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Lt Cdr Sir Jocelyn Buxton Bt VRD RNR

An Appreciation

I am Henry Jones-Davies, the oldest of Jocelyn's sons-in-law, husband of his daughter 
Frances, and father of three of his grandchildren; I am honoured, very greatly honoured, and 
at the same time tremendously humbled by being asked to say a few words at his memorial 
service.

I knew Jocelyn for just under a quarter of a century, and yet the details of a rich and varied 
life with daring and excitement, and no small degree of glamour, made themselves known to 
me, bit-by-bit and very often by chance.

Jocelyn was a quiet man, a man of peace, a gentle man - in each and every sense of the true 
meaning of that much misused word, and in every outward representation of it. The Athenian 
tragedian Euripedes wrote: “The good and the wise lead quiet lives” and to so many, 
Jocelyn’s was a quiet life.

And yet the quiet man and the quiet life belied a steely toughness, a capacity for adventure, a 
thirst for daring, and a serious capacity for bravery. For those of us who cannot fly, we know 
that to be a pilot demands degrees of skill and daring, confidence, coordination and courage 
well beyond our reach; and Jocelyn possessed all these qualities prodigiously.

Brought up in an age where great toughness and self-discipline were demanded for boys and 
medicines were for girls only, one saw through ones travails with stoicism, with grit and 
determination.

His sister Phyllida has described to me how in the summer of 1938 Jocky and two of his 
sisters set off on pushbikes from Romsey all the way to the Glasgow Empire Exhibition 
which, with war approaching, represented the final showcase of the British Empire. This 
meant a round trip of 860 miles which they undertook, often holding onto the back of lorries 
to carry them up hills. They returned home a pallid grey from head to foot having completed 
their journey in the back of a cement truck and were coated in a thick layer of cement dust. 
Can anyone imagine undertaking such an expedition today?

Then there was the serious engineer with a meticulous eye for detail and the way things 
worked. As a young man, Jocky always had a series of old cars which he enjoyed taking to 
pieces, meticulously cleaning and oiling all the parts before rebuilding them. Among these 
was a 1923 Rolls Royce. His love for Rolls Royces endured and one of these ended up in 
Khartoum, the preferred mode of transport for expeditions into the desert.

There are stories - on which he would seldom dwell, and if so then grudgingly, always 
downplaying his own role - of perilous flights protecting the Arctic Convoys, of being shot 
down by German fighters off the coast of Norway and miraculously rescued, of flying a Sea 
Fury to bomb road bridges disrupting the Communist supply lines to the front in the Korean 
War, of, quite frankly, hairy, desert-hopping expeditions in small planes to the remotest 
regions of sub-saharan Africa, of a long trek with his father and several cousins to the summit 
of Mount Ruwenzori, of polo matches and parties, and buffalo hunts with the Kabaka of 
Buganda - a family friend. Incidentally he achieved no little fame as the first person in Britain 
to volunteer for service in Korea in 1950.
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This is less the life of the quiet man of later years than that of a veritable Boys’ Own hero -
the sort of life, in fact that the boys of my own generation and younger can only dream of. A 
wonderful, vibrant and at times thrilling existence, the details of which we wish we knew 
more.

Of all his interests, flying was a passion. In 1942 he underwent eighteen months training with 
the Fleet Air Arm, six of which were in Canada, and was sent as a Wildcat pilot to the aircraft 
carrier HMS Campania, tasked with protecting the perilous Arctic supply Convoys to 
northern Russia.

I am told that flying from a small escort carrier like the Campania in Arctic waters, with short 
winter days in icy seas with primitive radar control, meant a quick death if one crashed into 
the waves with no hope of rescue, was some of the most challenging flying possible in 
wartime.

He was three times mentioned in despatches for his part in shooting down Blohm und Voss 
BV138 long-range reconnaissance flying boats. In a raid on German positions in Norway 
Jocky was shot down into the sea but mercifully picked up by a destroyer. This was not the 
only occasion. A faulty fuel gauge caused his Wildcat to ditch into arctic waters and the 
records tell us: “Sub-Lieutenant JCR Buxton picked up OK by submarine”. It strikes me that 
it is thanks to the crews who came to his rescue on these occasions that we are all here today.

After the war he spent time in Uganda working on a number of projects for the Uganda 
Company, and returned to Africa after his service in Korea to work with his cousin Ron 
Buxton, based in Khartoum, engaged in various ground-breaking construction projects, ail of 
which involved flying small aircraft.

In 1960 he met and married Ann, daughter of Frank Smitherman, then British Consul in 
Khartoum, and his wife Frances. Ann was to be his companion, support and lodestone for 
over half a century, and after a long, happy, successful and fruitful marriage, Jocky wrote in a 
short memoir “of all the things I have done in my life, the best was to marry Ann”.

Returning to England he continued to fly as a commercial pilot until retirement, which saw 
the perhaps inevitable return to the home county of Norfolk - and from personal experience, 
Norfolk is a county no Buxton ever really leaves. He saw his three daughters married, and 
delighted in the company and progress of his nine grandchildren. They have in Jocky a 
perfect template for noble behaviour, for good manners, for probity, for decency and for 
loyalty.

Family was of paramount importance to him. He was very conscious of his family's long and 
distinguished history and its legacy. Buxton family connections and family loyalties were 
crucial: he studied diligently the delicate intricacies of the tangled web of consanguinity 
between the Buxtons, the Gurneys, the Barclays. His knowledge was as detailed as it was 
broad.

His extraordinary humility was shown by the fact that he felt unworthy to assume the 
responsibility of the Buxton Baronetcy; and yet will undoubtedly prove to be one of its 
greatest holders. The family knows that the First Baronet, the Emancipator, would have been 
inordinately proud of his tenure of it.
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He was, in truth, in Chaucer’s words a “verray, parfit, gentil knight”, a rare and good man 
who loved “trouthe and honour, freedom and curteisye” above all things. The lines of John 
Gillespie Magee, American aviator and poet born two years before Jocky, but who died, aged 
19 while serving in the Royal Canadian Air force in December 1941, are often read to 
remember flyers. 

Some lines of the poem run thus:

“Sunward I’ve climbed, and joined the tumbling mirth Of sun-split clouds, - and done a 
hundred things You have not dreamed of - wheeled and soared and swung High in the sunlit 
silence.”

Jocky has indeed done the hundred things we have not dreamed of, and many more. We will 
remember him as, at all times, supremely courteous, a good listener, a wise counsellor, a 
loving husband, father, grandfather, cousin, uncle, and friend. To meet him once was never to 
forget him. His presence, on any occasion, was always calming and reassuring.

But above all his was a good life - and can any of us hope to be remembered for more than 
that? 

It was a life that most certainly made the world a richer, kinder and more decent place. 

His passing has made it poorer.

16th May 2014 


