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CHAPTER 8 – METEOROLOGICAL RECONAISSANCE 
 

 As crew training on the Argosy couldn’t start until the aircraft came into 
service I was posted, at the beginning of October 1961, to Number 242 Operational 

Conversion Unit (OCU) at 
RAF Dishforth to learn to 
fly the Handley Page 
Hastings, a meteorological 
reconnaissance version of 
which is shown left flying 
over Lough Neagh in 
Northern Ireland. 

This was not at all 
what I had in mind as the 

Hastings had been around for about 13 years and I had set my sights on flying a new 
and modern aeroplane. However I was somewhat mollified by being selected to fly as 
a Captain without first having to spend three years in the right hand seat. I was the 
first pilot ever to do this and was looked upon as something of a freak when I arrived 
at the OCU, as well as gaining for myself a place in the record books! I achieved 
another record when, after some weeks in ground school, I became the first person 
ever to achieve 100% in the final exam, something that surprised me, as I found the 
exam was quite easy, but then all exams are easy if you know the answers! 
 On 23rd November I did my first flight, and what a shock to the system that 
was. The elevator control was so heavy that you needed to be built like the world’s 
strongest man to be able to fly the thing. Apparently the reason for this was that the 
test pilot responsible for allowing the aircraft into service had the physique of a 
gorilla, and when someone mentioned the shortcoming to him, observed that he found 
it was no problem. The fact that practically everyone else did find it a problem was 
shown when the mark II version came into service with a lowered and bigger 
tailplane, which I’m told made a tremendous difference, although I never got to fly 
one. 

The net result of this requirement for pilots to be built like the proverbial brick 
outhouse was that on landing the flight engineer handled the throttles in response to 
the pilot calling for power changes. Consequently a good landing was very much a 
team effort helped by the fact that the flight engineer could see the starboard main 
wheel from his seat, so that when you called for a ‘slow cut’ just as you were about to 
touch down he could use his judgement as to how slow the cut was. I found this 
method of flying entirely alien after all the previous aircraft I had flown, nonetheless I 
managed to ‘go solo’ after some 6 hours of dual instruction. I also learnt pretty 
quickly that pilots must not upset flight engineers if they wanted to achieve good 
landings! 
 Dishforth is east of the Pennines near Ripon and under certain westerly wind 
conditions a ‘standing wave’ can be set up. This can lead to an extremely severe wind 
shear over a very short horizontal distance. While doing a circuit one day I ran into 
just this and had it not been for prompt action by my instructor we might well have 
stalled. I learnt another valuable lesson that day! 
 Dishforth was also the home of the OCU for the Blackburn Beverley troop 
transport. This was apocryphally known as the only aircraft in the world to do 
everything - taxi, take-off, climb, cruise and descend - at the same speed. The cockpit 
was about the height of a two-storey building and had a red anti-collision beacon right 
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over the top of it. Once I asked a friend who was in the middle of learning to fly the 
beast what it was like. His reply has remained with me ever since – “Like flying a 
brothel from the bedroom window!” 
 Mella and the two boys had remained in Collingham during the course at 
Dishforth and I managed to get home quite frequently at weekends and for Christmas. 
At the beginning of February I got an urgent call from ‘Auntie’ Willis to say Mella 
was very ill. I immediately got leave and drove down to Collingham at high speed 
over very treacherous roads covered in frozen snow. The doctor thought she might 
have polio, but the true cause of her sickness was never properly established. 
However after two weeks she had recovered sufficiently to be able to look after the 
boys and for me to be able to go back to the course, that by now was down south as 
the OCU had moved from Dishforth to Thorney Island in Sussex. The course finished 
at the end of February and after two cancelled postings, one to Cyprus and the other to 
Colerne, Wiltshire, I was sent to join Number 202 Meteorological Squadron at 
Aldergrove (now Belfast Airport). 
 By this time we had exchanged the mark V Jaguar for a mark X and in this we 
all travelled to Stranraer to catch the ferry to Larne and make our way to Lisburn in 
County Antrim, where we stayed in an hotel for a couple of weeks whilst I found a 
house for us to rent, a married quarter not being available. It was during this stay we 
became acquainted with an Ulster ‘delicacy’ called soda bread. Probably the least I 
say about this the better, but if you have to go out in a strong wind then a belly-full of 

soda bread will undoubtedly stop you being blown into 
the nearest lough! 
 We eventually found, and moved into, a house on 
an estate in Newtonbreda in south Belfast and on the left 
is Trevor ready for school, which he started during the 
time we lived there, together with Christopher, aged 5 
and 21/2 respectively. 

Upon moving in one of the first things Mella 
found was the remains of the previous occupants’ mixed 
grill still in the grill pan! As both Mella and I have 
always prided ourselves in the cleanliness that we left 
behind when moving out of accommodation, this 

revelation was somewhat upsetting, although it was more than offset by the kindness 
of our neighbour, Rosemary Conn, who appeared at the adjoining fence at lunchtime 
on the day of our move holding a big pot of wonderful stew. The four of us devoured 
this with some relish, remarking how nice and friendly the neighbours were. Quite 
often when moving house new neighbours have met us with offers such as: “If there’s 
anything you need give us a call,” but this was the first time practical help had been 
forthcoming, unasked, during our many home-moves. 

We made friends with our neighbours on all sides, Catholic and Protestant 
alike, and when some six months later we moved to a married quarter at Aldergrove 
we held a party to say thank you to all these good friends. For a lot of them this was 
the first time they had met socially since ‘Papists’ and ‘Prods’ didn’t normally speak 
to one another. (How small minded and bigoted can you get!) We felt at the time that 
we might have done something to improve relations between the two sides, but when 
we visited Rosemary and her husband some months later we were understandably 
disappointed to hear that the normal ‘standoffishness’ had resumed. I have travelled 
extensively in many parts of the world during my life and I can honestly say that 
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Northern Ireland is the only place where religion is a factor determining whether one 
person speaks to another! Puerile isn’t it? 
 Being as the weather was still quite cold one of the next things I needed to do 
was to organise a supply of coal for our fires. Having ascertained the whereabouts of 
the local coal merchant I went to see him. Yes he could deliver coal straight away and 
how much would I like? I said I would have five hundredweights, but he told me he 
didn’t sell it by the hundredweight, but by the ‘baag’! Asked how much was in a baag, 
he replied, “A hundredweight and a quarter!” Whether a baag is still the unit for coal 
measurement I don’t know, but it was then just one of the strange habits of Ulster. 
Lord knows how they might get on with Kilos! The coal duly arrived and when I 
asked, “How much?” he said to pay him next time. Next time came a few weeks later 
and once more I had four ‘baags’ delivered and once more I asked, “How much?” and 
once more he said to pay him next time! By the time ‘next time’ arrived I felt sure I 
must owe him something approaching the national debt, but I still found it very 
difficult to get him to accept any money, although he reluctantly did after much 
cajoling. 
 Very soon I was doing my first ‘Bismuth’ flights. Perhaps I should explain 
‘Bismuth’. This was nothing to do with the element, but a codeword, something the 
RAF was particularly fond of using, and presumably the use of a codeword was a 
hangover from wartime, since there seemed to be little valid reason for its continued 
use in peacetime. The whole raison d’etre for the existence of No. 202 Squadron was 
to provide the Meteorological Office at Bracknell with information on the weather 
systems approaching the British Isles and to back up information provided by the 
Atlantic Weather Ships. All this was, of course, long before the arrival of satellites 
that have replaced both the ships and the meteorological squadron. 

Our contract with the Met. 
Office required the squadron to fly 
five ‘Bismuth’ flights per week 
and these were usually completed 
on Monday to Friday. Now and 
again we would fly one at 
weekends if we had fallen short of 
our weekday target for some 
reason or another. The Bismuth 
tracks were identified by a letter, 
‘A’ went down into the Bay of 
Biscay, ‘B’ went south-west into 
the Atlantic and so on until ‘G’ 
which went up past the Faroes. We 
occasionally flew a probe such as 
‘K’ shown on the map below. I’ve 
shown track ‘E’ because it was 
while we were flying this in 
October 1962 that I spotted what I 
thought was an upturned trawler 
somewhere near point B up by 

Iceland. Whilst navigator John Washington and I discussed whether we should divert 
from track to investigate, the ‘trawler’ spouted and disappeared! It must have been a 
grey whale, but from a distance it was easily mistaken for a ship turned turtle.  
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 The format of each Bismuth was the same, we 
flew from Aldergrove to a point near Tory Island off the 
northeast coast of Ulster and then set off on whichever 
track the Met Office had asked for that day. We flew at 
1,500 feet above sea level, which was pretty 
uncomfortable if the weather was rough and since we 
were specifically looking for ‘weather’ this was usually 
the case. There were eight members of the crew: 
captain; first officer; navigator; flight engineer; two 
signallers and two met. observers. In my crew this was, 
in order, myself; Terry Mills; John Washington; Don 
Crawford, ‘Sully’ Sullivan; John Webb; Jeff Earnshaw 
and ‘Steve’ Stevenson. Terry & John are shown in the 

picture about to depart on a ‘Bismuth’. Once we were down to 1,500 feet one of the 
met. observers sat in the right hand seat from where he could take readings of 
temperature and pressure from instruments just outside the starboard window. 

All met. observers were checked out to fly the aircraft straight and level so 
that Terry and myself could swap seats every two hours. This was necessary, as the 
aircraft had no useable autopilot and we had to fly it manually for the entire 9 or 10-
hour trip! Hard labour you might think and you’d be right! Once at point A we would 
descend to ‘sea level’, in practice about 200 feet ASL so that the met. observer could 
get a reading of ‘sea level’ pressure and temperature. Then back up to 1,500 feet and 
on to point B where the routine changed. We would descend to ‘sea level’ and then 
climb to 500 millibars (18,000 feet approx.) levelling at each 50 mbs for readings to 
be taken. Having spiralled up to 18,000 feet we would fly to point C at this height and 
then spiral down taking readings at every 50 mbs down to ‘sea level’, then return to 
base via point D at 1,500 feet. None of the crew particularly liked the 2 hour high 
level leg as we all had to wear oxygen masks because the Hastings was not 
pressurised. 

In February 1963 I flew a probe ‘K’ as shown in the diagram above, to find 
the centre of a hurricane that was moving west from the Caribbean towards the British 
Isles. The winds were extremely strong, so strong in fact that the tops of the 
considerable waves were being blown off. The north Atlantic that day was at its most 
threatening and we were all heartily glad that we were not riding out the storm in one 
of the weather ships! The profile of a ‘probe’ was different to that of the regular 
Bismuth in that we returned from 30o west at 10,000 feet. At this height we had a 
tremendous tailwind giving us a groundspeed in excess of 300 knots, a record for a 
Hastings, which compared most favourably with our groundspeed on the outward leg 
of 120 knots! 
 On Boxing Day 1961 one of the Captains had the misfortune to crash a 
Hastings on take-off. The subsequent board of inquiry ruled that he had been 
negligent and when I arrived on the squadron he was awaiting a court martial. When 
an officer is court martialled he has the choice of being defended by a professional 
lawyer or by a brother officer. In this particular case, Flying Officer Bloggs (not his 
real name) decided that he would be better off with the second choice and he asked 
me to defend him. I had had absolutely no training for, or experience of, being a 
defence counsel and I asked him why he had picked on me. He indicated that as I was 
a QFI I had to be clever, a non sequitur if ever I heard one, and because I was new on 
the squadron I was not likely to be biased, which was fair comment. Somewhat 
against my better judgement I agreed to help him and so, for three weeks until the day 
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of his trial, I was to be found studying the Manual of Air Force Law with great 
enthusiasm and considerable depth. 
 I was, as you can imagine, extremely nervous when the trial started, but I soon 
got into my stride trying to get various witnesses to agree that Flg. Off. Bloggs was 
totally justified in continuing the take-off after allowing a swing to develop. After 
brow beating three or four witnesses to my way of thinking I was about to start on the 
next witness when I was advised by the kindly Judge Advocate to ‘quit while I was 
ahead’. I took his advice and then suggested to the court that there was no prima facie 
case to answer. I was somewhat taken aback when the court decided after some 
deliberation that there was a case to answer, and so the trial was adjourned to the 
following day for me to present the case for the defence. (I learnt after the trial 
finished that the court just wanted to hear what the defence was!) 
 The following day I brought in two ‘expert’ witnesses in the form of two very 
experienced Hastings pilots, who agreed with my submission that Flg. Off. Bloggs 
was entirely justified in continuing the take-off, which so unfortunately led to the 
crash. I was more than amazed, and as relieved as my ‘client’, when the verdict of not 
guilty was announced. I was also most gratified to be congratulated by the prosecuting 
officer, a professional lawyer, on my conduct of the defence case. For some time after 
this I was known on the squadron as ‘Perry Mason Hopkins’! 

 Although by modern standards the 
Hastings was not particularly large it was still a 
fairly big collection of metal and rivets as can be 
seen in the picture of myself checking the 
propeller of one of the four engines. This was 
taken just as I was about to fly a ‘Bismuth’ 
taking with me the RAF’s chief photographer, 
Mike Chase. Mike was responsible for most of 
the superb pictures of various aircraft to be seen 
adorning the walls of offices and headquarters 
throughout the RAF. He also took all the other 
pictures of Hastings in this chapter. 
 The fact that the Hastings had a tail 
wheel in an era when most aircraft had nose 
wheels, even the Hermes, the civil version of the 
Hastings was thus equipped, led occasionally to 
some ribald comments from casual observers. 

Once, one of our aircraft had diverted to Lajes, in the Azores, for some 
technical reason and was parked at the end of a long line of ultra modern USAF 
B47’s. A crewman from one of these came 
wandering past and inquired from the 
signaller, who was standing by his aircraft, 
“Say, what’s this goddam thing?” The 
signaller, six foot four if he was an inch 
and appropriately built to scale, drew 
himself up to his full height and replied, 
“It is a Royal Air Force Handley Page 
Hastings!” The American responded with, 
“Goddam its even got a tail wheel!” This 
was too much for our signaller who 
grabbed the Yank by the front of his shirt 
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and lifted him up to his own eye level and said, “’Ere, you ain’t never seen a bird land 
on its bleeding beak ‘ave you?” Exit American suitably abashed!! 
 In the picture above right you may  be able to make out just behind the cockpit 
a small dome. The navigator used this for taking sextant, or ‘sun gun’ readings on the 
sun, moon or stars. Immediately behind the dome was an open tube through which a 
Very signalling pistol could be fired. Since the aircraft was not pressurised and the 
tube was open there was always a considerable suction through it. 

Each member of the crew was given an allowance of one shilling and eleven 
and a half pence for each flight with which to purchase food etc. What we did was to 
send one of the Met. Observers down to the NAAFI with all our money to buy tea, 
coffee, milk, bread, tinned pilchards and a Birds Eye ‘dinner-for-one’ for each of us. 
Any few pence surplus was usually spent on a few hard-boiled eggs. Now and again 
we had a few of these eggs left over and it just happened that the Very pistol tube was 
just the right size to allow an egg offered up to it to be sucked out of the aircraft. An 
egg sucked out thus would zigzag its way back towards the fin and we had an ongoing 
competition to see if anyone could hit the fin with an egg. Of course no one ever did 
because the air pressure round the fin always deflected the egg. I have often wondered 
since what life form, if anything, benefited from our largesse or perhaps I should issue 
a warning to operators of mini-submarines to alert them to the presence of hens eggs 
on the floor of the Atlantic Ocean!  
 On another occasion one of the Met Observers made me a pilchard sandwich, 
something that I normally ate with relish. This day though I didn’t feel in the mood 
for such a delicacy and not wishing to hurt the fellow’s feelings I decided to throw it 
out of the side window of the cockpit. It went out alright, but immediately came back 
and plastered itself all over the rear side window. I told the groundcrew who had to 
clean off the remains that we had been low flying and hit a flying fish, but I don’t 
think they believed me! 
 In July 1962 I flew a full complement of 38 service passengers from 
Aldergrove to Gibraltar. As I mentioned in chapter six I had a fairly dodgy experience 
the first time I went to Gibraltar and this time confirmed my opinion that landing 
there was not to be treated lightly. This time two things were making life difficult. 
First, the runway was being resurfaced, which meant that we had to land on the 
taxiway whose edge was perilously close to the sea, and second the wind was in that 
awkward direction well known to aviators who have flown into the place, where it 
flows around the Rock in such a way that you land downwind no matter which 
runway you choose! Also about half way along the runway there is considerable 
turbulence where the direction changes by 180o. The net result of all this was that I 
had considerable difficulty in keeping the aircraft on the substitute runway, very 
nearly putting one wheel over the edge into the sea! 

I could see that the Terry was not impressed by the ashen colour of his face as 
I finally brought the aircraft to a standstill. It was 
undoubtedly what we in the flying profession describe as 
a sixpence, half-crown, dustbin lid landing! Still, we also 
say that if you walk away from a landing it must have 
been a good one! 
 By this time Trevor had started school in 
Newtonbreda and I must say that he got an excellent 
grounding in the 3 R’s that has undoubtedly stood him in 
good stead.  The picture on the left was taken in the 
garden at Newtonbreda just after he had started school 
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and when Christopher was three. They played for many a happy hour in their wigwam 
and cowboy suits and in the picture on the right some ‘car repairs’ are in progress. In 
Christopher’s case this turned out to be as 
prophetic as the picture in Chapter 1 of me in 
a similar position, as he has since become a 
skilled mechanic in his spare time. 
 As I was already a QFI the Squadron 
Commander decided that the Transport 
Command Standardisation unit should check 
me out to become an Instrument Rating 
Examiner (IRE) on the Hastings. This 
involved flying across to Benson in 
Oxfordshire. I duly went across with the CO who had decided that he too would get 
qualified as an IRE. He was given a very thorough grilling by the examiner, both on 
technical subjects and in the air. By the time my turn came I had lost interest in the 
whole proceedings since there was absolutely no requirement for two more IRE’s on 
the squadron, but to my total surprise the examiner asked me just one technical 
question, got me to fly one approach and then told me I had passed! Later on I became 
a full QFI on the type and thereafter did quite a lot of training and checking of the 
other pilots on the squadron. 
 At this time Belfast Airport was still at Nutts Corner, Aldergrove civil airport 
being under construction. Because Aldergrove is built over some form of magnetic 
rock it was impossible to do an accurate compass swing on the airfield, so we used to 
take the aircraft over to Nutts Corner, an extremely arduous flight of 5 minutes! On 
one occasion after the compass swing was complete I was in the control tower getting 
clearance to fly back to Aldergrove and the controller, whom I knew, told me of a 
hilarious incident that had recently occurred. 

Nutts Corner was what you could describe as a ‘country airport’ with the 
public car park quite close to the runway. Every night a Dakota flew in from London 
at about 0300 with the newspapers for the province. On the night in question the pilot 
of the Dakota had been most indignant to find a car driving up the runway towards his 
aircraft as he completed his landing. After the offending driver was apprehended he 
was asked whether he had seen the Dakota, to which he replied in an unmistakably 
Irish accent, “Sure I did – I blew my horn!” 
 The next remarkable occasion was during the winter of 1962/3 when we had a 
severe snowfall to the extent that many roads became impassable. One day I was 
asked to take some volunteers and an ambulance and try to reach an isolated 
farmhouse where the farmer had fallen down stairs and supposedly broken his leg. We 
got to within about a mile of the farm in the ambulance and then had to take to our 
feet and by walking along the top of the snow covered hedgerows we eventually got 
to the farmhouse to find the farmer with his leg all colours of the rainbow. He seemed 
in a pretty poor way so we loaded him onto the stretcher we had brought along and 
struggled back the way we had come along the tops of the hedgerows. After an 
exhausting period of stumbling along we finally got him into the ambulance and 
drove him to hospital in Belfast. The next day I went in to see if he was recovering 
and was amazed to find he had already been discharged after treatment for just a bad 
bruise. YCNSTWLEM! 
 Another result of the severe winter that year was that we got involved in 
supply dropping to the sheep and cattle cut off from their food supplies. We did a 
number of sorties throwing out bales of hay from the back of the aircraft and you 
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would be surprised at the amount of loose hay we had to clean out of our machines 
after the emergency was over! 
 About the end of February I left 202 Squadron and became Station Adjutant. 
This was to be a short posting lasting about a year during which time a couple of 
amusing incidents occurred. The first was when I caught sight of the new Station 
Commander poking the bottom of the flagstaff on the parade ground with his swagger 
stick. I enquired as to the reason for this odd behaviour and he told me that on his last 
station he was in the middle of the final rehearsal for the annual AOC’s parade when 
on the command ‘Present Arms’ the flagstaff crashed to the ground narrowly missing 
him. It transpired that the thing was completely rotten and so he was checking to 
make sure there would be no repeat on the parade ground at Aldergrove. 

The second memorable thing was the bayonet find. Going into the Group 
Captain’s office one morning I noticed he had a very old bayonet lying on his desk. 
He explained that he had been inspecting the station armoury a few days previously 
and had noticed a trapdoor in the ceiling. He instructed the Station Warrant Officer 
who was with him to get a ladder so that they could see what was in the loft. Apart 
from the collection of dust and cobwebs one would expect, the only thing of note was 
a large chest. This was found to contain a considerable number of 18-inch bayonets in 
leather scabbards dating back to 1907. Most of them were in a very sorry state but the 
CO had had the SWO clean up one of the better ones for him to keep as a trophy. I 
asked permission to get the SWO to clean one up for me and I have it to this day 
hanging in my hall where it would be quite handy for seeing off any intruder. “They 
don’t like it up them!” 

 Just after the stretcher 
incident Mella was taken ill 
with hepatitis and was 
confined to bed for some two 
months. As she had also 
recently become pregnant you 
can imagine how sick she was 
and how worried that her 
illness might affect our unborn 

child. You can imagine our relief when Austen James was born on 9th November quite 
unaffected by the hepatitis. However fate had yet more in store that year, for on 20th 
December on our way to a party Mella slipped on some ice and broke her ankle. This 
was a major headache for both of us as Austen was only a few weeks old (as you can 
see in the pictures above) and after having her ankle set and reset Mella was in a full-
length plaster and having to sleep downstairs. I had to do all the cooking, something 
I’m not particularly good at, although I did manage a goose and all the trimmings for 
Christmas with expert guidance from Mella from her sickbed. 

Fortunately we did have the luxury of a batman, Sean, who kept the house 
clean, but we had to keep an eye on him when he wielded the brasso. He was so 
liberal in the use of this that on one occasion we were unable to get our key into the 
front door Yale lock, as the hole was completely full! YNCSTWLEM! 
 Thus came to an end a not particularly happy episode in the lives of the 
Hopkins clan, and we were all happy to return to England and sanity. 


