
 

 

 

WW2 Spitfire pilot shares his wartime experiences for RAF 
Centenary 
 
On 1st April 2018, the RAF will celebrate 100 years since its formation. The Royal 
Star & Garter Homes, a Charity that provides specialist care for veterans and their 
partners who live with disability or dementia, has been privileged to care for many 
RAF veterans in its 102-year history. Once such resident is Second World War 
Spitfire pilot Phillip Johnson. To commemorate the RAF centenary, here we share his 
incredible story. 
 
Phillip joined the RAF on his 18th birthday and 
underwent the demanding Spitfire pilot training in the 
UK, Africa and Egypt. Once his training was complete 
Phillip was flown to Malta and joined 185 Squadron. 
 
In 1944, 185 Squadron moved to Italy, and operated 
as a fighter-bomber unit supporting the Allied 
advance up the length of Italy. Phillip explains, “The 
Army would tell us where German tanks were holding 
them up. Our job was to destroy the German Army as 
best we could so the British Army could move on. It 
was critical work.” 
 
Phillip remembers one occasion when his plane was 
struck by enemy fire, “There was a lot of flak coming 
from the ground. We swooped in, attacked the tanks 
and made towards the sea.  When I landed, I noticed there was a great big hole in 
the rear of my plane. It would have been a very different story if it had hit me or the 
fuel tank.”  
 
In early 1945, Phillip was posted back to the UK and joined 174 Squadron whose 
objective was to help with the air offensive over Germany. The aircraft flown by 174 
Squadron was the Hawker Typhoon, meaning Phillip had to re-train. 

 
Typhoon engines were noted for being ‘temperamental’, 
something Phillip experienced, “On one flight, the engine 
cut out. I had to find a landing place pretty quickly. I glided 
down to land in a large field. I got it down alright but broke 
the aircraft’s back. It caught fire and I got out quickly!” 
When Phillip returned back to the station, the Squadron 
Leader ordered him to be back up flying again in two 
hours’ time. Phillip explains, “That was deliberate. It didn’t 
give me time to think about what went wrong.”  
 
Not only did the RAF provide Phillip with adventure and 
camaraderie, it was where he met his future wife, Doreen, 
who was a mechanic in the WAAF: “As soon as I saw 
her I knew straight away she was the girl for me.” Phillip 
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and Doreen shared a happy 66 years of marriage together. 
 
Phillip came to The Royal Star & Garter Homes in June 
2017 shortly before his 94th birthday after he finally began 
finding it difficult living on his own at the family home. In 
November, during the Remembrance Day commemorative 
Service held at the Home, Phillip wore his medals for the 
first time in his life. The Charity’s emphasis on being part of 
a military family helps many veterans to reconnect with their 
military past and comrades that were so important to them 
during their service.  
 
When reflecting on his time in the RAF, Phillip remains very 
modest about his actions. “It was just part of the career. It’s 
what we had to do, so we just did it.” 
 

Ends 
 
For further information please contact: 
 
Diane Fisher 
Press Officer 
e: diane.fisher@starandgarter.org 
t: 0208 481 7669 
 
Cally Madden 
Marketing & Communications Manager 
e: cally.madden@starandgarter.org 
t: 020 8481 7692 
 
Michelle Danks 
Senior Marketing & Communications Manager 
e: michelle.danks@starandgarter.org 
t: 020 8481 7691 
 

About The Royal Star & Garter Homes: 
 
The Charity provides award-winning care for veterans and their partners who 
live with disability or dementia. 
 
The Royal Star & Garter Homes is a charity founded in 1916 to care for the severely injured 
young men returning from the battlegrounds of the First World War. Today we provide 
specialist care to the whole military family in our friendly, state-of-the-art Homes. Disabled ex-
Servicemen and women, and their spouses, can all benefit from our pioneering approach to 
nursing, dementia and therapeutic care.  
 
We are in the process of building new Homes around the country to provide specialist nursing 
care for disabled ex-Service people in the best modern surroundings, including dementia care 
facilities to address this growing need. The Charity has award-winning Homes in Solihull, 
West Midlands, and Surbiton, Surrey, which also enables the Charity to offer interim care for 
young disabled Service personnel. Following the successes of the first two Homes, a third 
Home in High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire, is being built, with a planned opening in 2018.  
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We are proud to have enjoyed Royal patronage since our foundation, including that of Her 
Majesty Queen Elizabeth II from 1953 to the present day. 
 
The Charity celebrated its centenary in 2016: providing specialist care for disabled veterans 
since 1916. 
 
Twitter: @starandgarter 
Facebook: facebook.com/starandgarter 
Website: www.starandgarter.org  
 
 
 

The Royal Star & Garter Homes is a member of the National Care 
Forum – the leading voice for not-for-profit care providers. A national 
perspective may be available from info@nationalcareforum.org.uk or 
by contacting 02476243619. More details on NCF available 
at www.nationalcareforum.org.uk. 
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