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The Battle of Britain occurred

over the skies of Southern

England in 1940. It lasted four

months and involved pilots from

at least twenty different

countries. In British history it

ranks along side Waterloo and

Trafalgar in its significance. 

 

It was the strangest of conflicts,

as unlike previous air battles

there was not a land battle

going on at the same time. 

 

The British population watched

as pilots fought in the skies

above them. Planes crashed

and people died, but life went

on. In the evening it was not

unusual for Allied pilots to go

down the pub.

Over 540 Allied pilots died in

the conflict, which delivered the

first major defeat to German

armed forces during World War

II and prevented the invasion of

Britain. The heavily 

outnumbered Allied pilots

became known as The Few as

they were described in Winston

Churchill’s famous war time

speech.

There were at least 30 pilots

and air crew who fought in the

Battle of Britain who had an

Australian connection. Kenneth

Christopher Holland was the

10th Australian casualty to be

killed in action, and at twenty

years old the youngest. His

involvement in one of the most

significant battles of the Second

World War was quite by

chance. 

 

Born in Sydney on 29

January, 1920 Kenneth Holland

grew up in the Waverley area.

His father was from Cowra and

met his wife Ina at Weymouth

in England during World War I

whilst serving with the

Australian Imperial Forces.

They moved back to Australia 
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Excerpt from Winston

Churchill's wartime speech of

August 20, 1940.
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in 1919. On return his father

Harold Holland was medically

discharged from the AIF

suffering from ‘shell shock’.

Records indicate that the family

were living in Bondi from 1923,

then settled in Tamarama in the

mid-1930s. The eastern

suburbs were an area that was

changing rapidly, Bondi

Pavilion opened in 1929 and

marked the explosion in

Australian beach and surf

culture. According to a school

friend, Neville Gray, Holland

spent his formative years rock

fishing along the coast,

shooting rats with air rifles, and

hanging around the Tamarama

Surf Life Saving Club. Holland

joined the Club at 15 as a

junior, his membership

application listing his

occupation as ‘student’. Holland

attended the Intermediate High

School at Randwick (now

Randwick Public School),

where he got A’s in English and

French, and B’s in History and

Latin for his intermediate

certificate in 1934.

During his time at the Surf

Club, Holland met the

mysterious Mr Ripley.
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Tamarama Surf Life Saving

Club, group photo, undated.
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Group photo at the Airspeed

Company, circa 1938. KC

Holland, back row far left.
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A wealthy businessman who

ran a market gardening

business in Sydney., Hugh

Ripley was very involved in the

Surf Club, and made a number

of financial donations over the

years. At some point in 1935,

Ripley extended an invitation to

Holland to accompany him

back to England and to sponsor

his further education in aviation

engineering at the Airspeed

Company in Portsmouth. Their

departure is noted in the

Tamarama SLSC minutes,

stating simply that “K. Holland

has accompanied Major Ripley

to England”.

The aviation engineering

course was developed and

coordinated by Neville Shute

Norway, later to become a

famous author (A Town like
Alice) and Australian resident.

While Holland was attending

college, he was given the

nickname ‘Dutchy’. A friend of

his from college, Phillip

Markham recalls: 

“I remember Dutchy very
clearly. He was a cheerful
outgoing person but not so
extroverted as most Australians
I met later!”



When not at college, Holland

lived with Ripley in a farmhouse

near Camelford on the North

coast of Cornwall. At the end of

1936 he and Ripley made a trip

back to Australia, where they

rejoined the Tamarama Surf

Life Saving Club. Holland

earned his Bronze Medallion in

surf life saving in December,

and then returned to England

and his studies in 1937.

 

During 1936 the British

Government announced a

major expansion of the Royal

Air Force (RAF). The RAF

Volunteer Reserve was formed

to provide flying lessons for any

suitable candidate to learn to fly

at weekends. Holland joined

the RAFVR sometime around

1938, after his 18th birthday.

With the outbreak of the

Second World War in

September 1939, Holland was

called up full time into the ranks

of the RAF for pilot training. He

was posted to Perth, Scotland

for training in Tiger Moth

biplanes. Only one in four

trainee pilots were selected for

fighter pilot training.

In June 1940 he was posted to

152 Squadron at Ackrington in

Northern England. On 10 July

the squadron were posted to

Warmwell Airfield in Dorset two

days before the Battle of Britain

commenced. They were

directed to defend the Portland

/Weymouth area and channel

shipping.

 

Life at Warmwell during the

Battle of Britain would have

been tense. The Airfield was

attacked on a number of

occasions, with pilots reported

missing or killed in action on a

daily basis. The level of stress

during September for the 152

Squadron was documented by

P.O Roger Hall in his book

Clouds of Fear (1975):

“Our two Spitfires hummed
easily along the air paths........
The world of last night seemed
a long way off, and I wondered
how, by contrast to this ecstatic
feeling I had now. I could never
have descended to the general
debauchery which
characterised last night's
behaviour. I wondered what the
alternatives were. Were we to      
sit in our rooms to read a book,
or sit in the mess and do a
crossword puzzle or read all
about the war, or write letters to
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152 Squadron, Warmwell

Airfield, 1940. KC Holland,

kneeling front row, far right.

Newspaper report of the air

battle in which KC Holland died,

28 September, 1940. Bath

Chronicle.
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our loved ones in case we got
no further opportunity, or
should we go to the cinema? I
didn't think any of these
activities would really be
adequate as a sequel to the
day. It would be physically
possible to sit down by oneself
in one's room and read a book
after fighting Germans at a
great height and at great speed
at intervals during the day - but
it would be unnatural. It was no
longer a mystery to me why
fighter pilots had earned such a
reputation for being somewhat
eccentric when they were on
the ground. I knew why it was,
and I knew that if I were alive
this evening I should get drunk
with the others and go
wherever they went.”

Squadron records show that

Holland took part in a number

of actions during September,

and that he was responsible for

the destruction of at least 3

enemy aircraft. 

Kenneth Holland was killed on

25 September, 1940 whilst

attacking German planes

returning from bombing Bristol.

Combat reports state he was

involved in shooting down a

German bomber, but was hit by

return fire. He crashed behind

the church at Woolverton, with

the German bomber he’d just

shot down.

He was cremated on 2 October,

1940 at Weymouth. His ashes

were removed by Hugh Ripley

on the same day. There is

some mystery to where the

ashes might have ended up.

The most likely scenario is that

Ripley kept them until his death

in 1964 in South Africa. 

There are a number of

memorials for Kenneth Holland,

with our local Waverley one

inside the Tamarama Surf Life

Saving Club. He is also listed

on the Roll of Honour at the

War Memorial in Canberra. 

In England there is memorial at

Tintagel church in Cornwall,

and at Weymouth

Crematorium. His name is

listed on the Battle of Britain

monument in London, and a

memorial stands at Woolverton,

on the site of his death.
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Spitfire of the 152 Squadron

downed on the same day as

KC Holland. The pilot, Devitt,

survived, though the fuel tank

had been hit by return fire.

Memorial in Tamarama SLSC.

Woolverton Memorial, at the

site of the fatal crash of KC

Holland.


