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This is the story of Flying Officer Ronald Jack Cooper DFC. He was a country boy 

from a farm in the locality of Eurongilly not far from Junee in the Riverina district 

of New South Wales.  

At aged 20 in 1939 he was selected for a short service commission in the Royal Air 

Force (RAF). He was one of a group of twenty-two: young men with ambition and 

a thirst for excitement. They all sailed to England together to learn to fly. The world 

was their oyster! 

The Second World War broke out while they were sailing to England.  

Within eighteen months of receiving their RAF commissions, eleven of them had 

been killed or declared missing in action. Jack Cooper was the eleventh. 

At age 22, as a pilot of a Vickers Wellington bomber, he was lost in action over 

Derna on the North African coast of Libya. 
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Preface 

 

How I came to research and write Jack CooperΩs story is explained in the early sections of this 

document. There were elements of chance and curiosity, but driven by a deep sense of empathy for 

both Jack and his parents that came from the brief but potent message on his memorial plaque.   

Mulling over those words in the starkness of a lonely road-side setting eventually led to a compelling 

need to discover who Jack Cooper was; and the circumstances of his short life and tragic death. 

The result is contained in the following pages. 

IΩm not an historian; least of all a military historian of any sort. If I have an amateur interest in history, 

itΩs mostly related to ancient and medieval history, although one might cogently argue that much of 

modern even contemporary history has its roots in the past.  

That aside, one aspect of delving into the life of Jack Cooper that struck me forcefully was the 

coincidence of his bombing raids and places of outstanding historical, archaeological and architectural 

interest. Although Libya is host to some impressive Roman-era structures, it was Sicily and Rhodes that 

caught my attention. Both places have unique mixes of Greco-Roman, Byzantine and Islamic legacies 

inherited from the conquests of emperors and empires past.   

It was somewhat consoling to realise that the Wellington bombing raids on Palermo in Sicily were 

narrowly targeted to the docks and shipping, leaving untouched the irreplaceable architecture of the 

several άArab-Normanέ World Heritage sites in the city dating from the 12th century Norman Kingdom 

of Sicily. Similarly, bombing raids on Rhodes were aimed at specifically military targets such as airfields; 

and even though in one case very close to the town of Lindos, its Acropolis, which has vestiges of so 

many eras and powers, remains the dominant feature of the area.  

Sicily ς especially Palermo ς has been an attractive destination for some time because of its rich mix 

of Ancient, Norman, Byzantine and Islamic cultures.  More recently Rhodes has attracted my attention 

because of the historical tussles of the 16th century between the Ottomans, notably Suleiman the 

Magnificent, and the forces of the Knights of Rhodes and their European backers.  

No doubt if I get to Sicily or Rhodes, IΩll recall that Jack had flown over some time before; and will feel 

grateful and relieved that those planning the raids obviously chose their targets carefully and 

selectively.  

IΩll also recall the efforts and sacrifices of so many young men like Jack whose 1941 bombing raids from 

their North African bases provided a vital brake on and counter-offensive to Axis plans at a time when 

Britain and its Commonwealth Allies had their backs against the wall and the USA had yet to enter the 

war.    
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Who Was R J Cooper? 

Ronald Jack Cooper was a country boy from a farm in the locality of Eurongilly not far from Junee in 

the Riverina district of the State of New South Wales. At aged 20 in 1939 he joined the (British) Royal 

Air Force (RAF). At age 22, as a pilot of a Vickers Wellington bomber, he was lost in action over North 

Africa. 

How I Met H im  

My first meeting with R J 

Cooper was a very brief 

encounter. It was only some 

time later that this brief 

encounter took on a life of its 

own. 

In February 2016, I was 

returning from a family visit in 

Wagga Wagga in the Riverina. 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ǘǊƛǇ LΩŘ ŘƻƴŜ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǘƛƳŜǎ 

so decided to find some 

Riverina back roads through 

the farmlands to make the ride a bit more interesting. I was on a minor sealed road heading north-east 

from Wagga Wagga when I spotted a small, somewhat unkempt memorial. Being curious, I stopped 

and explored. 

A nearby sign identified the locality aǎ 9ǳǊƻƴƎƛƭƭȅΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ƛǘ ƛǎ ς ŀ ƭƻŎŀƭƛǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ ŀǎ 

such, although there is a bush fire brigade shed. I subsequently discovered that Eurongilly also has a 

public school ōǳǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ it on that visit. 

On the verge of the road were four brick pillars supporting white wrought iron gates. The two centre 

wider gates bore a wrought iron inscription that announced that ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ άw W /ƻƻǇŜǊ aŜƳƻǊƛŀƭέΦ One 

of the pillars had this plaque:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

R J Cooper Memorial at Eurongilly 
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Behind the pillars and wrought iron gates, drought-dried long grass camouflaged what seemed to have 

ōŜŜƴ ŀ Ǉƭŀȅ ǇŀǊƪ ƻŦ ǎƻǊǘǎΦ ! ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƳŜǊǊȅ-go-round languished at the far end. A heavily over-grown 

tennis court sat forlornly alongside the park. It looked a lonely, desolate sight that so suited the impact 

that was fast taking effect as I read the plaque over and over again. 

Without knowing what R J Cooper looked like, he was already becoming an image in my mind. A young 

man used to outdoor farm life, a hard-worker, suntanned, a weather-beaten hat sitting awry on his 

head and his baggy work pants dragging in the dry dirt; just like the several photos I have seen of 

cousins of a similar age who lived in similar circumstances.  

But there was a big difference in the case of R J Cooper. From the farmlands of Eurongilly, his short life 

took an exciting turn. He joined the RAF. But not much more than two years later, he met a lonely 

death in the dark (as I would later discover) somewhere high over the Libyan coastal town of Derna. I 

wondered how he ended up so far away from his home in Eurongilly. 

Slowly, I began to take in the other plaques on the pillars. The centrepiece of the memorial was 

obviously R J Cooper; and it seemed to have been the creation of devoted parents. In fact, as I would 

learn, it was the initiative of the Eurongilly-Mitta Mitta Patriotic Association (lingering from war-time 

fervour but now long defunct). The other plaques honouring Eurongilly locals in World War II and the 

Vietnam War revealed not only the broad extent of local involvement but also the depth of the 

CoopersΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ, with four names from World War II (all brothers) and one from Vietnam (a son 

and nephew of the brothers). 

Eventually, with some reluctance, I moved on, wondering about Eurongilly and R J Cooper. 

R J Cooper Memorial with Plaques 
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Discover ing his Life  

It was several weeks later that I realised a part of me hankered to discover who 

R J Cooper was and how and why he ended up over Derna on that fateful night. 

My first bit of 

tangible evidence 

about him came from 

a search of The 

Australian War 

Memorial site.  That 

gave me his full name 

for the first time: 

Ronald Jack Cooper. 

Also his service 

number and unit: 

43281, No. 38 

Squadron (RAF).  

 

In the collection of the Junee Historical Society and Junee Broadway Museum there was a hand-written 

life of the Cooper family by Ronald CooperΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ όǳƴŘŀǘŜŘ ōǳǘ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻύΦ 

It revealed something of his early life and that he was called Jack rather than Ronald or Ron. 

Slowly, I came to piece together more of his short life.  

This is the story of Jack Cooper. 

Jack in Eurongilly  

WŀŎƪ ƎǊŜǿ ǳǇ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ 

farm in the district of 

Eurongilly. His grandparents 

had settled there at a time 

when they had to clear the 

land by hand; and start from 

scratch with sheep and later 

with wheat. Jack was the 

second youngest of six 

children ς five boys and one 

girl.  

WŀŎƪΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΣ ŀǎ 

with his siblings, was at the 

Former Cooper Property άWarooέ 

Kids at Eurongilly Public School learning about Jack and his medals 
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Eurongilly Public School, which I found and visited on a subsequent trip; and told the school kids about 

Jack Cooper. The school is located at the corner of the original Cooper property on a piece of land 

ŘƻƴŀǘŜŘ ōȅ WŀŎƪΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΦ  

WŀŎƪΩǎ high school education was undertaken as a boarder at the Yanco Agricultural High School in 

Yanco, a small town in the Riverina area of south-western NSW. He attended Yanco from 1933 to 1937, 

finishing with his NSW Leaving CertificateΦ   IŜ ŜƴǊƻƭƭŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ {ȅŘƴŜȅΩǎ CŀŎǳƭǘȅ ƻŦ 

Veterinary Science, where he spent 1938. He dropped out at the end of the year and returned to his 

ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ 9ǳrongilly farm where he spent the first half of 1939.  

Lǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƭƻƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ мфоф before he revealed his longer-term ambitions.  

Introduction to the RAF  

Early in 1939, Jack either spotted or was made aware of an advertisement in newspapers: 

Gentlemen of the Dominions, Colonies and Territories under the Crown are 

ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǇǇƭȅ ŦƻǊ {ƘƻǊǘ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ Iƛǎ aŀƧŜǎǘȅΩǎ !ƛǊ CƻǊŎŜ..Χ!ǇǇƭȅ 

to RAAF H.Q., Melbourne. 

Such a process had been in place since 1927, although until 1938 the invitations had been directed at 

Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) officers who had graduated from the RAAF Officer Training School at 

Point Cook.  This invitation of early 1939 might have been the first and ς because of the declaration of 

war later in the year ς certainly the last one inviting applications from young men who may have had 

no flying training at all.   

Hundreds applied, but only twenty-two applicants were accepted. Jack was one of those twenty-two. 

Their letters of acceptance, dated 5 June 1939, directed them to embark on RMS Orama; and report 

at the flying training school (in Britain) on 26 September 1939.  

 

RAF Recruiting Drive 
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Journey to Britain  

In Brisbane on 31 July 1939, 

RMS Orama began its 

collection of these aspiring 

RAF pilots. Jack and eight 

others of the twenty-two 

boarded the Orama in 

Sydney on 12 August 1939. 

From there, the Orama 

continued its mission to 

Melbourne, Adelaide and 

Fremantle, from where, 

with all twenty-two now 

together, it steamed into 

the Indian Ocean on 

21 August 1939. 

 

Their voyage to Britain took them first to Colombo, the capital of Ceylon ς ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ {Ǌƛ [ŀƴƪŀΦ !ǎ ǘƘŜȅ 

re-boarded after some sight-seeing in Colombo, their excitement was soon replaced by more sobering 

news of a change of route. It was deemed no longer safe to continue to the Suez Canal and into the 

Mediterranean Sea. The ship would be re-routed to the east coast of Africa, Mombasa (Kenya) and 

round the Cape of Good Hope, calling into Cape Town (South Africa) and up the west coast to Freetown 

(Sierra Leone). 

Between Colombo and Mombasa, they learned that Britain and its Commonwealth allies had declared 

war on Germany.  Their circumstances and their mood suddenly changed from expectant to 

apprehensive. 

The voyage continued 

round the Cape and on 

to the West African 

port of Freetown.  

Arriving there was 

confronting: their first 

exposure to the reality 

of war. Freetown, the 

capital of the British 

West African colony of 

Sierra Leone, was 

ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ !ƭƭƛŜǎΩ 

strategy during World 

War II. It served as a 

RMS Orama leaving Sydney on an earlier voyage 

On board RMS Orama (Jack is standing at the back third from right) 
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convoy station, with up to 200 cargo and military vessels moving in and out of its well-protected 

harbour at the height of wartime activities. Already war ships were anchored there; and more were 

steaming towards it from Gibraltar. 

RMS Orama eventually docked in Southampton on Friday 13 October 1939, ominously ς some three 

weeks after the originally scheduled date of arrival and over two weeks after their date for reporting 

to the flying training school.  

RAF Training  

The group of twenty-two, by now closely bonded, 

with even closer friendships forming amongst 

individuals within the group, stayed together for 

their early training. The day after their arrival, on 

14 October 1939, they presented themselves at the 

Air Ministry to report for duty.  

Cambridge 
The next day they began their first posting at No.1 Initial Training Wing at Cambridge. Their two-week 

Cambridge posting was all about being introduced to the Air Force and, seemingly, some basic revision 

of the 3Rs.  

Ansty 
It was good news for Jack 

and the others to be told 

that on 30 October 1939 

they were off to No.9 

Elementary Flying 

Training School in Ansty 

near Coventry in the 

British Midlands. Here 

Jack was taught the 

basics of flying and 

learned how to fly Tiger 

Moths.  It was exciting 

for them all. This is 

where most of them had 

their first flying 

experience. Within a day or two, most were getting such a feel for the controls that they were taking 

them for short, straight and level runs. Over the following days, they were extending their skills into 

taxiing, climbing, gliding, stalling, medium turns and finally landings. The landings posed the biggest 

challenge for them.    

 

In expectation of their commissions, the group 
dubbed themselves 22 temporary gentlemen. 
Their commissions would be �´�W�H�P�S�R�U�D�U�\�µ���² 
and, as officers, they would be addressed as 
�´�J�H�Q�W�O�H�P�H�Q�µ���� �,�W�� �Z�R�X�O�G�Q�·�W�� �E�H�� �O�R�Q�J�� �E�H�I�R�U�H�� �W�K�H��
irony of the title was felt. Their first loss was to 
come just three months after receiving their 
commissions when Jack Burraston was killed at 
Cranwell in a training accident on 6 July 1940.  
































