
 1 

CHAPTER 5 – BASSINGBOURN – FIRST TIME ROUND 
 

 I arrived at No.231 Operational Conversion Unit (OCU), RAF Bassingbourn 
in Cambridgeshire on 20th October 1954, to train as an operational bomber pilot on 
the English Electric Canberra. This was the first jet bomber to be operated by the RAF 
and in 1954 was quite new having first flown on 13th May 1949 and entered service 
with No 101 Squadron in 1951, replacing the ageing piston engined Lincolns. It is 
interesting to note that as I write this in 2000 the Canberra is still in operational 
service with the RAF in the form of the PR 9 (Photo Recce) version shown below. 

English Electric also built the RAF’s first truly supersonic fighter, the 
Lightning, which was capable of speeds around 1500mph. Quite a record for a 
company whose name has been long forgotten by most people. Not me though, as the 
Canberra was a truly great aircraft, with which I had a long association as you will 
see. 

 Because many squadrons were being 
equipped with Canberras in 1954 there was a 
need for large numbers of aircrew. To meet this 
requirement 231 OCU was bursting at the seams 
with students. This being so, accommodation in 
the Officers Mess was totally insufficient to 
house every new student. Thus I found myself 
sharing a caravan with another new student. The 
weather was unseasonably cold, the heating in 
the caravan poor and the insulation even poorer. 
The heating consisted of a coal burning fire 

which was just about adequate if stoked to the point where the chimney glowed red, 
but as soon as we went to bed and the fire went out, we practically froze making sleep 
impossible. We stuck this out for about a week after which we persuaded the mess to 
find us warmer accommodation. 
 As I was destined for a bomber rather than a PR squadron it was necessary to 
find two navigators with whom I would train, then join a squadron and fly together for 
the next two and a half years. All the new students, pilots and navigators, met up on 
the first day in ground school and after getting to know one another, joined up as 
crews. I crewed up with David Brown, known for some inexplicable reason as ‘Jim’, 
who was to be the Nav Plotter, and Sam Slatter, the Nav Observer/Bomb Aimer. 

When travelling from ‘A’ to ‘B’ Jim navigated the aircraft and Sam provided 
‘fixes’ every few minutes using the ‘Gee’ set. Gee was an airborne radar device that 
saw use in the Second World War and the system comprised a number of Gee chains 
covering most of the UK. Each chain consisted of a master transmitter and two or 
three slave transmitters. The master transmitter transmitted radio pulses, which were 
received by both the aircraft and the slave ground stations. The slaves automatically 
retransmitted each pulse at a fixed time interval after reception, so that the aircraft 
received pulses from the slaves as well as the master transmitter. By timing the 
intervals between receiving the various pulses, the navigator could find his position. 
Generally speaking a fix could be taken to be accurate within two miles. Crude 
compared with present day GPS, but all we had at the time! The equipment in the 
aircraft consisted of a cathode ray tube and controls, which the observer used to get 
the time differences. He then used a special chart to work out the fix. This took 
around a minute for each fix and Sam would pass the information to Jim to plot on his 
chart and calculate whether we needed to alter course to keep on track. 
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For accurate navigation a fix was required every three minutes and the 
conversation from the nav’s compartment was either, “Have you got that fix yet, 
Sam?”  “No, the signal keeps breaking up!” or “Here’s the fix Jim”, “Hang on a 
minute, I’m not ready for it yet.” On a navigation exercise lasting anything up to three 
hours, this conversation could get somewhat repetitive not to say boring, but 
fortunately it was usually interspersed every so often with a loud bang from Sam’s 
side of the nav compartment. The first time this happened I very nearly ejected in 
shock, but once I discovered it was Sam giving the Gee set what was known as a 
‘technical tap’ by thumping it on both sides at once, I was able to relax. The Gee sets 
being full of radio valves were notoriously unreliable and the ‘technical tap’ was the 
recognised method of restoring normal service! 
 The course started with three trips in the dual 
control T4, lasting in total about three hours, after 
which Jim and I launched ourselves in the B2 version, 
like the ones shown on the right which actually 
belonged to No.9 Squadron and which we were to fly 
later, although we didn’t know it until the end of the 
course. Then came a dual check followed by flying as 
a complete crew doing cross-country navigation 
exercises, visual bombing and GH blind bombing. GH 
was an offshoot from Gee, again used during the war, 
and it enabled bombs to be dropped through cloud from very high altitude. It was used 
it up to 45,000 feet and experienced crews could achieve an accuracy of around 200 
yards, presumably close enough if one was using nuclear bombs, but not very 
effective with conventional explosives. 
 Visual bombing was carried out up to a maximum of 25,000 feet, that being 
the limit of the capabilities of the T2 bombing computer and sighting head shown 
below. Once again these were leftovers from WW II and are now museum pieces. 
 The computer fed information like height, drift and airspeed to the bombsight, 

both of which were situated in the nose of the 
Canberra to the left of the bomb-aimer’s couch, 
on which he lay in a prone position whilst guiding the pilot to the target with the 
familiar, ‘left, left’ or ‘right’ or ‘steady’ and, ‘bombs gone’ after release. You will 
have noticed that ‘left’ is repeated while ‘right’ isn’t. This is so the pilot, who is 
listening to this on the intercom, which can be pretty noisy at times, doesn’t get 
confused and turn the wrong way. Sounds unnecessary, but I can assure that it isn’t. 
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Because there is always a slight lag between the height and airspeed information 
getting from computer to sighting head it is vital that the pilot flies very accurately 
and without ‘slip’. 

One of the targets we used for practice was ‘The Ship’ in the Wash and it was 
every crew’s ambition to get a bomb down the funnel of this old coaster sitting on the 
mud on the north shore of the Wash. Given the shortcomings of the system it was 
largely a matter of good fortune if the bomb landed reasonably close to the target, so 
you can imagine our delight when we achieved this seemingly impossible feat on one 
joyful occasion! 

The bombs used for practice were quite small, weighing 25 pounds, and 
exploded on impact with the ground with a flash and a puff of smoke so that the 
observers on the range could plot them and give you the result by radio. The main 
problem with them was that at the sort of height used for GH bombing, where the 
temperature could be as low as –60oC, they had a tendency to ice onto the release 
mechanism and not fall off when ‘released’. If they stayed put it was no problem. You 
simply closed the bomb doors and returned to base. They might drop off once you got 
down to lower and warmer altitudes or if you went through some turbulence, and 
while this usually didn’t cause a problem as they were not supposed to explode before 
they had gone some distance from the aircraft, it did mean that once you had landed 
the armourers had to meet the aircraft with a sort of stretcher with which they could 
catch the errant missile as the bomb doors were slowly opened using the hand pump. 
But if they dropped off a second or so after they should have done, they would 
probably land outside the danger area. Getting an ODA was cause for an official 
inquiry and so to be avoided if at all possible. Fortunately we never had one, but that 
was due more to luck than good judgement. 

One of the methods of finding the runway in poor weather was a Ground 
Controlled Approach or GCA. The GCA control caravan sat close to the far end of the 
duty runway and the controller had two radars, one showing him the aircraft’s 
position relative to the correct flight path in azimuth, the other in height. Thus the 
controller could give the pilot headings to steer to keep on the extended centre-line of 
the runway and information about whether he was on, above or below the glide-path. 
As I completed a GCA one night, the last aircraft to land before the airfield closed, I 
was somewhat surprised to hear a fanfare of trumpets over the VHF. To my enquiry 
as to the reason the controller informed me, “Trumpets to welcome you home.” 
YCNSTWLEM! 

We continued with lots more of the same mixture of navigation and bombing 
exercises, both by day and night until we finished the course on 2nd February 1955. I 
went home to Eastbourne for some leave, Jim went to his home in London and Sam to 
Wales, during which we learned that we had been posted to No.9 Squadron at RAF 
Binbrook, near Grimsby. This was a great privilege as ‘Shiny Nine’ is a very old 
squadron, whose battle honours include the first 1000 bomber raid on Cologne, the 
sinking of the Tirpitz with 617 Squadron and the raid on Hitler’s retreat at 
Berchtesgarten just before the end of the war. The list of commanding officers is 
peppered with famous names like ‘Stuffy’ Dowding and ‘Huff Puff’ Lloyd. The 
squadron was formed on 8th December 1914 and since my birthday is 8th December 
one might consider this more ‘Writing on the Wall’! 
 
 


