A four-engined bomber with 

a seven-strong crew – five of them from the Royal Australian Air Force – was on a training 

flight from RAF Riccall when it ploughed into the spire of St James’ Church and came down 

on houses in nearby Portholme Drive. The crew died and eight civilians also perished. 
 

Portholme Drive resident Harvey Trigg found the disc when he opened an envelope that 

had been fastened to his house door. Inside was a sliver locket housing the identity disc. Mr 

Trigg who has lived in the area for only a few years, turned to his friend Bert Foster, 87, of 

Backhouse Court Selby for help in solving the puzzle. Bert said “Harvey did not know 

anyone called Calvert. As my wife Irene and I lived in Portholme Drive for 50 years, he 

brought the items to us in the hope we could help. On the outside of the envelope were the 

words “Found in a box of odds and ends at Rufforth car boot sale”. The locket is engraved 

with two birds and inside is the tiny identity disc. Written on one side is Jean Calvert 

Portholme Drive, Selby. On the reverse are the letters and numbers KOLH 257/5 which 

could have been her national identity number.” 
 

The youngster’s name along with that of her mother and other victims who died in the 

disaster, are recorded on a plaque on the south aisle wall in the Church. Restoration work 

on the building started on May 10, 1949, and the Church, which today still has no spire, 

was rededicated on 11th December 1950. 
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2004: The Selby Times recalls “The Crash” 60 years on 
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Selby Times May 2004 
 

Selby’s Great Air Disaster 
 

Mike Marsh recalls Selby’s night of wartime tragedy in an air disaster 60 years ago 

next Monday 

 

Even now it is easy to imagine the horror of it. For reasons that remain a mystery, a Bomber 

was flying much lower than it should have been. It struck a church steeple and plunged in 

flames into nearby homes. In that moment a peaceful night became an inferno of death and 

destruction.  
 

It was the kind of disaster much feared by those who lived next to airfields throughout the 

war, and it happened in Selby in the early hours of May, 10th 1944. In all, 15 people died. 

In one of the houses destroyed a badly injured 15-year-old girl was the only survivor among 

a family of five. 
 

Halifax Bomber JB789 was involved in night-flight training. It was engaged in take-off and 

landing practice at the airfield just north of Selby, at Riccall. The bomber had already made 

several ‘circuits and bumps’. When it became airborne again at 1am, it was expected that 

within three or four minutes the crew would call the base on their radio seeking permission 

for a further landing. 
 

But this time after take-off, as it flew toward Selby, the Bomber did not gain normal height. 

At precisely 1:02am the aircraft collided with the steeple of St James’ Church then it 

smashed into Portholme Mill and ploughed through adjacent homes. 
 

Numbers 30 and 32 Portholme Drive were destroyed. Number 34 was all but demolished. 

There was server damage, too, to number 36. Other damage was widespread. Fires raged 

at the Mill, at a nearby food store and over an extensive area. 
 

At 30, Portholme Drive young Jean Osbourne survived because, it was believed, she was 

thrown clear when the front of the house collapsed. Her mother Doris (37), her 11-year-

old brother Brian and six-year-old sister Patricia were killed. Jean’s father, 38-year-old 

William Osbourne, was found laying badly injured in the debris but still fully conscious. An 

ambulanceman at the local sugar beet factory, he gave instructions to his rescuers on how 

to give him on-the-spot first aid. But such were his injuries that he died later in hospital. 
 

At 32, Portholme Drive the crash claimed the lives of Mrs Edith Calvert (43) and her ten-

year-old daughter Jean.  
 

At 34, Portholme Drive, Mrs Myra Couttes was in bed at the time of the crash. She got up 

to find the house on fire and two adjacent houses ‘down on the ground’. Her father got out 

of the house then she threw her baby to him out of a window. Then Mrs Coutts and her 

mother tried to reach her grandfather, James Mather, but his bedroom was engulfed in 

flames. So she pushed her mother out of the window and jumped clear herself. The body of 

Mr Mather (63) was recovered later. 
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Selby Times May 2004 contd. 
 

Working as a nightwatchman at Portholme Mill when the bomber crashed, 65-year-old 

James Saynor of Hambleton was severely injured and died later in hospital. The seven-man 

crew of the bob er were also killed. Five of them were Australians. 
 

On the round the death toll could have been far higher, though about a dozen were injured, 

many asleep in their beds had narrow escapes. After smashing through the steeple, parts of 

the bomber struck homes in Massey Row, New Church Terrace, St Mark’s Square and St 

John’s Square. A large section of the fuselage came down on gardens in New Church 

Terrace and blazed fiercely for a time. More wreckage was found in Massey Street. 
 

With aircraft fuel scattered over a wide area, there were about 30 separate fires. As the 

house next door to the ill-fated Osbourne family blazed, a man and his wife escaped by 

smashing a bedroom window and climbing down a rope made of sheets. 
 

There was considerable damage too to property around St James’ Church. As the bomber 

collided with the steeple, tons of masonry were hurled through the air, and the Vicar of St 

James’, the Revd W.P. Mason was among those who escaped injury. “I was in bed but 

awake” said the Vicar “when I heard a crash like the falling of the world around my ears. 

Falling stonework smashed through the roof of the church at the north-west end of the nave. 

The steeple’s bellringing carillon was destroyed and two bells crashed into the nave. 

Masonry fell, too, into the churchyard and vicarage garden. “When I looked out of the 

window I saw flames” added the Vicar “Half-dressed, I ran out to do anything I could”. 
 

St James Church was built in 1867. This disaster came only nine months after the paying 

off of a debt on the restoration of the bells and steeple. 
 

But why did this appalling crash happen? Though the pilot was training in night-flying, 

when Halifax JB789 took off after midnight it was to perform a practice routine it had 

undertaken several times before. According to evidence given at the inquest on civilian 

victims, the pilot had made several flights with an instructor followed by two in which he 

had been in solo control. 
 

At Riccall, the bomber’s take-off appeared to be entirely normal. On previous flights that 

night it had safely passed over Selby without incident. This time, however, the ‘plane 

approached Selby at a height of 200 feet. It’s normal altitude would have been higher. At 

the time of take-off the aircraft was believed to be fully serviceable. Between take-off and 

the crash the pilot had no contact with ground control. If the bomber developed a fault on 

take-off the pilot apparently had no time to report it before the crash occurred. Eye-

witnesses said there was no sign of fire on the aircraft before it struck St James’ steeple. 
 

Explaining his inquest verdict of Death by Misadventure, Coroner Mr Will Bentley said “I 

don’t feel completely satisfied that there was anything unduly wrong with the aircraft. It 

does not seem to have had any defects. It may be, but I hope it wasn’t, that the pilot was 

flying lower than he should have been.” 
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In Loving Memory 
 

 
  

The Grave in Selby cemetery in which Billy Calvert was later laid to rest 
alongside his beloved wife and daughter. The headstone was paid for by a 

collection raised by the people of Selby. The funeral service at the graveside 
in 1944 included an RAF fly-past. In 1995 the ashes of Billy Calvert´s second 

wife, Doris were also interred in this grave. 
 

Inscription: 
 

Sacred to the memory of EDITH ELEANOR CALVERT aged 42 years 
and also of her beloved daughter JEAN killed in the aeroplane disaster  

10th May 1944.  
“In the midst of life we are in death” 

 

Billy, Doris and Jean at Flaxley Road, Selby c. 1952 
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In Loving Memory of 

 
 

Jean Ann Anderson, nee Calvert (1947-2010) 

Jean Sylvia Calvert, nee Driver (1934-2002) 

Gordon Stanley Calvert (1929-1996) 

Theodosia (Doris) Calvert, nee Jackson (1906-1995) 

Bernard William Calvert (1927-1986) 

William Calvert (1897-1954) 

Edith Eleanor Calvert, nee Tyreman (1900-1944) 

Jean Calvert (1933-1944) 


