
HOLME FEN SPITFIRE DIG 'EXEMPLAR' FOR 
FUTURE AVIATION DIGS
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The excavation of a Spitfire from its wartime crash site has set the standard for future 
aviation digs, England's historic environment body has said.

The plane crashed in Holme Fen in Cambridgeshire in November 1940, killing Pilot Officer 
Harold Penketh.

Historic England said involving forces veterans in the dig made it "an exemplar for future 
such endeavours".

Veteran Gary Phillips, 57, who suffers from PTSD, said it was "like therapy" because he 
helped a fellow soldier.
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A team from Oxford Archaeology East worked with veterans and service personnel to excavate the 
Spitfire in October, during which some of the pilot's remains were discovered.

Mr Phillips, who is from Liverpool, said: "It's like a fellow soldier and we're going to help him - he 
served his country and died doing it and I lost friends doing the same."

He served with the King's Regiment during the 1970s and 1980s, including tours of Northern 
Ireland.

Two years ago he approached the veterans' mental health charity Combat Stress for help with 
post-traumatic stress disorder, and said "in our day, PTSD wasn't accepted".

Image copyrightOxford Archaeology East

Image captionA minute's silence was held after a fragment of the pilot's bone was found during the 
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dig

Image captionAll those involved in the dig, including Gary Phillips, later attended a service in 
Brighton where the pilot's final remains were laid to rest

The former rifleman was told about Operation Nightingale, which is a military-run Defence 
Archaeology Group project using archaeology to aid the recovery of service personnel and 
veterans injured in conflict.

He said: "It's like therapy - sometimes I can't go out of the house and that has lost me jobs, but this 
is bringing me out of my shell."

Diarmaid Walshe co-founded Nightingale after he identified "a growing need for some form of 
occupational therapy and recovery" for injured personnel.

The Royal Medical Corps sergeant said: "Military personnel are very good at digging holes, at 
working in adverse conditions, as part of a team and to tight deadlines.

"Plus the more physical skills are relevant to archaeology too - spotting colour changes in the soil, 
writing proper reports and observing small details."
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Image captionSgt Perce Percible (right) was one of the RAF team assigned to help with the dig's 
logistics

Archaeologist Stephen Macaulay said the "specific skills" of the military were "incredibly useful" on 
the dig.

The senior project manager added: "They saw him as 'one of us' and we had never worked on a 
dig with that sort of personal connection."

Sgt Walshe said: "We hope that it brings comfort to Pilot Officer Hesketh's family that his death 
has brought some benefit to another human being."
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