Squadron Leader Melvin ‘Dinghy’ Young DFC

Old Amesburian & Dambuster Pilot

Plague at Amesbury School unveiled on Friday 16" May 2025, the
82nd anniversary of the Dambuster Raid



Introduction

Unlike the other leaflets in The Society's series, as explained below, this leaflet has
been prepared, at short notice, following the rediscovery just in time for the 82"
anniversary of the Dambuster Raid, that this remarkable man had been a student at
Amesbury

Background
Curiosity is a wonderful thing.

Following one family’s traditional Christmas viewing of ‘The Dambusters’, a current
Amesbury pupil’s curiosity about the crews of Squadron 617 led to a chance
discovery, resulting in a short chain of events which culminated in an Avro Lancaster
bomber flying over Amesbury School, Hindhead as part of its VE Day 80"
Anniversary celebrations: the majestic plane dipping its wings in honour of a fallen
Old Amesburian.

On a rainy winter’s day, armed with just a few names of pilots who had stood out in
the film - Guy Gibson, Melvin ‘Dinghy’ Young and Les Munroe - the pupil set about
researching what they could about these heroic figures. Guy Gibson; the dashing
leader of Squadron 617, Munroe, the down to earth New Zealander, and Melvin
‘Dinghy’ Young, with his quirky nickname and Oxford Blue rowing blade hung up in
his quarters.

Thanks to the power of the Internet, it wasn't long before the pupil had made quite
the discovery; it appeared that, just like him, ‘Dinghy’ Young had spent his early
years at Amesbury. What an amazing find for any plane-loving nine year old; a hero
pilot who had gone to his school!

Surely, there was a wealth of information somewhere in the archives about this?
But, there wasn't.

Somehow, in the passage of time, general awareness of Melvin Young'’s link with
Amesbury had disappeared.

Further research, and commemoration, of Melvin's life was clearly needed, so
contact was made with The Haslemere Society in order to dedicate a blue plaque to
him, proudly unveiled today.

The key moments of Young'’s short life are shared in this leaflet, although there are
many details omitted through restrictions of time and space. Further reading is
suggested at the end.

| cannot thank the Young Family and Arthur Thorning, Young'’s biographer, enough
for all of their thoughtful contributions and kind blessings of our commemoration of
Melvin.



Curiosity is what drives our need to learn. The initial enquiries into Young’s life have
prompted subsequent research projects by current students into the Old
Amesburians of the time, and their roles in the Second World War. This had been
aided greatly by Fraser Skirrow, who has himself a longtime association with
Amesbury, who shared his findings from the school’s Book of Memorial.

Each Old Amesburian who served has their own fascinating story, and it is apparent
that even deeper research about each of them is required in order to create a
detailed archive. There is hope that, in the coming years, the school will raise a
permanent memorial to commemorate each by name; to mark their sacrifice and to
preserve their memory for future generations of Amesburians, to encourage further
curiosity, and to learn from the past.

But, for now, on the anniversary of the Dam Raid, we return our focus solely to
Melvin ‘Dinghy’ Young, Old Amesburian and Dambuster.

Tory Wiklund

Teacher at Amesbury

Squadron Leader Melvin ‘Dinghy’ Young
Egypt, 1942



Early Life

Henry Melvin Young - known as Melvin - was born
on 20" May 1915 in Belgravia, London.

The son of a British

father, Henry

George Melvin

Young, and an

American socialite

mother, Fannie

Forrester Young

(nee Rowan),

Melvin enjoyed a

comfortable

childhood that

included regular travel to the United States, horse
riding and visits to the family beach hut at
Littlehampton.

Melvin’s father was intent on him having a British education, choosing Amesbury
School as the most fitting place for this — quite possibly as he was friends with the
Head at the time. Although, in time, this was to become a serious point of contention
between his parents.

Melvin at Amesbury School

During his time at Amesbury, Young appears to have been
a decent all-rounder. Whilst not shining in the more
traditional school sports, such as rugby and cricket, (there
being no mention of him in team lists during his time at the
school) he led an active life, particularly enjoying the
camaraderie of the Scout Troop, having enrolled in it soon
after starting at the school and quickly progressing up the
ranks of Foxes. Interestingly, his father is noted as playing
in the annual Father-Son cricket match in July 1927
(Fathers narrowly beating Sons), although clearly Melvin
did not share the same keenness with the sport.

Shortly after joining the school in the 1926 Prize List, Melvin is mentioned for
attaining First in Swimming [Beginners], demonstrating determination and a will to
succeed, even when a novice.

Melvin also gains a mention in July 1927, for representing Amesbury in a new inter-
school spelling competition, scoring 64/100. The writer of this news piece is keen to



point out that those who took part all did so voluntarily, high commendably so.
Analysis of his contemporaries’ scores show that Melvin was by no means the best
speller who took part, but it is, perhaps, another insight into his character, revealing
the keenness to step-up to new challenges, even at a young age.

Other school news which helps to paint a picture of what
Melvin’s life at Amesbury was like in 1927, includes mention
of the fire-drill practice at Bracklands (one of the school’s
buildings) with all boys whizzing out of a window down a
canvas chute. This photograph from 1943 lets us see
almost exactly how that would have been in Melvin’s time,
and it must have been a thrilling experience for a child.

Also noteworthy in the News of Trinity Term 1927, was that

‘An aeroplane circled over the field, and took air-photos of

the sports.’ This must have caused great excitement for

both pupils and staff at the time. These photographs, such
as the one below, are still available to view online at ‘Britain From Above’ and give us
an exact view of what Amesbury was like in Melvin’s time.

Thorning, author of the comprehensive biography on Young, 'The Dambuster Who
Cracked The Dam’ almost rather too briefly summarises that Melvin’s education at
Amesbury “seems to have been both efficient and humane”.

As an aside, having already traced Melvin’s contemporaries in the war, reading The
Amesburian brings more than a hint of sadness. Seeing such familiar names, which
regularly appear in its pages, enjoying school life to the fullest, full of promise,
representing the school in sports or performing in plays; yet ultimately knowing their
fates which lay just a short time ahead under the dark veil of war.



Life After Amesbury

As he approached the end of his time at Amesbury,
Melvin sat the entrance exams to Charterhouse and,
despite not gaining a scholarship, was granted a place
there. But it was decided within the family that, rather
than remaining in Surrey for his education, Melvin
would move with his mother and sisters to California,
where he would enrol at Webb School. His entry in the
Webb yearbook, published when he left the schoal,
shows that he very much retained the traditional
English upbringing of his formative years.

Following leaving Webb in

1930, Melvin was sent across the country to Kent School
in Connecticut, where he found a settled school life,
greatly enhanced by learning to row. This was to become
such an important development for Young as, like many
who do not take so naturally to running or ball sports, he
found his place very easily in a rowing boat. It was also
during his time at Kent, that he first met the Rawson
family. He spent much time at their home, with them very
much becoming like a second family to him and clearly
developed a fondness for their daughter, Priscilla.

Over the course of the following years, Henry and
Fannie’s continued disagreement about the best course
for Melvin’s education resulted him in moving back to the
UK in order to attend Westminster School. There, he
continued his love of rowing; boating out of the school’s
boathouse situated on the embankment in Putney. Melvin

remained in England for the remainder of his education,

eventually attending Trinity College, Oxford to read Law,

where his father had also studied.

Oxford Life

A hard worker, Melvin gained a commendable second
class honours in his Law degree, but much of Melvin’'s
true dedication during his time at Oxford lay with rowing,
rather than his academic studies.

Although at 6ft linch, Melvin was a statuesque fellow, he was not by any stretch of
the imagination of the traditional taller and leaner ‘rower build’. But what he did seem
to display was an awful lot of grit. Melvin represented his college successfully



several times and, by 1938, Melvin had won his place in the two seat of the Oxford
Blue Boat.

On the day of the race, 2" April, 1938, The Times commented:

Young at No 2 is a little short and slow by reason of his stiffness, yet he has won
many races against quicker, more supple oarsman by sheer hard work.

The 1938 Boat Race was the first one ever televised. The remarkable footage is
available today via Pathe; it begins with a charming introduction of the Blue Boat
crew to the television audience, sprinkled with good-humoured jostling, and includes
footage of the actual race.

Consensus was that Melvin was exactly the sort of chap wanted in a boat when the
going got tough. And the 1938 Boat Race was particularly tough. A close race,
battled out over increasingly choppy water as it approached the finish near Chiswick
Bridge.

The Observer’s correspondent suggested that "the race will rank as one of the
closest and most exciting in which the two Universities have ever engaged.” Whilst
former Oxford rower, G. I. F. Thomson, writing in The Observer, claimed "one can
scarcely have hoped for a more interesting or thrilling race".

Oxford’s gritty victory was to mark the end of Cambridge’s years of dominance.
Rowing required absolute dedication and teamwork.

Melvin exemplified both.



It was whilst at Oxford that Melvin was accepted into the Oxford University Air
Squadron (OUAS) in 1937, commencing training in an Avro Tutor biplane at
Abingdon.

On his new recruit, Flight Lieutenant Charles Whitworth (who was later to become
station commander at Scampton at the time of Operation ‘Chastise’) commented:

This member is not a natural pilot and is still rather coarse on the controls. He
improved considerably during the fortnight. He is very keen and has plenty of
common sense. He made some good cross country flights.

As time went on with his air training, Young’s skills seem to have lent themselves to
the flying of bombers rather than smaller fighter craft. Indeed, Thorning notes that,
when addressing boys at his old school, Kent, about his time at Oxford, Melvin
reflected:

| had always been a clumsy oarsman, both at Kent and at Oxford, and my instructors
found me clumsy flying, so was detailed to fly a bomber. Flying a bomber is not
unlike being the middle man in an eight-oared shell.

Yet again, Melvin’s perseverance paid off. Towards the end of his training, his flight
school instructor remarked that he was an "above average pilot" with "above average
officer qualities. A likeable personality and a very satisfactory pupil”.

By the end of his training, war was looming and combat inevitable. During this
period, Melvin wrote the following in a letter to the headmaster of Kent College:

Since we had to have a war, | am more than ever glad that | am in the air force ......
though | haven't yet had to face any of the conflict and killing of war. | am not
frightened of dying if that is God’s will and only hope that | may die doing my duty as
| should. In the meantime, | remain as cheerful, | think, as ever and try to keep others
SO.

Melvin joined N0.102 Squadron RAF, flying bombers, including the Vickers
Wellington. On 9th May 1941, he first earned his Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC).
He was deployed on missions often accompanying convoys across the Atlantic, as
well as later being stationed in Malta and Egypt.



It was on one such passage across the Atlantic, on 7" October 1940, that Young
completed his first successful ditching into the water. The crew survived onboard a
small life dinghy for 22 hours before being picked up. Melvin displayed remarkable
leadership qualities, remaining positive and encouraging his crew to be positive
despite bitterly cold waters. The crew’s SOS message to the war office remained
filed in an outtray, but remarkably, they were spotted by a passing US liner, the
rescue being captured on camera.

Shortly after, Melvin survived another ditching, this time in the English Channel, off
Plymouth. This resulted in him gaining the nickname ‘Dinghy’; RAF humour being
employed at its finest to honour their illustrious rowing comrade.



Melvin’s ability and steady temperament led
to him being selected to carry out more
training of recruits, both in the UK and USA,
which included several months of being
stationed in Washinton D.C. and visits to US
Airbases lecturing to US bomber crews who
were to be stationed in the UK.

Whilst living in the United States, he married Priscilla
Rawson in August 1942, having known her since his
days at Kent. Mervin and Priscilla spent several happy
months together and she was able to accompany him
on his airbase visits.

Shortly after the marriage, Melvin returned to the UK
and continued to impress his seniors, being awarded a
Bar to the Distinguished Flying Cross on 18" September
1942.

Priscilla was not able to return with Melvin: they were
never to meet again and she never remarried.



Melvin's reputation as one of
the foremost Allied bomber
pilots was ever-growing and he
was soon promoted to
Squadron Leader.



Operation ‘Chastise’ — The Formation of Squadron 617

Meanwhile, at the top level, a plan had been hatched to strike Germany’s industrial
heartland of the Ruhr Valley through the use of Barnes Wallis’s new ‘bouncing
bombs’, codename Upkeep. This was designed to skip over the torpedo nets
installed on the dams, as well as sinking to the bottom to ensure a large explosion
right in contact with the dam wall.

With Upkeep’s development complete, Air Marshal Sir Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris,
Commander-in-Chief of Bomber Command, instructed Wing Commander Guy
Gibson to put together a new squadron especially for the operation; Squadron 617.

The squadron was tasked with breaching the Mohne, Eder, and Sorpe dams in
Germany's Ruhr Valley using the bouncing bombs

Upkeep had to be released about 450 yards from the dam, at 220mph and 60ft
above the water. The raid was to be carried out at night, deep into enemy territory.
The best bomber pilots and crew in the land were clearly required.

Many of the new recruits were personal recommendations of Gibson, to be
transferred from his previous squadron, but there were several notable additions,
such as Squadron Leader Young, who were specifically requested for their skills and
temperament. It was clear that joining the newly formed squadron was not an
optional invitation, but very much an order.

The middle of May was chosen; there would be a full moon and the dams would be
full.

There was less than two months to prepare.

Young has been credited with taking on much of the training of 617 Squadron during
this short period. Despite having no experience of flying Avro Lancasters before
March 1943, his international training experience and strong reputation meant he
was made one of just two flight commanders for the operation.



Secrecy around the mission was so tight that even the two flight commanders were
only allowed to know the targets on 15" May; the rest of the pilots finding out on the
day of the raid.

Young's wider contribution to ‘Chastise’ is best realised through the reflections of
Squadron 617 contemporaries.

Thorning notes how Gibson greatly valued him in the development of the squadron
“Melvyn [sic] has been responsible for a good deal of the training which made this
possible. He had endeared himself to the boys.”

Sergeant Fred E Sutherland, Les Knight's front gunner of AJ-N (N-Nancy) wrote that
Melvin:

...had this booming voice with an Oxford accent. He seemed to be very popular with
his fellow officers... | was an NCO, so | knew nothing of his personal life. He must
have been well regarded by W/C Gibson to be selected as a Flight Commander.

Geoff Rice, pilot of AJ-H (H-Harry), noted how Melvin “lived with a typewriter, a
fantastic administrator.”

Sergeant George L Johnson, McCarthy’s bomb aimer of AJ-T (T-Tommy) reflected:

My recollection is of one who was absolutely dedicated to his work but who, at the
same time, had a very pleasant sense of

humour. Those who knew him better spoke very

highly of this first class ability as a pilot, a point

which was exemplified by his two successful

ditching.

Flight Lieutenant Les Munro recalled how Young
used to sit cross-legged up on the floor,
preferring to hold his tankard around the body of
the vessel, rather than the handle. There is a
cartoon from Melvin’s Trinity days, which depicts
Young cross-legged at the bottom of the picture,
rather amusingly trying to keep order.

Whilst Melvin was undoubtedly dedicated to his
role, it is a refreshing mark of the man that
Gibson also humorously commented of his
second in command that, Young was able to
down a pint faster than anyone, if he chose to
do so.



The Raid

On the night of 16" May, 1943, nineteen
Lancaster bombers, each armed with an
Upkeep mine, flew out of RAF Scampton in
Lincolnshire.

Melvin piloted Avro Lancaster ED877 / AJ-
A ‘A-Apple’) forming part of Gibson’s First
Wave raid on the M6hne Dam.

After a three hour flight, the first plane lined

itself up on the Méhne Dam. Leading by

example, Gibson (AJ-G-George) made the first run on the dam, flying in darkness at
240mph, dangerously low altitude of 60ft and being attacked by flak. AJ-G
successfully released his Upkeep mine, but without any impact on the dam wall. Two
more runs were unsuccessful (Hopgood — AJ-‘M-Mother’ and Martin AJ-‘P-Popsie’),
with the mine either failing to deploy or bouncing over the dam wall and exploding on
the power station below.

The planes were coming under an increasing amount of flak.
German witnesses at the dam observed this of AJ-A’s run:

At that moment the third (sic) aircraft began its attack. We began firing at his and hit
it with a number of shots — but it was only 20 mm and what could that do to a large
aircraft? Any damage would be pure chance. The gunners on board the aircraft were
firing at us. We saw a necklace of tracer coming towards our tower. Everyone
wanted to get out of the way of these enormous glow-worms, but had our duty to
keep firing.

Young’s ‘Upkeep’ was released and was seen to make ‘three good bounces’, sinking
in contact with the wall — now considered as the first one to do so. It had led to
unnoticed cracks and severe weakening of the structure.

Following the breach of the M6hne Dam, after Maltby’s (AJ-J-Johnny) fifth run, all
craft were sent home, apart from Young’s crew, which joined Gibson to support the
wave of Lancasters attacking the Eder Dam. Here, AJ-G and AJ-A bravely drew flak
to allow the armed aircraft to make attacking runs at the dam. Eventually, the Eder
Damn was also breached, but not without further loss of aircraft and men. The call
was made to return to base and the attack on Sorpe Dam was called off.

The Dam Raid was effectively over. Now, to get home.



The Fate of AJ-A

On the return flight home, in the early hours of 17t May, after a seemingly uneventful
flight out of Germany and across Holland, Gibson lost contact with Young’s aircraft
near the Dutch coast.

AJ-A was about twenty minutes from home, but did not return to base.

Out of the nineteen Lancaster crews that departed on the evening of 16" May, only
eleven returned.

As leader of the mission, it was the responsibility of Gibson to contact Melvin’s next
of kin.

My dear Mr Young,

It is with deep regret that | write to confirm my telegram advising you that your son, Squadron Leader
Henry Melvin Young DFC, is missing as a result of operations.

Squadron Leader Young was a great personal friend of mine and was himself largely responsible for
the success of this operation. He was deputy leader of this raid and | watched him drop his load in
exactly the right position with great precision. Afterwards we led the raid on the Eder Dam and he and
| flew on the return journey back to base. Somewhere, however, between the target and the enemy
coast he ran into trouble and has not returned.

If as is possible your son was able to abandon his aircraft and land safely in enemy territory, news
should reach you direct from the International Red Cross Committee within the next six weeks. Please
accept my sincere sympathy during this anxious period of waiting.

| have arranged for his personal effects to be taken care of by the Committee of Adjustment Officer
and these will be forwarded to you through the normal channels in due course.

If there is any way in which | can help you please let me know.

Yours sincerely, Guy Gibson

Despite uncertainty of events at the time, the account of how AJ-A was downed is
now well documented in Robert Owen’s book ‘Breaking the German Dams’.

Although exact details of withesses differ slightly, such as the gun sizes that were
being fired at the aircraft, it appears that the tail of the Lancaster was hit by gunners
as it passed over the Dutch coast at 2.58am near Wijk aan Zee.

The plane landed heavily on a sandbank about 100 yards from the shore, and broke
up upon impact. There were no survivors. Over the following weeks, the bodies of all
crew members washed ashore near Bergen aan Zee.

The crew of AJ-A now rest together in Bergen General Cemetery.



Crew of AJ-A

Squadron Leader Henry Melvin Young DFC (Pilot)

Flight Sergeant Charles Walpole Roberts (Navigator)

Flying Officer Vincent Sandford MacCausland (Bomb Aimer)
Sergeant David Taylor Horsfall (Flight Engineer)

Sergeant Lawrence William Nichols (Wireless Operator)
Sergeant Gordon Arthur Yeo (Front Gunner)

Sergeant Wilfred Ibbotson (Rear Gunner).

After the Raid

Those who did return on 17" May, returned to great national celebration and pride,
the squadron being visited by the King and Queen in the following days.

Whilst the mission was largely considered technically successful, in that two of the
dams were breached, resulting in extensive flooding the industrial areas below and
halting productivity in the region for several months, for those who were hoping for a
larger long-term impact, it was not the accomplishment that the jubilant news of the
day suggests.

‘Bomber’ Harris saw the mission as a terrible
waste of some of his best pilots, especially
for very little strategic return. He did not
order any further such raids were for the
remainder of the war. With fifty-six men
missing, presumed dead, the engineer
Barnes Wallis, felt the loss grievously and
vowed to do all he could to prevent such
tragedy in future.

A memorial is dedicated to all those of
Squadron 617 who lost their lives in the war
lies in Woodhall Spa, near RAF Scampton,
totalling 158 7-man crews.



In the Netherlands, Melvin and the crew of AJ-A are still remembered today, thanks
to the work of Jan and Macy van Dalen and the families of the crew.

They have all also helped in the bringing together of this pamphlet, knowing that the
younger generation will now be aware of the selfless commitment of AJ-A.

Ted Young, Melvin’s nephew, shared this poem, which he wrote for the dedication of
the memorial in 2018.

This now stands in Castricum aan Zee, in memory of the crew of AJ-A.

Ted was keen for us to share the poem today so that we may proudly commemorate
one of our own;

Melvin ‘Dinghy’ Young, Dambuster & Old Amesburian.

Proud servants of a cause
Youthful
Selfless in devotion
Players in a conflict
we who were not there
cannot imagine
Took wing
Lit a flame of hope
In their darkest hour

A world of clearer menace
A design long in creation
A crew of singular purpose
A promise kept
A mission fulfilled
A journey home
That did not come

Tended with care
Over the months
And the years
And the decades
The stones that mark men's lives
Speak to us still
If we will listen

The Young Family, Castricum aan Zee
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The family’s favourite photograph of Melvin,

taken immediately after his rescue from the Atlantic



