
AIR VICE-MARSHAL J.E. “JOHNNIE” JOHNSON
CB, CBE, DSO**, DFC*, DL
TOP SCORING RAF PILOT OF WORLD WAR 2

In August 1939, after gaining his “wings”, he was first posted to 19 
Squadron which at the time was too heavily involved in the Battle of 
Britain to absorb a ‘rookie’ pilot: he was transferred, therefore, to 
616 Squadron, Auxiliary Air Force, which was not in the thick of air 
fighting at the time. There his previously broken collar bone began 
to plague him afresh and he found flying extremely painful and 
difficult. Opting to have an operation to correct the condition, he 
returned too late to participate in battle but was to gain valuable 
experience in 1941 when 616 flew on fighter sweeps over France 
as part of Douglas Bader’s “Big Wing”. He frequently flew No 2 to 
the wing leader and was with him in the dogfight that led to Bader 
being shot down over France and taken prisoner.

He opened his account on June 26th 1941 when he shot down his 
first Messerschmitt Bf 109 and by September, his score had risen 
to six;, he also had been made a flight commander and awarded 
the DFC.  By this time, however, the Spitfire was encountering stern 
opposition from the new Focke-Wolfe Fw 190, which could 
out-manoeuvre it and possessed formidable armament; it was not 
until the Dieppe raid of August 19th 1942, by which time he had 
been given command of 610 Squadron, that he had his first Fw 
190 kill.

Early in 1943 he was appointed leader of the Canadian wing at 
Kenley and over the next four months the wing took a severe toll of 
occupied France’s fighter defences, with him adding over a dozen 
more kills to his own tally in that time.  In September 1943, by which 
time he had brought his score to 25, he was rested from operations 
and given a staff appointment at Headquarters, 11 Group. 

Returning to operations in command of another Canadian wing in 
March 1944, he was involved in the intensive air attacks on the 
occupied Continent which preceded D-Day and he continued to 
add to his tally of combat victories.  At the D-Day landings he led 
the wing four times over the Normandy beaches and, after the 
landings themselves, he led his wing to Normandy where it 
became the first Allied fighter unit to operate from French soil since 
the fall of France four years earlier.

In Normandy his wing supported the advancing allied armies by 
taking on the enemy’s fighters and he was flying over Berlin when 
he first encountered the Russian planes which were besieging the 
city.  His last combat victory came on September 27th 1944 in the 
skies over the battle for the Falaise Gap. He shot down an Fw 190 
that day, but– for the first time during the entire war during which he 
had flown over 700 combat missions – his own aircraft sustained 
damage when it was struck by a single cannon shell.

His wartime tally of 38 made him the top RAF Pilot of WW2, a tally 
which was exceeded by only South African “Pat” Pattle who was 
credited with 41 kills on the Middle East and Eastern 
Mediterranean fronts.

After the end of the war he was offered permanent commission 
and stayed in the RAF.  In 1950 he was attached to the USAF and 
flew with them in the Korean War.  Among his later appointments 
was the command of RAF Wildenrath in the 2nd Tactical Air Force 
in Germany, 1952-1954, and he was commander of the V Bomber 
base at RAF Cottesmore from 1957 to 1960. His last appointment 
was as AOC Air Forces Middle East from where he retired in 1966. 
In June 1960 he was made a CBE and in 1965 was promoted Air 
Vice- Marshal and appointed a Companion of the Order of the 
Bath.

In the 1960s his Spitfire was immortalised by Airfix’s 1/72nd scale 
model which carried on the fuselage a maple leaf motif and the 
letters ‘JE-J’; indeed, most models and pictures of Spitfires feature 
his plane with his initials.



He published both in his own account and jointly a number 
of books.

In 1969 he founded the “Johnnie” Johnson Housing Trust – 
conscripting Sir Douglas Bader to give him support – a 
charitable housing association for people in need which is 
still going strong today. He died on January 30th 2001 and 
his life was celebrated in a Service of Thanksgiving at St 
Clement Danes Church in the Strand. 

Later that year his medals fetched a world record sum of 
£241,500 and in 2017 his wartime diary of 1942 was sold 
for £16,000.

In recent years his story has been fully recorded in three 
books by the aviation historian, Dilip Sarkar, and also, in 
novel form, by Graham Wilding.



JAMES EDGAR JOHNSON
LOUGHBOROUGH GRAMMAR SCHOOL 1924-1932

James Edgar Johnson was born on 9th March 1915 in 
Barrow-upon-Soar, son of Alfred Edgar and Beatrice May Johnson. 
Alfred was an officer in the Leicestershire Constabulary and, on his 
appointment to Sergeant in Loughborough, the family moved to 
147 Meadow Lane and ‘Jim’ joined Cobden Street School from 
where he entered Loughborough Grammar School in September 
1924 at the age of 9.

His fees were paid for by his mother’s brother, Uncle Charlie, who 
had been awarded a Military Cross in the Great War and was now 
managing a rubber plantation in Malaysia.  A bachelor, he saw the 
potential in “Johnnie”, as he was now known, and on his return 
visits to the UK, used to excite Johnnie and his younger brother, 
Ross, with stories of his military experience and travel. 
Johnnie soon settled to academic work and for a year and a half 
made good progress but increasingly found the pace hard to 
maintain; by the end of his second year and throughout his third 
year he was consistently bottom of the form with no great desire to 
learn. Moved from the ‘A’ stream to the ‘B’ stream, however, 
Johnnie found the academic pace more to his liking and was 
consistently in the top third of the form. With his academic 
problems seemingly behind him, his father’s promotion to 
Inspector in Melton Mowbray – and thus the family’s subsequent 
move to 53 Welby Lane in Melton – meant that a difficult decision 
had to be made regarding Johnnie’s education and it was Uncle 
Charlie who first suggested – and  then paid for – his boarding at 
the school. 

Illness resulted in Johnnie missing the whole of the second half of 
the Spring term of 1929 and he never really recovered from this, 
failing his School Certificate the following year: this meant he had to 
repeat the year but he finally gained his Oxford School Certificate 
in July 1931. Throughout this period he was a typical adolescent 
boy, always in trouble and always up to something and had 
several ‘painful’ visits to see Mr Pullinger, the Headmaster. 

Outside the classroom, however, he excelled. He played the lead 
as ‘Lush’, the aged butler, in the School’s production of “Ambrose 
Applejohn’s Adventure” in 1931 but it was in sport that he was to 
make his name.
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He played right half for two years in the School’s successful 1st 
football team, where he was well known for his ‘heading’ skills, 
winning his colours for the season 1930-31.

He was also a member of the 2nd XI Cricket team but it was in 
running that he was to excel. He remains the only boy ever to win 
Senior House Cross Country three years in a row, recording 
victories in 1930, 31 & 32. 

In the School Sports Day of 1931, two years younger than the other 
competitors, he won both the mile and half-mile and the 
‘Loughburian’ reports how keenly they anticipated his attempts at 
the school records in future years. 

 
Unfortunately, those attempts did not take place as in March 1932, 
following a further breach of the school rules, he was asked to 
leave the School and he left to become articled to the Borough 
Surveyor in Melton before graduating as a civil engineer at 
University College, Nottingham in 1937.

Although the circumstances of him leaving the School may not 
have been ideal, he never forgot the School which for seven years 
had provided him with a great source of fun, especially in the 
boarding house and on the sports field. After the war he was to 
make a spectacular return, via helicopter, to open the School Fete 
in 1957.

Following his death in 2001 the School held a special assembly to 
remember his life and work, the only old boy ever to be granted 
such an occasion.

In his will he left money to the School for a prize to be awarded in 
his name – the ‘Johnnie’ Johnson Award for Outstanding 
Leadership and Service to the Community. He also left money to 
enable boys in the middle of their A level course to engage in the 
summer holidays in activities that ‘he would have approved of’.  
Each year a large number of boys submit ideas for such activities, 
the most imaginative being chosen to be funded, and since 2004, 
80 boys have benefited from the awards. Activities undertaken 
have ranged from working on a crocodile farm in Malawi to 
learning Kung Fu at the Shaolin Monastery; cycling part of the ‘Tour 
de France’ to busking in Italy; and visiting Chernobyl to 
investigating the ‘Heart and Soul’ of non-league football by visiting 
pre-season games in London. 

Not surprisingly, his Spitfire features on the recently installed 
stained glass window in the School, a permanent reminder to the 
boys of the achievements of a truly great man.
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