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CHAPTER 3 – FLYING TRAINING – I GET MY WINGS 
 

April 1953 saw me and 14 fellow trainee pilots arrive at No.1 Basic Flying 
Training School (BFTS), RAF Booker for the start of my flying training proper. 
Booker is now Wycombe Air Park and you can see it on the left as you whiz up the 

M40 on your way to Oxford. 
Once again ‘home’ was a wooden hut, 

but with a difference. Now that my rank was 
enhanced to the dizzy heights of Acting Pilot 
Officer (APO) on probation, I had a batman, or 
at least part of the one that was allocated to each 
hut, which meant that the four of us who shared 
the hut no longer had to clean and polish as if 

our lives depended on it. We had it done for us. And how! 
The batman I shared was a true professional who believed that serving an 

officer was not a job but a vocation and certainly not demeaning in any way. He was 
one of a dying or even dead breed who believed it was his privilege to look after us. I 
doubt if I’ve ever been so well looked after, before or since my four months at 
Booker. Every day my suits and uniform would be pressed, whether I had worn them 
or not. Likewise all my shoes would be polished until they gleamed. Bert, for that was 
his name, believed that ‘his’ officers would be the best turned out of any in the entire 
unit. 

After I had been there about a week Bert asked me to put all the clothes that 
needed laundering on the floor ready to be sent to the laundry. This I did, shirts, 
socks, vests, underpants, pyjamas, etc. all in a big heap. When I wandered back into 
my room a few minutes later I found Bert putting the shirts in one pile and the rest in 
another. I told him I wanted the shirts to be laundered as well as the rest, but he 
informed me, in a kindly but very firm way, that he always took the shirts home to 
launder and iron himself as the laundry didn’t make a proper job of them! A man who 
took more pride in his work would be hard to find. 

 Another difference was that the hut was furnished rather more lavishly than I 
had been accustomed to hitherto, with an armchair and a desk at which I could sit 
when studying. The latter was quite essential, because from now on I was required to 
learn a great deal, not only about the aircraft I was going to fly, but also about such 
subjects as Air Law, Meteorology, Airmanship, Navigation, Morse code, Customs of 
the Service (i.e. how to behave as an officer) and many other things. 

As at Digby all the instructors were civilians employed by a company called 
Airwork. I imagine the reason for this was the rapid build up of the RAF at that time 
due to the Korean Conflict and that the Air Ministry needed many more instructors at 
short notice. So they recruited retired RAF instructors on short-term contracts. My 
instructor was a Mr Heelas who took me through the mysteries of straight & level 
flight, turns, stalls and spins and circuits 
and landings. This lasted for just over 5 
hours at which time he sent me solo. 
This was consolidated over the next few 
weeks and then after about 15 hours 
flying, came instrument flying, both 
simulated and real and aerobatics. 
During the latter I learned to do a loop, 
not as those ignorant of proper 
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terminology, insist on saying, ‘loop the loop’. We were also taught how to do a ‘short 
landing’, but the one in this photograph is slightly too short and definitely beyond a 
joke.  

 By the beginning of July I was ready for my 25-hour test, but before this I did 
a dual cross country navigation exercise landing at the old London Airport at 
Croydon. I went there again just after I had my final test towards the end of July, 
mainly because the instructor I went with on both occasions had business to conduct. 

Earlier in July on my solo landing away navigation flight I flew to Hamble and 
whilst there I witnessed an unusual incident involving an Avro Anson 
communications aircraft. This had flown in to collect some VIP or other but on 
landing the undercarriage collapsed as I was watching from the control tower. I can 
hear to this day the amusement of the controller as he rang the Anson’s base to ask for 
another aircraft to be sent ASAP! Fortunately there was no chance of a similar 
collapse happening with the Chipmunk as the undercarriage was fixed. 

Another memorable event whilst I was at Booker was the RAF Flypast for the 
Coronation of The Queen on 2nd June. The rehearsals for this meant lots of formation 
flying for the instructors and days when we students had little or no flying. My second 
trip to Croydon was on 20th July 1953 possibly making me one of the last people to 
land there before the airport was closed and turned into an industrial and housing 
estate.  

The course finished on 22nd July and after a couple of weeks leave I was 
posted to the RAF Police Depot at Netheravon in 
Wiltshire for ‘holding’ until my next course 
started, and here I spent my time doing any odd 
job that was given to me. I’ve included the 
picture of the Officers Mess as it is typical of the 
buildings constructed for the RFC during the 
1914-18 World War, and I doubt if many still 
exist today. 
 During my very short stay there I met and fell in love with a WRAF officer 
who was a god-daughter of Marshall of the Royal Air Force Sir Phillip Slessor. The 
romance came to nothing as you will see, but I’ve sometimes wondered if it had 
blossomed whether I might have achieved a higher rank. YCNSTWLEM! 

Once again I was put into the hands of another ‘real’ batman who immediately 
set upon my clothes as if they had never been pressed/polished in their existence! 
After only a week of this delightful existence I made my way to RAF Pershore in 
Worcestershire and joined number 10 Advanced Flying Training School for training 
on the Airspeed Oxford and hopefully to get my ‘Wings’. 

Incidentally Airspeed was the company set up by Neville Chute and his book 
‘Slide Rule’ is supposedly based on his experiences at that time. The Oxford was a 
twin engined aircraft powered by two Cheetah X engines (no, this is not the reason for 
the title of this book, though getting them started on a cold winters day might have 

tempted one to stroke them), originally 
built as a bomber and there is one on view 
at the Imperial War Museum, Duxford. I 
saw this in the summer of 2000 and that is 
the first time I’ve seen one since the 
course finished in 1954. We were the last 
course in the RAF to gain our wings on 
the Oxford and at the morning briefings 
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toward the end of the course we were told to ignore fires on the airfield as it was “just 
Oxfords being burnt”! But I’m jumping ahead somewhat. 

After some time in Ground School learning about the Oxford and most 
importantly being introduced to the problems and theory associated with asymmetric 
flight we were introduced to our instructors. Mine was Sergeant Alec Hammond and 
the first thing he told me, an officer, was that on the ground he was required to call me 
Sir, but whilst in the air I would call him Sir, and I would have to mean it! In fact he 
was an excellent instructor and we got on like a house on fire. Sadly a few years later 
he was killed in a motoring accident in the USA whilst on a course training as a Thor 
Missile operator. 

Most instructors I have ever met have their own particular idiosyncrasies, 
rather like schoolmasters, and Alec was no exception. If I did something wrong he 
would say, “What are you Hopkins?” And I would have to reply, “I’m a clot Sir”. One 
morning we took off with me at the controls when he shouted, “Fire in the port 
engine”. I went through the routine of closing the throttle, pulling up the fuel cock, 
waiting a few seconds and then switching off the ignition, and finally pretending to 
operate the fire extinguisher. “I have control”, he said, “that was ok but not quick 
enough. I’ll fly the aircraft and you announce a fire in one engine and I’ll show you 
how it should be done”. 

After a few moments I called out, “Fire in the starboard engine”. Alec’s hands 
fairly flew around the cockpit and the starboard engine stopped followed after a short 
pause by the port one, Alec having shut off the fuel on one engine and the ignition on 
the other. In the silence that followed, during which you could hear the proverbial pin 
drop, Alec’s hands flew even faster round the cockpit while he restarted both engines. 
“What am I?” he asked sheepishly after they were both going and we had regained 
level flight, “You are a clot, Sir”, I replied. This was a highly amusing incident that I 
used to tell my students about in later years to illustrate the point that it is better to get 
the drill correct by doing it at a reasonable speed instead of getting it wrong at high 
speed. I suspect that the accident at Kegworth was caused by a similar keenness for 
speed rather than accuracy! 

Because the Oxford was not cleared for either aerobatics or spinning we kept 
our hands in at these two important parts of flying training in the Chipmunk. There 
had never been a problem until the day my fellow student, Bob Brown and his 
instructor failed to pull out of a spin and the aircraft finished up in some woods near 
Pershore town. All pilots will tell you that any landing 
you can walk away from is a good one, but this 
one……….! Both Bob and his instructor were injured 
but fortunately not seriously and Bob completed the 
course successfully with the rest of us. (Tragically Bob 
was killed in a Canberra whilst doing his conversion 
course at Bassingbourn and cynics might be tempted to 
remark that he was living on borrowed time after his first 
crash). Chipmunks were modified soon after this incident 
with two ‘strakes’ on the aft part of the fuselage and I 
think I am right in saying that no further problems were 
ever encountered with spin recoveries. 

Another exercise we did quite regularly was to practice forced landings. The 
idea was to close both throttles and pretend that both engines had failed, then pick a 
suitable field and get yourself into a position from where you could land in said field. 
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We didn’t actually land, but just did a low overshoot at about 200 feet AGL Above 
Ground Level). 

One of the traps for the unwary in the Oxford, which, with the best will in the 
world, couldn’t be said to have been ergonomically designed, was the position of the 
VHF radio control box. Sitting in the left hand seat, as one did when flying solo, the 
box was just behind one’s left elbow. It had four push buttons with which to select 
one of four VHF channels and below these a switch. In the upright position one could 
receive messages and by pressing the button on the control yoke one could transmit. 
However the switch in its other position, pushed over to the left, was in the 
continuous transmit mode, so that everything one said was broadcast to the world. It 
was very easy to knock this switch into ‘continuous transmit’ with ones elbow and not 
realise it. 

One day I was flying solo doing ‘general handling’ in the area over the Severn 
Estuary, as was a fellow student, John Gradwell, when the following was heard by all 
and sundry, “F*** it - engine failure - check fuel - check switches - pick a field. I 
think I’ll have a go at that one over there. Hmm, no, I think I’ll try that one over 
there”. This was followed by the sort of noises small boys make when they are 
pretending to be aeroplanes, succeeded by, “Mayday, Mayday, Mayday, this is 
Gradwell in the shit again!” Needless to say that he was indeed deep in the fertiliser 
business when he landed back at Pershore. Sadly soon after this incident, which had 
us all in fits of laughter, John was ‘scrubbed’ from the course for failing to reach the 
required standard and I never saw him 
again. 
 There was some excitement in early 
February when the second prototype of the 
Bristol Britannia had a fire and was crash 
landed in the Bristol Estuary, sufficiently 
close to Pershore to allow Alec Hammond 
and I to get this photograph of the event. 
Little did I know then that one day I would 
be flying a very similar aircraft. (See 
chapter 11). 

In November we had an Escape and Evasion exercise. The scenario is that you 
have been shot down in enemy territory and you must try to avoid being caught and 
use your initiative to get back to a friendly country. To simulate this we were taken in 
a blacked out lorry to the middle of nowhere some miles from Pershore. We were 
each allowed to carry 4d (4 old pence) to make a phone call for help in case of a dire 
emergency. Otherwise we had no money or food at all. The ‘enemy’ forces looking 
for us consisted of the regular police plus specials and some units of the Territorial 
Army, all of whom were to touch us and say the code word ‘Starling Jaunt’ for us to 
be captured. 

I was in a group of five and we soon recognised our location when we could 
see Bredon Hill in the distance. It was about 5pm and dark, being November, so off 
we set in the general direction of base. The weather was cold and foggy so by dawn 
we were feeling pretty miserable and hungry. It is all very well living off the land 
when there is something to eat, but all we found were left over potatoes in one field 
and some beetroot in another. Neither was much good as we had no means to cook 
them. In accordance with good practice we holed up in a wooded area with the 
intention of staying there until darkness allowed us to move again with a fair chance 
of not being caught. After a few hours of trying to sleep and getting steadily colder 
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and more miserable we all decided that enough was enough and moved off cautiously, 
avoiding habitation, towards our goal. 

We were crossing one of the few fields that still had crops in it; mangle 
wurzles I think, when we saw what we thought was an irate farmer coming our way. 
Since we had been told not to antagonise the local communities in any way we 
stopped to explain what we were doing. Bad mistake! The old man, who looked about 
90, laid his hand on my shoulder and in a thin reedy voice said, “Starling Jaunt”. Thus 
I was caught. I was so amazed that this old man could be a Special Constable that it 
never entered my head to leg it across the field! The next thing I knew I was being 
taken to a Worcester city police cell, where I was locked up stark naked and 
interrogated leaning on a wall on my fingertips. Most uncomfortable I can assure you. 
After repeating my name, rank and number for what seemed an infinite number of 
times my interrogators got bored and I was returned to Pershore, a hot bath and a 
welcome bed! 

The course proceeded steadily for the next couple of months and then on 18th 
December we had the Officers Mess Christmas Ball, arguably the social event of the 
year and certainly for the seven months duration of the course. I had arranged with my 

WRAF friend at Netheravon that she should accompany me, 
but she had reasons to change her mind at the last moment, 
which meant I would have no partner. 

One of my fellow students had arranged to take a 
nurse from The Worcester Royal Infirmary to the ball, but he 
had no car. Since I still had the ‘Green Dragon’, seen here 
undergoing a little maintenance, he asked me to take him to 
the nurses home to collect his date, Betty. When we got there 
we met Betty in the guest’s sitting room, which was 

reasonably full of nurses, and I thought there might be a chance of finding someone to 
accompany me for the evening. However it seemed that all those present had other 
plans or were about to go on duty, but Betty suddenly rushed off saying she had just 
thought of someone who might be persuaded to go. This ‘someone’, it seemed, had 
just come off duty and was in the bath and intending to go to bed after a very long 
day. However after considerable persuasion, and after I had agreed that a short 
evening dress was acceptable as her long dress was kept at home, the ‘someone’ 

reluctantly, I found out later, 
agreed to come with me. After 
some delay, while she dried 
herself and got dressed Staff 
Nurse Pamela Harley 
appeared. A vision in her 
short, black cocktail dress, our 
eyes met literally ‘across a 
crowded room’ and we were 
both instantly in love. Sounds 
incredibly ‘corny’ but it led to 

a romance that has gone on ever since and as I write this in the year 2000 we are very 
soon to celebrate our Sapphire (45 years) Wedding! YCNSTWLEM! 

Soon after we met my Mother started calling Pamela ‘Mella’ to distinguish her 
from my cousin Pam. She is known as Mella to this day and although the two 
photographs are not very clear I expect you can see why I fell in love so totally. 
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From the above it sounds as though we were engaged and married quite 
quickly. This was not so for various reasons, not least of which being the fact that I 
was under 25, the age after which one did not need to get permission to marry from 
one’s commanding officer. Also, and this was quite a consideration, until you were 25 
you did not qualify for ‘married allowance’, which meant a difference of about 20% 
of salary. We did, however, go out together quite a lot during the rest of my time at 
Pershore, and spent much of our time off driving up to and walking on The Malvern 
Hills. 

I should explain that just prior to our meeting Mella had had an operation on 
both her big toes and was having to be careful how she walked to avoid hurting 
herself. I’m surprised that I managed not to tread on her toes during the dancing we 
did at ‘The Ball’, but it appears that I was successful in that endeavour. In 1953 The 
Goon Show was at the height of its popularity on steam radio, to the extent that if one 

didn’t get into the anteroom in the mess in good time 
one couldn’t get near enough the radio in order to hear 
it. It was thus that during our forays to The Malverns I 
spent much time shoving Mella uphill, and preventing 
her sliding downhill, both to the accompaniment of 
various voices from The Goons. During this period of 
our courtship we also visited the Model Village at 
Bourton-on-the-Water where I took this picture among 

the wonderful model houses.                                                                                          
About this time we had started formation flying and 

in the picture on the right below my right shoulder is visible 
while I am trying to keep station in line astern some ten feet 
from the Oxford in front. Alec Hammond is on the right. It 
looks quite difficult, but is really quite easy provided you 
keep close enough to the aircraft on which you are 
‘formating’!  

In January I passed my Instrument Rating test thus 
gaining a ‘White Card’. (As one gained experience one 
graduated to a ‘Green Card’ and eventually to a ‘Master 
Green Card). This meant that I was now able to progress on 
to night flying, for which it is essential that you can fly 
competently solely by reference to the instruments. 

 In order to practise instrument flying the Oxford was fitted with a system 
known as two-stage amber. With this system amber screens are fitted in the side and 
front windows of the cockpit. It is possible to see through these, thus enabling the 
instructor to keep a good lookout while the student is flying on instruments. The 
student wears a pair of dark blue tinted goggles, which allows him to see the 
instruments but stops him looking through the windows. To stop the goggles steaming 
up, which they invariably did, a narrow tube from them was poked through a small 
hole in the side of the cockpit. A set of the screens and goggles were kept in each 
aircraft. The amber screens were old like the aircraft and quite brittle when cold, so it 
was quite common for them to break when 
being taken out of the window clips. 

One of my fellow students, John 
Mullins, was the proud owner of a Morris 
8 with a soft top and side screens, one of 
which was missing. On one occasion he 
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had just completed an hour of instrument flying and was taxiing back to the dispersal 
when his instructor said, “I have control Mullins, you can take out your screens now.” 
In doing so John broke both, as they were very cold. “Now look what you’ve done, 
you’ve broken them,” says his instructor, “You have control, I’ll take mine out now.” 
Whereupon he promptly broke both on his side. With a somewhat red face, “Tell you 
what Mullins,” he says, handing John eight pieces of broken amber screen, “You can 
have these for your car.” I never did find out what John did with his prize, and 
regrettably I never will as John was later killed flying a Hawker Hunter off the Dorset 
coast flying as a target for the Navy. 

Around this part of the course I was doing some low flying with Alec 
Hammond and on the way back from the low flying area where I had been practising 
the art at 250 feet AGL (above ground level) Alec said, “I have control, I’ll show you 
some real low flying!” We were crossing a large area of market gardens to the east of 
Pershore and were over a very large field of Brussels sprouts. Alec took the aircraft 
down to within a few feet of the tops of the sprouts so that the two propellers were 
almost cutting a swathe through them, when suddenly a man stood up from picking 
the crop, only some 25 yards in front of us. He almost immediately dropped flat on 
the ground, but not before I was able to see the expression of abject horror on his face, 
an image that will remain with me to my dying day! 

Later that month I was able to put my newly gained proficiency in instrument 
flying to good use during the final navigation exercise of the course. This involved 
flying solo to another airfield, landing and returning to base. The airfield chosen for 
this was Feltwell, just to the west of Thetford forest in Norfolk. Five of us were doing 
this exercise taking off one after another. 

I was the first to go and last was Pete Smallbone. At the briefing ‘Met’ told us 
that the layer of stratocumulus had a base of about 1500 feet with tops at 4500 feet. 
As the Oxford was not fitted with any anti-icing systems on the wing we were briefed 
to climb to 500 feet above the cloud layer. As was so often the case, ‘Met’ were 
wrong in their estimate of the top of the cloud. It was, in fact, 10,000 feet and so I 
levelled out at 10,500 feet and set a heading for Feltwell. It was January 29th and the 
Oxford’s cockpit heating system was so inadequate that by the time I reached my 
destination I was extremely cold! I landed, followed in fairly rapid succession by 
numbers 2,3 and 4. 

We were all in the crewroom warming ourselves with a most welcome cup of 
coffee when Pete Smallbone arrived. He taxied in, parked, shut down the engines and 
opened the door at the rear of the fuselage, whereupon a white hand flew out, hit the 
frozen ground and splintered into a hundred pieces. What on earth, we wondered, was 
that? When Pete got to the crewroom and had thawed out sufficiently, he told us that 
he had been taken short during his trip. In these situations during dual flying one 
could get the other pilot to take the controls while one went to the back of the aircraft, 
opened the door and relieved oneself, but solo was a different matter. Pete could not 
think what to do until he got so desperate that he took off one of his white cape leather 
flying gloves and filled it. Of course he couldn’t put it down straight away, but being 
as the temperature at 10,500 feet was many degrees below freezing, the glove with its 
contents soon froze solid. Definitely a case of YCNSTWLEM! 

To open the door of the ‘Oxbox’, as it was affectionately known, one merely 
pushed down on a leather-covered chain rather like that in the early Minis. However 
should one need to bale out it was necessary to jettison the door and to do this one 
pushed down on the lever provided for that purpose. One day a student was taken 
short while flying dual and after asking the instructor to fly the aircraft for a few 
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moments, waddled aft to the door. I should say at this point that we wore parachutes 
which were attached to the pilot at all times while flying and walking with one 
strapped to ones bum was quite difficult. When the student got to the door he 
mistakenly used the jettison lever, the door immediately flew off into the slipstream 
pulling him out with it. With considerable presence of mind he pulled the rip-chord 
and parachuted safely to ground – still holding the door! After hitching a lift from a 
passing motorist he arrived back at the guardroom with his parachute in a big bundle 
under one arm and the door under the other. The latter was replaced where it belonged 
and the aircraft was flying again in a very short time! Definitely an instance of ‘look 
before you leap’! 
 Early in February I had my final handling test, where one has to demonstrate 
that one has learned sufficient about flying to be worthy of being awarded ones 
‘wings’. Naturally I was very nervous still being, unnecessarily as it transpired, 
somewhat underconfident, but I passed with flying colours. Quite a milestone in my 
life! 

My final flight was on the 16th February when I took part in the spot landing 
competition. The top five students on the course were given the opportunity to take 
part in this, the idea being to land the aircraft ‘dead stick’ as close as possible to the 
middle line of three on the runway. Three lines were put on the end of the runway in 

white paint so that they were clearly visible from a considerable distance. 
The five of us chosen for this competition took it in turn to join the circuit at 

point ‘A’ and close the throttles and attempt to put the aircraft on the runway with the 
main wheels as close as possible to the centre line of the three. We were each allowed 
to open the throttles only once during this circuit, at point ‘B’, to check that the 
engines would open up to full power in the event of an overshoot being necessary. 
Generally speaking one aimed to be at the ‘key’ points at the height shown in the 
diagram. I mis-judged the last one of these and was rather lower than I should have 
been. I therefore resorted to what was known in the business as a ‘split arse’ turn on 
the final approach to correct my mistake. Notwithstanding the fact I was the only one 
of the five of us to touch down with my main wheels exactly on the middle line I 
didn’t win. I was disqualified for making the Runway Controller flee for his life from 
the Runway Caravan opposite the three lines. I hadn’t thought my final turn to be half 
as hairy as it looked to observers, but apparently they thought it highly likely I was 
going to crash and all the fire crews jumped into their rescue vehicles. C’est la vie!! 
 Some the cadets I had been at Digby and Jurby with had gone on to their 
wings training on Harvard aircraft and from one of them I heard the following 
cautionary tale. A particularly keen student had arrived at the flight lines one morning 
and seen his name down for a solo sortie in a Harvard. He didn’t wait to be briefed by 
his instructor, but went straight to the aircraft, started up and got airborne. Not only 
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did he not get briefed but he also forgot to check the fuel contents in his hurry to show 
his keenness. Consequently, not long after he was airborne the engine stopped for lack 
of fuel. With considerable skill he found a suitable field and landed without damage 
to either himself or his aircraft. He found a farmhouse nearby and phoned base and 
told them what had happened. He was told to go back to the aircraft and wait. 

In due time a fuel bowser arrived and put some petrol in the tanks. An 
instructor also arrived to fly the aircraft out of the field and back to base. To his 
consternation he found the plane parked very neatly, tail towards the hedge, in a field 
about the size of a postage stamp. Assuming that it had been turned round by the 
refuelling crew, he thought to himself, “If this idiotic student can get it into this field I 
can get it out!” Without more ado he climbed in, started up and with the throttles wide 
open set off towards the line of trees at the other end of the field, into which he 
unceremoniously crashed! 

Fortunately he was not hurt, but the aircraft was wrecked, and after extracting 
himself from the remains he said to the somewhat abashed student who had been 
watching proceedings from the safety of the ground, “How the blazes did you manage 
to land in this tiny field?” To which the student replied, “Oh, I didn’t land in this field 
Sir. I landed in that big one next door and bounced over the hedge!” Moral of the 
story – Never assume, check!! 
 The next excitement was the passing out parade and ‘Wings’ presentation by 
Air Marshal L.F.Pendred, the Air Officer Commanding Flying Training Command, 
seen in the photograph pinning mine onto a very proud chest. This was followed by 

sherry in the Officers Mess. Mother had come to 
the ceremony and met Mella for the first time. 

After it was all over Mother and I left in 
the ‘Green Dragon’, dropping Mella in Pershore 
on the way. She told me later that as she saw me 
and Mother disappearing down the road she 
wondered if she would ever see me again! I 
spent the next three weeks on leave in Arundel 
Road, Eastbourne to where Mother and Father 
had moved. I was waiting for my next posting 

and there was a possibility it would be onto Sunderland flying boats, which Alec 
Hammond had recommended. It was not to be, as those wonderful aircraft were about 
to be phased out of service and no more crews were being trained. YCNSTWLEM! 
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