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Cumbria at War
1939 - 1945

Chapter 7

Not Coming Home
The Fallen.



Sergeant Navigator

John Scaife

Sanderson

son of 

Mr and Mrs Sanderson, 

farmers, 

of Row End Farm, Tebay.

John was just one of 

many, many Cumbrians

who never came home 

from the war.
2All the documents concerning John can be found in Cumbria Archive Service, 

Kendal. WDX 1484/3/1. 



John’s brother kept a file of all the 

documents connected with John’s 

death in the war. The file is now 

kept in the Archive Centre in 

Kendal.

The file is a fitting tribute to the 

sacrifice of one family, and must 

stand as an acknowledgement of 

the sacrifice of so many families 

in the war.

This is a newspaper cutting, 

reporting John’s loss.
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John’s last 

letter home to 

his brother. He 

said he would 

be on leave 

next week. In 

the end, he 

never went on 

leave.

The full letter is 

10 pages; he 

mentioned 

comrades who 

had been lost.

He described a dangerous operation over Germany, from which they were lucky to 

return safely

3rd January 1945
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This is a Halifax, the same  type of  heavy bomber 

that John was flying in when he was lost.

© Pathe



The letter from Dad to Tom, telling him that the policeman brought a telegram to say 

John was reported missing. “We  had a bright, cheery letter on Saturday 

morning  to say he was coming on leave this week. . . . It is grand to know that 

he was ready. There are lots of sad nearby homes but we know where to seek 

strength and grace for our time of need.”

8th January 1945

6



The official letter from the 

Ministry, telling John’s Dad that 

he was missing, presumed dead.

The plane crashed in Belgium. 

When it crashed in January, 

Belgium was in German hands. 

By the time of this letter, the crash 

site was in British hands, and the 

wreckage had been identified. But 

there were only 4 bodies out of 

the crew of 6, and John’s body 

had not been identified.

It was often not possible to 

identify human remains in the 

wreckage of a plane crash.

19th April 1945
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A few days later, another official letter told John’s family that his body 

had been found, “some little distance away from the wrecked aircraft.”

He was identified by his clothing. “It is hoped that definite knowledge of 

your son’s resting place will afford you a small measure of consolation in 

your great loss.”

2nd May 1945
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A Surprising Letter

Amazingly, one of the crew survived the crash. He had been taken prisoner 

by the Germans, and only recently “turned up.” Here the survivor explained 

exactly what happened on the plane.

13th June 1945
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The last letter from 

the ministry.

It told John’s father 

how much pay John 

was owed when he 

died. He was also 

entitled to an income 

tax refund, because 

of his sudden death.

The total amount the 

family received was 

just over £86.

6th September1945
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John’s family used the 

money to set up a prize 

fund for the Sunday 

School where John had 

been a teacher.
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A couple of year’s later, John’s brother Tom visited the grave in Belgium. 

He was angry to discover that the grave stones were incorrect. You can 

see that John’s name and date of death are wrong. On the left, Tom has 

noted down what was on the “Grave,” on the right “Actual” is what it 

should be.

Tom wrote several letters to the ministry before they corrected it. 12



The war took the lives of many 

people who were not in the 

armed forces. 

Dear Madam,

It is with the deepest regret that I 

have learned that your son, Mr. 

George Acton, who was serving in 

the Merchant Navy as A.B. has been 

recorded as supposed drowned whilst 

on service with his ship.

Your son upheld the noble traditions 

of the Merchant Navy and I may 

perhaps hope that the realisation of 

this may help to soften the heavy 

blow that has fallen upon you.

Believe me, yours sincerely,

Leathers

Minister of War Transport

This document is included in “WW2 People's War,” an online archive of wartime memories contributed by members of the 

public and gathered by the BBC. Article ID: A4268243 The archive can be found at bbc.co.uk/ww2peopleswar'

You can see this letter at BBC People's War Website 
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George Acton was a crew member on the British ship, 

SS Empire Leopard. The ship was sailing from 

America with supplies for Britain when it was 

torpedoed by a German U-Boat on 2nd November, 

1942. You can find full details at: BBC People's War

George was one of four Whitehaven men serving as 

sailors on the Empire Leopard. None of them was ever 

found. 

Mrs Acton must have been very upset by the letter; 

she had heard nothing for six months.  Mrs Acton had 

two sons on the Empire Leopard. Although Lord 

Leathers’ letter mentions only George, his brother 

William  had also been lost.

This interview is part of “WW2 People's War,” an online archive of wartime memories contributed by members of the public 

and gathered by the BBC. Article ID: A4268243 The archive can be found at bbc.co.uk/ww2peopleswar'
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Mining became more 

dangerous in the war.

The miners worked hard to 

extract more coal, but were 

short of men and equipment. 

Many young and 

inexperienced  men were 

drafted into the mines. For 

these reasons, the accident 

rate went up.

Cumbrians like John Hornsby 

lost their lives while they were 

doing their duty and helping 

Britain to win the war.
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Cumbria at War, 1939-1945
A Role Play Exercise in seven chapters for use in secondary schools.

Chapters:

1. Introduction: VE Day, Cumbria, May 1945. 

2. In Uniform: those who served in uniform in Cumbria.

3. Working: those who worked in Cumbria to help win the war.

4. Home Supplies: how Cumbrians got what they needed in the war.

5. Away from Home: evacuees, and Cumbrians serving overseas.

6. Missing Home: prisoners of war, Cumbrians and Germans in 
Cumbria.

7. Not Coming Home: remembering those Cumbrians who fell in the 
war.
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