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CHAPTER 11 – COMMERCIAL FLYING 
 

 I had no trouble passing the first part of the exams for my ATPL, but the 
second part required flying lessons and a test by an examiner from the Civil Aviation 
Flying Unit (CAFU) at Stansted Airport. It might seem strange at first sight that I 
should need instruction, but it was absolutely necessary to prepare for a totally 
different type of flying environment to that I had experienced in the RAF. 

The first problem to overcome was to get flying lessons without having the 
funds to pay for them! Fortunately I came across Captain Eric Thurston, who ran a 
flying school at Stapleford Tawney that you can see nowadays as you travel west 
towards the M11 along the M25. Eric was very understanding and knowing that I was 
going to receive a terminal grant at the end of my service allowed me to have flying 
lessons on the fly now – pay later scheme. Not only that but I did a lot of flying with 
him for nothing by accompanying him on commercial flights around the country. This 
was not entirely altruistic since he was always in danger of exceeding the maximum 
hours he was allowed to fly each month and by putting me down as ‘Captain’ he 
didn’t need to log the hours!  
 I flew the Piper PA23 Apache 
similar to the one on the right. A lot of my 
instruction came from a female instructor, 
which along with the new environment was 
something of a shock to the system. Her 
name was Deli Gray-Fisk and I believe she 
later became the first woman captain with 
BEA. She was an excellent instructor from 
whom I learnt a great deal. 

I did all this flying during my terminal leave in September and October 1968 
and I eventually passed my IRT with CAFU thus gaining my ATPL, that I still keep 
for old times sake. The fact that the date on it is 1978 is because one had to renew it 
every ten years with a new photograph. 

 Getting an ATPL was one thing, but finding a 
job was quite another matter. I had had another 
frustrating interview with a nebulous prat at MOD as 
part of the resettlement scheme for officers leaving the 
service. This chap was about as much use as an 
ashtray on a motorbike, since he told me that it was 
most unlikely that I would get a job as a civilian pilot! 

Thankfully I took no notice of this idiot and as 
luck would have it I became aware of a new airline 
starting up at Gatwick from the ‘ashes’ of Transglobe, 
which had just folded and which had been flying the 
Canadair CL44 swingtail shown in the next picture. 
Transglobe had flown IT (Inclusive Tour) passengers, 
but the new airline, Tradewinds, was to be all cargo. 

Having been on the dole for ten weeks since 
leaving the RAF I was more than glad to be taken on 
by Tradewinds as a First Officer at a salary in excess 

of that which I had in the service of Her Majesty. 
I started the course at Gatwick towards the end of February 1969, and what an 

eye-opener this was for me, being used to the structured and disciplined courses in the 



 2 

RAF. I found life in the world of commercial flying much more relaxed and it was 
very much left to the individual to make sure that he, or she, passed the appropriate 
examinations. In this case the exam was the ARB (Air Registration Board) type test 
for the CL44 and until you have passed it you are not allowed to fly the aircraft. 

During the course I had a call to go for an interview with Shell for a post as 
one of their executive jet pilots. I didn’t get the job, which in retrospect I was thankful 
for, but at Shell I was treated like a VIP and given the most generous expenses for 
coming to see them. This was not at all what I was used to and I felt that I was going 
to enjoy civil flying in great measure! 

The CL44 was very much like 
a Brittania to look at (compare with 
the photograph in chapter 3), but 
there the similarity ended as the 
CL44 had Rolls-Royce Tyne engines 
and, as can be seen, the tail opened to 
allow cargo to loaded much more 
easily than through the side door, 
which it also had on the port side. It 
could carry a load of 27.5 tonnes 
some 2,700 statute miles. When I 
joined Tradewinds the company was 

operating six aircraft, three on their own behalf and three for Trans Mediterranean 
Airways (TMA), based in Beirut. More about them later. 

My first flight in a CL44 was partly at night and the pre-flight briefing from 
the training captain consisted of, “Get in!” This was quite definitely not what I was 
used to in the RAF, but as it was 1st April I thought it might not be the norm! (By the 
time I became a training captain in February 1973 training of new pilots became much 
more organised.) I completed my basic training as a first officer in just a week, 
considerably less than I expected, and went on my first flight down the route from 
15th to 21st April. This took me to Istanbul, Bombay, Kuala Lumpur, Singapore, 
Darwin, Brisbane, Singapore, Bahrain and then back to UK at Stansted, where we had 
our engineering base. Quite an introduction to long haul flying I think you will agree. 
            While in Singapore I bought a record player, a cassette player, an amplifier 
and two records. Quite how I managed to carry all this home I can’t remember, but it 
has been with us ever since and we still have it set up in our sitting room in our 
present house. One of the other first officers, Pete Button, was avid Hi Fi enthusiast 
and he gave me the plans for a set of four speakers that I set to and made as soon as I 
could. These too still provide us with some excellent listening to music when the 
mood strikes us. 

After a swift trip to Beirut and back to Frankfurt my next trip went to Brussels, 
Fort Lamy (Chad), Kinshasa (Congo), Fort Lamy, Kinshasa and back to Gatwick so 
you can see that I was rapidly getting experience of operating in some very different 
parts of the world. Fort Lamy was the hottest place I had ever been to at the time and 
walking the streets in the city I could feel the heat of the ground through my shoes. 

 TMA operated a regular return service from London Heathrow to Tokyo via 
Frankfurt, Beirut, Karachi, Bangkok, Manila and Osaka and sometimes to various 
parts of the Gulf, Hong Kong and Taipei. For this service we had crews detached to 
Beirut and Bangkok for a fortnight at a time, plus one crew stationed in Tokyo for a 
month and operating between there and Manila with occasional visits to Osaka and 
Taipei. 
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On what was known as the ‘Beirut fortnight’ we stayed in Beirut and operated 
to Bangkok via Karachi and back twice before returning to UK. I flew the route from 
Frankfurt to Beirut and back so much that at one time I could reel off all the reporting 
points on the route, together with the frequencies and callsigns of the beacons, no 
mean feat as there were quite a number of them! In 1969 Beirut was a splendid place 
to be, the weather was usually nice and allowed us to swim in the Mediterranean and 
the hotels, people and food all most agreeable. Added to all this was the allowances 
we received and usually didn’t need to spend, so that with my enhanced salary life 
became quite luxurious compared to my time in the RAF. 

At the end of October 1969 I was posted to Tokyo for a month. I flew to 
Tokyo by courtesy of BOAC (known to all aircrew as Better On A Camel!) in a 
Boeing 707 over Iceland, Greenland, the North Pole and a stop at Anchorage, Alaska 
to refuel. On the trip I was fortunate enough to sit next to a Japanese businessman 
from whom I learned a few basic words of Japanese, a little about their customs and 
how they write the date. When I arrived in Tokyo the date was 45.30.10 in the era 
called Showa. The 45 referred to the number of years since the death of the last 
Emperor. 

Arriving at Tokyo International airport the first thing that happened was an 
illustration of how small the world has become since the invention of the aeroplane – 
I ran into an old acquaintance from my days in the RAF. YCNSTWLEM! 

I was to share an apartment with the flight engineer and had been given an 
address to go to by taxi from the airport. The taxi ride started well enough, but as soon 
as we got downtown the driver kept getting out of the cab and dashing into shops and 
apparently asking the way. I thought, not unreasonably, that I was getting the ‘bums 
rush’ and would have to pay accordingly. Not so. I arrived at the flat for a totally 
reasonable fare, no tip as they won’t accept them, and all was well. I eventually 
discovered the reason for the taxi driver’s strange behaviour – it seems that when the 
first house is built on a road its address is number 1. When the second house is built it 
becomes, logically, number 2 and so on. The fact that numbers 1 and 2 may be a mile 
or so apart and in between are several hundred other houses explains the confusion. 

  In the picture my apartment can 
just be seen, circled, on the far left with 
the Tokyo Tower on the right, which I 
visited to enjoy the view from the top. 
Whilst there I operated to Osaka, Taipei 
and Manila; Manila to Tokyo and Tokyo 
to Osaka finishing in Manila. 

As I had at one point some spare 
time between flights I became a tourist to 
see as much as I could of the country and 

the people. I went on a day tour starting with a coach trip through Yokohama to see 
the Great Buddha at Kamakura, (below), which was built in 1252 and was originally 
housed in a big hall until this was washed away by a 
typhoon and tsunami. From here I went across Lake 
Hakone by ferry to see Mount Fuji, which I was lucky 
to actually see, as more often than not it cannot be 
seen from any distance due to poor visibility. Then on 
a cable car passing high above Owakidani with its 
fissures emitting steam and sulphur that give it its 
name, meaning Boiling Hell. From here a coach took 
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me to the Kowakien Hotel in Kowakidani for some refreshments before boarding a 
‘bullet train’ back to Tokyo. 

One of the delights offered by the hotel was mixed bathing in the nude in the 
traditional Japanese style. Unfortunately I wasn’t there long enough to take advantage 
of this, but I did have time to read the large notice displayed in the hotel foyer 
advertising the facility. This particularly amused me with its exhortation to guests, 
“Please to take towel in lieu of fig leaf!”  

Travelling about Tokyo was not only easy but also cheap using the tube, 
where the approach of the next station was heralded by an announcement on the 
public address system. Using this method of transport I went to see the Meiji Jingu 
shrine on 15th November. This is an important day in the Shinto calendar, called 
Shichi-go-san. It is a festival when children aged 7, 5 and 3 are taken to the shrine to 
pray for their future happiness. It was most intriguing to see all the children dressed in 

highly colourful 
traditional costume with 
their parents also dressed 
up for the occasion. 

These three pictures show the cable car with Fuji in the distance, the view 
from it of ‘Boiling Hell’ and the ferry crossing the lake on the way to the cable car. 

Travelling by bullet train is quite an experience – firstly your ticket has your 
coach and seat number on it. You stand on the platform by the painted number of your 
coach and when the train stops the door is right in front of you. Having found the 
correct seat you then discover it is just like that in an aircraft with a table in front. All 
very civilised and I do believe British trains will soon have similar arrangements 
some 32 years on. There’s progress for you! 
 On another free day I took the train to Kofu, a small town not far outside 
Tokyo, where I was able to see what life was like outside the city. At an auction of 
Bonsai trees I was invited inside, but I dare not move a muscle in case I bought one!  
A lot of the scenery reminded me in many ways of England except that it was much 
more mountainous and because of this I tend to say that Japan is where I would like to 
live if I was exiled from home. 

Soon after my arrival in Japan I needed to get a haircut before my ears 
disappeared under my hair, so I walked down to where I had previously seen a barbers 
shop and sat down in the queue to await my turn. As soon as it came I was led to a 
chair very much as in my local barbers at home, but the first difference was that I was 
set upon by a nice young lady and given a head massage with a hot towel. My hair 
was then cut by the barber after which he enquired if I would like a shampoo. I said 

‘no thank you’ in my best Japanese and 
promptly had a shampoo! I had forgotten 
what I had been told on the flight over, that 
in Japan questions are phrased in such a 
way that to answer in the negative you 
have to say ‘yes’, and vice versa. All very 
confusing when you first get there and 
haven’t got used to the idea. 
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 Towards the end of November I did my last Tokyo, Osaka, Manila trip, but 
this time we didn’t go to our apartment in Manila (above). Instead the three of us 
stayed on board our aircraft for the next leg to Bangkok from where we were to catch 
our JAL flight back to UK. The flight from Manila to Bangkok was different, to say 
the least, as the captain elected to approach Bangkok airport at about 50 feet above the 
ground from around 40 miles. This was most unconventional although not particularly 
dangerous since the land is as flat as a pancake in that area, but it was not unexpected 
from the particular captain we were flying with, who was well known for his 
eccentricities. Only a few months later he was diagnosed as having a brain tumour, 
which explained his bizarre behaviour and from which he sadly died soon after. 
 We arrived in Bangkok in time to witness the festival of Loy Krathong that 
takes place on the night of the 12th full moon of the year. A Krathong is a basket 
made from banana leaves, decorated with flowers, candles and joss sticks. Buddhists 
put all their sins of the past year into this basket and let them sail away down the Chao 
Phraya River thus ridding themselves of their sins and at the same time rewarding 
onlookers with a spectacular sight all the little baskets lit by the candles floating down 
the river with the perfume of the joss sticks wafting across the waters. According to 
the Buddhist calendar 1969 was 2511, i.e. 2511 years since the death of the Buddha. 

Because of my previous RAF flying experience I was promoted to Senior First 
Officer in the comparatively short time of only 18 months and to Captain five months 
later in November 1970, thus I was following in my father’s footsteps both by 
becoming a captain and by travelling all over the Far East as he had done, albeit by 
sea, some 50 years earlier. 

Incidentally my father also started to write his autobiography, entitled ‘You 
Can’t Eat Lavender’, but sadly he died before he had got very far with it and what he 
had written has sadly been lost. I did though discover why he picked on that particular 
title for his book – during the First World War he was a cadet on HMS Mercury, 
which was a shore based establishment training young men intent on careers at sea. It 
was situated in Hampshire at a large country house that had a very large vegetable 
garden to keep the cadets supplied with fresh food. The cadets were assigned for 
duties in the garden to help with the cultivation and this was very popular as there is 
usually something edible in a kitchen garden, Being in his mid-teens at the time and 
perpetually hungry in a time of severe food shortages, father was looking forward to 
his turn to help in the garden. Being an old garden the vegetable plots were divided by 
low hedges of lavender, so it was with a considerable degree of disappointment that 
father found himself ‘helping’ in the garden during the winter months when the only 
thing growing was the lavender, and, as father put it – ‘You Can’t Eat Lavender!’ 
However I digress. 

My first trip in command was to 
Khartoum with a cargo of 27.5 tonnes of 
cigarettes for BAT (British American Tobacco), 
for whom we did a lot of work. Over the years 
we were contracted to BAT we took cigarettes to 
several places other than Khartoum, e.g. Cairo, 
Mogadishu in Somalia, Djakarta and Djibouti in 
Afars and Issas. On the left is a cargo of 
cigarettes being offloaded in Mogadishu. 

At one time it was found that there was a 
small amount of pilfering taking place, usually 
amounting to maybe 10 cartons of 200. It was 
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assumed at first that this was happening at the point of unloading but because the 
practice was increasing the company employed a security agency to try to catch the 
pilferers. Eventually the culprits were found to be the loaders at Gatwick, or ‘Gatnick’ 
as had become known along with the other major London Airport, ‘Thiefrow’. 
Eventually the miscreants were caught and sacked and the problem was resolved. 

 This leads me on to the subject of cargo security. Generally, if a loaded 
aircraft had to be left unattended at night the best security was gained by not telling 
anyone what was on board and by removing the boarding steps making it more or less 
impossible to gain entry. This might seem a somewhat casual approach, but as far as 
I’m aware we never lost any cargo other than the cigarettes. In fact we fairly often 
used to pick up 25 tonnes of silver from Dubai to bring to the UK for refining and this 
was usually loaded and the aircraft shut up for the night while the crew rested before 
departing the following day. No problem as ever encountered with this highly 
valuable cargo. 

The first time I flew a load of silver I walked on board the aircraft, looked 
around and thought it had yet to be loaded. This was because the load was spread all 
over the cargo deck and was only a few inches deep due of the density of silver. It 
was all in different shapes, some like soup plates, some in the shape of WW II 
American army helmets, some had been poured directly into a small depression in the 
ground, and many other weird and wonderful shapes and sizes. When I enquired as to 
the reason, I was told that it all came from India where extraction of silver from the 
local ores was something of a cottage industry and they poured the molten metal into 
more or less anything they could lay their hands on. 

So how did it get to Dubai? It seems that Arab fishing dhows used to collect it 
from India in exchange for gold in what was, apparently, an illegal trade. Once it got 
to Dubai it suddenly became all above board! One of my colleagues once asked a 
piratical looking skipper of one of these dhows if he could go with them on one of 
their trips. He was told in no uncertain terms that although he was welcome to go with 
them, he would not come back! 

Mogadishu was not one of my favourite destinations as the hotel 
accommodation left a lot to be desired. The route we used was from Gatwick to Cairo, 
refuel and then on to Mogadishu all of which took about 15 hours or so. Once there 
the first thing I wanted to do was have a bath or shower to rid myself of the 
accumulated grime. Imagine how I felt when I turned on the tap in the bath and 
nothing came out for quite some time, until eventually there was a sort of gurgling 
and out of the tap came several million tiny ants! However I waited patiently for 
several more minutes and was finally rewarded with water with which I was able to 
get rid of the ants and then have my bath. 

Another destination that I found not particularly agreeable was Djibouti. The 
hotel we were usually put up in was the Croce Del Sud, again very basic, but normal 
for that part of Africa. Another thing I liked to do at the end of a long duty day was to 
clean my teeth, so on my first visit to Djibouti I dived into the so called bathroom of 
the Croce Del Sud where I noticed a small basin in the corner with a single tap. Under 
the basin there were a number of bottles, which I ignored. This turned out to be a 
mistake for when I had laced my toothbrush with paste I turned on the single tap and 
proceeded to brush my teeth, I got a very nasty shock since the water was straight 
from the sea. Ugh! The fresh water was in the bottles under the basin, but it wasn’t 
much better, so after that I used to take a can of  7-UP with me from the aircraft to use 
for teeth cleaning, which I knew was sterile and certainly tasted better. 
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I mention these little incidents lest anyone should get the idea that life down 
the route was all sitting around swimming pools with glamorous hostesses. Our 
catering on board was taken care of by the loadmasters who, to a man, were definitely 
not glamorous! 

Quite frequently we went to Jeddah in Saudi Arabia. Here one was obliged to 
hand one’s passport to the police on entry and collect it on departure. The system we 
used on departure was for the flight engineer to go and refuel the aircraft, the first 
officer would file the flight plan, the loadmaster would check the load and catering, 
while the captain paid the landing and handling fees and collected the passports of all 
the crew. 

On one occasion we had taken off and were 10 minutes into the climb to 
cruising height on the way to Cairo when the first officer said to me, “Can I have my 
passport please skipper?” After turning the air blue for a moment or two I had to 
admit that I had forgotten to collect them! So I called the controller and asked if we 
could return for them. He said that was OK, but that I would have to pay another 
landing fee of around £700. I didn’t think this would be terribly popular with my boss 
so after enquiring as to our destination, the controller said he would put them on 
another aircraft going to Cairo and we could collect them there. Ten minutes later he 
informed us that there weren’t any aircraft going to Cairo that day, but that he had put 
them on an aircraft bound for Beirut from where there were always lots of aircraft 
going to Cairo. 

Knowing that passports are worth a lot of money on the black-market in Beirut 
I thought that would be the last we would ever see of them and I would have to fork 
out for four new ones. Having landed at Cairo we could not get off the airport without 
passports and the Airport Hotel, within the airport area, was full so we had to spend 
the night on what was euphemistically known as ‘The Tradewinds Hilton’, i.e. sleep 
on the seats and bunks aboard our aircraft. Imagine then my total disbelief when at 
about four o’clock in the morning I was roused from a fitful sleep on a seat by a 
knock on the door of the aircraft, which when opened revealed an Arab standing on 
the steps holding our four passports with an elastic band round them. YCNSTWLEM! 

I wouldn’t want to give the impression that all flights with Tradewinds were 
epics of one sort or another, usually they went quite smoothly without anything 
extraordinary happening, but because the company was to all intents and purposes 
operating like tramp steamers of old we quite often found ourselves going to places 
that were not on the itinery we were given before leaving base. 

In November 1971 I took off from Manston with a load for Kano and Lagos, 
expecting to return direct to Gatwick. While in Lagos I got a telex from the 
Operations Director, Ted Parker instructing us to go to Buenos Aires. These sorts of 
telexes were known to all crews as ‘Regards Parker’ messages as he always signed 
them thus, and they were usually telling one to go somewhere unexpected. As we 
didn’t have the necessary charts and airfield information I replied asking where I 
could obtain the relevant data, to which I got a terse telex telling me to ‘obtain 
locally’. This was a joke, since nobody on the airport at Lagos had ever heard of 
Buenos Aires, let alone had any information on the place. Fortunately the navigator 
with me, Ginger Adams, was an old RAF hand at the game and by furkling in his nav 
bag for a moment came up with a South Atlantic chart he had used some ten years 
previously. 

After erasing the lines on it we set off for Recife in Brazil and from there, after 
a stopover, we made our way to Buenos Aires. Of course it was dark when we arrived 
at Recife (it always seems to be dark landing at somewhere new), but fortunately the 
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weather was clear. Not having any airfield information with us I was blissfully 
unaware that quite close to the airfield are some fairly high mountains that I was able 
to see the next morning and which gave me a bit of a surprise. Again it was fortunate 
Ginger was with me since he spoke a smattering of Spanish that made it possible for 
us to communicate with the Argentineans, none of whom spoke any English. We 
returned to UK via Recife and Sal in the Cape Verde Islands with a load of formula 1 
racing cars. Sal is pretty close to what I imagine a moonscape looks like – totally 
barren volcanic rock and definitely not on my list of holiday destinations. 

On another occasion I flew direct from Lagos to Buenos Aires, which at 1414 
hours, all of it over the sea, was pretty boring as one part of the South Atlantic looks 
very much like the next. It is flights like this that give rise to the saying that long haul 
flying is two ten-minute periods of sheer terror divided by hour upon hour of 
unmitigated boredom. This is particularly true in some parts of the world where you 
are pretty much the only aircraft around. 

Like one occasion when we were flying from Colombo to Perth at night. The 
route took us over the Cocos Islands where Australians run air traffic control. As you 
may or may not know, everything said on RT is recorded both in the aircraft and by 
ATC for use in case of accidents. It just happened that somebody on the crew had 
brought with them a book of Limericks, several of which began, “There was a young 
man of Australia”. They were quite unsuitable for repetition in polite society, but I 
thought it might brighten up what was a fairly dull night, so I asked the controller if 
he would like to hear some. He said he would, but after hearing several of them and 
nearly cracking up laughing he said, “For Christ’s sake no more, no more!” About an 
hour later we heard him calling Perth on the HF radio to say, “Perth, I’m going off the 
air for half an hour. I’ve got to change a tape!” 

A couple of months later I chanced to fly the same route again with a different 
crew, one of whom had been stationed in the Cocos Islands and knew the three 
controllers there. While he was passing the time of day with one of them I recognised 
his voice as that of the recipient of the Limericks. I cheekily asked him, “Have you 
heard any good Limericks lately?” To which he replied, “For heavens sake, not you 
again. I’ve got a tape here – I can’t use it and I can’t lose it!” I wonder if it is still 
lurking about in the tower gathering dust? 

In May 1972 I flew down to Lusaka to collect some ostriches and other exotic 
birds to bring back to Birmingham for the zoo there. When we got to Lusaka we 
found the 36 ostriches all ready in individual boxes, as we had been told to expect, for 
loading onto the aircraft in a double row along the entire length of the cargo bay. 
Owing to an error on somebody’s part the boxes had been built about two inches too 
high, which meant that we could only load a single row. The charterer was most 
unhappy with the idea of having only half his load transported, so after some head 
scratching and discussion it was agreed that we should hire some scaffolding and 
build pens in the aircraft and load the ostriches into these. This was done and all the 
birds were loaded successfully. The ostriches were absolutely no trouble at all, but it 
was really fascinating to come out of the flight deck during the flight and see 36 pairs 
of long eyelashes fluttering at you. The exotic birds consisted of things like secretary 
birds and others whose diet was dead meat, the smell of which was not nearly so 
fascinating or pleasant! 

At one point we were carrying live cows from Nairobi to Addis Ababa and we 
used the scaffolding pens for this, as it was the only way to get the beasts on board 
successfully. Cows were also no problem, but horses – that’s quite a different story 
that I’ll come to in a while! 
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On another occasion I was taking a mixed cargo, which included some half 
grown pigs, to Lagos. Whilst crossing the Sahara at about 3 o’clock in the morning I 
was somewhat surprised to be disturbed from my crossword by grunting, as the pigs 
were at the rear of the cargo deck. I looked around just in time to see one of the pigs 
push his way onto the flight hold. It seems that one small pig had been able to turn 
round in his box and lift the slot at the back and gain his freedom. Another case of 
YCNSTWLEM! 

Talking of smelly cargoes – we did a series of flights at one time from Nairobi 
to Tripoli with chilled carcasses of sheep. These were chilled when put on board and 
we kept the temperature in the cargo hold as low as possible, but the drawback was 
the temperature in Tripoli. This soon warmed the meat and attracted swarms of flies, 
so much so that after we had closed the tail on departure we had to spray the entire 
aircraft to avoid bringing flies back to the UK. As the flow of air in the CL44 was 
from the rear, forwards to the flight deck, the routine was to spray from the back 
forwards with the aircraft very slightly pressurised and then, when we literally could 
not see through the windows for flies, to open a window on the flight deck. The flies 
were then ejected very rapidly indeed in a big black cloud, which gives rise to the 
riddle – What has four engines and flies? Answer – A Tradewinds meat flight! 

My one and only experience of flying horses was a load of 35 racehorses from 
Melbourne to Hong Kong via Darwin. All 35 had their own individual boxes and all 
were tranquillised by the handlers who accompanied them, before leaving Melbourne 
and again at Darwin while we refuelled. Notwithstanding this I have never heard so 
much noise from the back of the aircraft caused by these thoroughbreds stamping 
about in their boxes. Also they urinated a tremendous amount and this tended to 
vaporise and move with the flow of air to the flight deck. Here it condensed on the 
bare metal around the windows and dropped on us two pilots. To avoid smelling like a 
horse when we arrived at Hong Kong we both swapped our uniform for bathing 
trunks for the entire flight. Ah, the joys of flying livestock. 

I’ve often been asked if I was ever afraid that the swing-tail of the CL44 might 
open in flight. To answer this I’ve included the diagram above of what is a very clever 
piece of engineering. The two halves were locked together by 12 hydraulically 
operated bolts and to make it impossible for these to open in flight the hydraulic pipe 
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that provided the power for locking/unlocking was disconnected in flight. The only 
problem encountered occasionally was if dirt got into one of the 12 micro switches 
fitted to let the pilots know that all 12 bolts were locked. In these circumstances a 
warning light would illuminate on the annunciator panel, but since we were used to 
this happening it was not a cause for concern. The tail took 90 seconds to open and 
close and this could be done in winds up to 30mph and once locked open the system 
would hold it open even in winds of 60mph. 
 One had to be careful not to put an excessive weight onto the back of the 
aircraft or it could tip on its tail. This was not a concern when we were loading cargo 
on palettes, but on a couple of occasions it was quite a problem. The first was when 
the company undertook a series of flights from Manchester to Vancouver carrying 
huge parts of gear wheels for an ore crushing plant. I cannot remember how much 
these parts weighed, but suffice it to say we could only get three on board at a time. 
These trips were routed through Frobisher, on Baffin Island on the Arctic Circle, 
where the temperature was –40oC. As there was a strong wind blowing when we 
arrived it meant that we had just 20 seconds to get from aircraft into the bus to take us 
to the transit lounge before our extremities suffered from frostbite. In one way these 
flights were very disappointing – it was dark flying over Canada in both directions so 
I never got to see the Rockies! 
 The other occasion when 
loading and off-loading had to be 
done very carefully was when I flew 
the heaviest piece of cargo ever 
loaded onto an aircraft in one piece. 

This was a steam turbine 
rotor for a power station at Wyalla, 
near Adelaide and which weighed 16 
tonnes including the ‘sledge’ of huge 
timbers it was sitting on to spread the 
load. 

Before any attempt was made to load this, the nose of the aircraft was secured 
with ropes to some heavy pieces of ground equipment and two tonnes of ballast was 
placed at the front of the of the cargo deck just behind the flight deck. When all this 
had been done a crane hoisted the load up to the level of the floor at the rear of the 
aircraft and it was gently slid into place somewhere near the centre of gravity, before 
the ballast, etc. was removed. The whole process took place in reverse once we got to 
Adelaide and this was featured prominently in the local press. The picture above 
shows our CL44 parked at Adelaide just before we left to go to Hong Kong via 
Darwin. We loaded at HK and flew back to Amsterdam, the destination for the cargo, 
via Bombay and Ankara. 

Whilst in Bombay an amusing incident took place. In places where the wind is 
light or non-existent aircraft are sometimes given a choice of runway so that they 
don’t waste fuel and time by setting off in the ‘wrong’ direction. In this case two 
aircraft called for taxi clearance at the same time and one was cleared for one runway 
and the other for the same runway, but opposite direction. Perfectly normal procedure 
except that both aircraft got lined up at opposite ends of the runway at the same time. 
This was pointed out to ATC whose comment was one of the best, “Oh dear, not 
another day like yesterday!” 
 At one point some Arabs from The Gulf invested money in the company and 
this led to the formation of “Tradewinds Gulf” and the next photograph was taken at 
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Sharjah on the inaugural flight, showing L to R the author, Captain Parker, The 
Brother of the Ruler of Sharjah and Captain Jones, our Chief Pilot. 

Just after this shot was taken 
the Sheik, who was in charge of 
Airports and Seaports (one of each) 
said he would drive me to the hotel. 
He invited me to jump into his large 
American car, which I did with 
alacrity, only to jump out even more 
quickly after sitting on his Sten gun! 
He apologised for his oversight and 
threw the ancient piece of weaponry 
into the boot while I tried to take 

shelter knowing that it takes very little to make a Sten gun go off on its own accord. 
YCNSTWLEM! 
 Having made it to the hotel in one piece we were then treated to a very 
substantial Arab type feast with lashings of alcoholic drinks of every sort imaginable. 
It seems that this particular Sheik was well known for his love of Scotch and ancient 
guns. It would also appear that although the official Muslim policy is one of total 
abstinence, in those days not everyone kept to the rules! 

Tradewinds Gulf didn’t stay in operation for very long, although I’m unsure of 
the reason, but it may have had something to do with the fact that we became part of 
the Lonrho Empire not long afterwards. 
 In the CL44 the flight engineer and navigator sat 
side-by-side sharing a desk as in the picture, F/E on the 
left and Nav on the right. This was a perfectly normal 
arrangement, but on Tradewinds there was a 
particularly ‘bolshie’ navigator called Jim. 

As we were about to set off on a voyage lasting 
several days I saw Jim draw a line with a chinagraph 
pencil marking the dividing line between his and the 
flight engineer’s halves of the desk. He indicated in no 
uncertain terms that he would not tolerate the latter’s 
paperwork straying onto his half under any 
circumstances. The flight engineer, a stoic Scot said nothing and away we went. 

A few days later I heard sounds of an altercation from their area and turned 
round just in time to see the Nav’s paperwork that had drifted onto the flight 
engineer’s half being handed back to him, having been neatly sliced off along the 
chinagraph dividing line with a razor blade. Never a dull moment! 
 One of the more unusual places I ever got to was Kufra Oasis in the Libyan 
part of the Sahara desert. Apparently there is an almost inexhaustible supply of water 
only 100 feet under the surface in this area. It is so pure that it is drinkable just as it 
emerges from underground. The Libyans were taking advantage of this to sink 
boreholes and bring water to the surface where it was fed into a kilometre long pipe 
on wheels that travelled in a circle with the water spraying out and irrigating a huge 
area every few hours. Here they could grow wheat and alfalfa for feeding to sheep. 
We were taking some of the pumping equipment ready to be used on the next 
borehole. Although there was a brand new runway being built we were unable to use 
it and had to land on the old wartime desert strip. This was no problem until we put on 
reverse thrust to stop the aircraft, at which point we disappeared in a sandstorm of our 
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own making. Mind you it gave all the turbine blades a thorough cleaning by sand 
blasting! 
 Another unusual place was Fort Lamy and, in particular, Lake Chad. As you 
fly over the lake it changes from a series of what might be called puddles in the desert 
to a series of desert islands in the lake. I have never seen any other place anything like 
it. At the time Fort Lamy was the hottest place I had ever been to and I mentioned 
earlier my feet burning through the soles of my shoes as I walked along the roads in 
the city. I think the temperature was in the high 40’s, but that was nothing to that I 
experienced in Baghdad during a six-day stopover there in 1975. 

By this time the company was flying regular routes and had introduced the 
slip-crew system, whereby you flew to a destination and a new crew took the aircraft 
onwards while you waited for the next one to arrive. I, and most of my colleagues, did 
not find this much to our liking as most of the places at which we ‘slipped’ were not 
exactly tourist traps. The period I speak of was definitely the hottest I have 
experienced anywhere on earth. The daily temperature got up to 54oC making it quite 
impossible to go outside during the hours of daylight when we just had to stay in our 
hotel that, in spite of so called air-conditioning, was extremely uncomfortable. It was 
something of a relief from both temperature and boredom to be able to go out in the 
evening and walk along the banks of the Tigris and watch the local populace doing 
the same thing. 
 On our way to and from Hong Kong we often flew over Da Nang during the 
Vietnam War. This was a very active area militarily. We had a minimum height at 
which to fly, but even at this height one could see the path of tracer ammunition 
passing below like a sinister firework display. 

Sometimes we flew empty direct to HK from Australia and it was during one 
of these trips that I was forced to land at Manila. The reason for this unscheduled 
landing was an oversight by our operations department in failing to get overflight 
diplomatic clearance for us. The authorities were quite stroppy when I met them on 
landing, so I rang the British Embassy to enlist their help to resolve the situation. Bad 
idea! I should have known that trying to get anything done by our embassies at 
teatime was a non-starter. The best advice the duty officer to whom I spoke could 
come up with was, “If you think of anything give me a ring!” I really don’t know why 
the Foreign Office employs such incompetent idiots, must be something to do with the 
‘old boy’ network! 

Anyway I could see which way the wind was blowing so after I had written an 
apology to the military commander of the airport and paid ‘compensation’ we 
continued on our way. We got away from Manila just in the nick of time to avoid a 
massive typhoon that was about to strike, and looking at the ominous and incredibly 
black clouds I was thankful we didn’t have to fly through it! 
 You may remember that in chapter nine I described how my colleague Jim and 
I trained ourselves to be able to land in fog by use of the ILS. This came in extremely 
handy one day going into Ras al Khaimah in the Gulf. The Gulf area is notorious for 
all the airports becoming fog bound at the same time, leaving one with nowhere to go 
and looking for a ‘skyhook’ on which to park until the fog clears! Unfortunately in 
real life ‘skyhooks’ are as scarce as frogs feathers so when I arrived at Ras al 
Khaimah to find the visibility at around 300 yards and all the other Gulf airports in the 
same condition I was left no option but to put my previous training into practice. I am 
happy to say that it worked just fine and it is very hard to describe the feeling of 
wonderment one gets when runway lights become visible through the fog exactly 
where they are supposed to be, unless you have had the experience. Although you 
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know from the instruments in the cockpit that they are there, it still comes as a sense 
of considerable relief to find them. 
 I imagine I am not alone in thinking that one of the main areas of the world 
one expects to find fog is Europe in general and the UK in particular. Curiously 
though, the only times I have had to land in fog have been elsewhere. Apart from the 
experience in the Gulf I was extremely thankful to have my RAF training to fall back 
on when encountering fog in Karachi a couple of times at first light, before the sun 
has had time to burn the stuff off. Quite what I would have done if a landing had not 
been possible I’m not sure. YCNSTWLEM! 


