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CHAPTER 9 – BASSINGBOURN – AGAIN! 
 
 Towards the end of January 1964 I was posted back to the mainland to do a 
refresher course on Canberras. By this time Mella was in a walking plaster, but it was 
still with some reluctance that I left her coping with two small boys and a baby while 
I went off to Bassingbourn for the second time. It was a great relief to get back to 
flying jet aircraft and I was crewed with a Squadron Leader navigator who was going 
to a B(I)8 Interdictor squadron in Germany as their Navigation Leader. This suited me 
fine as I had always had a yen to fly the B(I)8 version shown in this picture in which 
you can see the under belly gun pack and the wing pylons for carrying external stores. 

Also visible is the bubble canopy that gave the pilot a much-enhanced view. 
However my dream of flying this magnificent version of the Canberra was 

soon shattered when I was told that I would not be going to Germany as the squadron 
did not need my services. YCNSTWLEM!! Instead I was given the chance to stay at 
Bassingbourn as an instructor on the OCU and I must say that in many ways this was 
a better option as moving the family to Germany would have been a major upheaval 
with Mella’s ankle still less than perfect. 

I resolved to find us a suitable place to set up home and in this I was lucky to 
find, through a colleague, a builder who was erecting two bungalows on the site of an 
old farmhouse in Meldreth only four miles from the airfield. I hastily went to see him 
and put my name on one of them with little idea how I was going to finance the deal. 
Nowadays the price of less than £4,000 would be something one could find in petty 
cash, so to speak, but in 1964 it was a major amount of money. However I soon 
arranged a mortgage and was able to let Mella know the good news. At first she 
thought I was barking mad as my salary was only about £2,000 per annum and we had 
little or no furniture, but my mother gave us some that I was able to renovate over the 
next few months while the bungalow was completed. 

In the meantime I found an old thatched 
cottage in Shepreth, close enough to Meldreth to 
allow Trevor and Christopher to go to the 
village primary school and not have to change 
schools when we finally moved to Meldreth. 
This cottage, shown right, was an amalgamation 
of two small cottages and as a result had two 
sets of stairs, one at each end that the boys 
found great fun, although Mella found them somewhat difficult, as they were very 
narrow and winding. I had been able to take a week’s leave at the end of March to go 
back to Northern Ireland and collect the boys and Mella, who by now was out of 
plaster and on the road back to normality. Fortunately the summer was exceptionally 
sunny so I was able to work on the furniture renovation in the back garden. 
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 At the end of May I started my 
standardisation as a Canberra QFI and IRE and 
by the end of June I was ready to start 
instructing students, some of whom were ‘ab 
initio’ on the Canberra while others were doing 
a ‘retread’ as I had recently done. All were 
interesting to teach and I, as in my previous 
instructing, was learning more about the 
Canberra and flying in general. 

On 20th September I flew to Malta to 
take part in a formation flypast to celebrate 
Malta’s independence and this photo taken 
during a practice shows how close our formation was. In fact the distance between the 
nose of my aircraft and the tail of the leader was about ten feet. As I mentioned in  
earlier chapters the closer you get the easier it is to spot when you get out of position. 
 In January 1965 I took a B2 on a ‘Lone Ranger’ to Luqa (Malta), El Adem 
(Libya) and Akrotiri (Cyprus), with two navigators, flight lieutenants Cook and 
Williamson. Whilst at El Adem I did a low-level cross-country flight over the Sahara 
desert. This was my first opportunity to try some ‘real’ low level flying. In the UK the 
minimum height for low flying is 250 feet above the ground, but over the desert there 
is no restriction other than safety considerations. In wartime one would need to fly as 
low as possible to avoid being seen by enemy radar, so an opportunity to do some 
practice at a realistically low level was not to be missed. 

One valuable lesson I learnt was that over featureless terrain it is very difficult 
to judge your exact height above the ground especially when it is all sand coloured. I 
was thoroughly enjoying myself whizzing along at 450 knots (520 mph) about six to 
ten feet above the sand when there was a yell from Williamson who was lying in the 
nose on the bomb-aimers couch, “Didn’t you see it?” “See what?” I replied. “That 
bloody camel – you nearly hit it!” I really hadn’t seen the animal, so well was it 
camouflaged against the desert. Still they say a miss is as good as a mile! 
 At the end of January I was summoned to the Wing Commander Flying’s 
office to be told I had been selected to instruct a senior officer who was going to 
Akrotiri as the Station Commander. I was partly flattered to be selected and partly 
nervous as to what my new student might be like. I needn’t have worried, as Air 
Commodore North-Lewis was both a very good pilot and a splendid person to be 
with. His letter to me after his course says it all.  
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The Air Commodore had said to me before he left Bassingbourn that should I 
find myself in Akrotiri at any time I should look him up. It so happened that in 
September I was given the task of ferrying a T4 from Bassingbourn to Akrotiri, so I 
took the opportunity to go and see him. When I arrived at his office I told his PA who 
I was and what I had come for, but she told me that the Air Commodore was busy 
handing out Long Service and Good Conduct medals. However his door was open and 
he must have heard me speak and recognised my voice for he instructed his PA to 
send me in. We had a chat for 15 minutes during which time he apologised that he 
was unable to entertain me that evening as he had a prior engagement, but somewhat 
to my embarrassment he instructed one of his Wing Commanders to look after me. I 
was treated right royally and had a splendid meal in a local restaurant. For the non-
service reader I should perhaps explain that a Wing Commander entertaining a mere 
Flight Lieutenant was a pretty unusual circumstance and certainly outside my 
previous experience! More significantly though it does demonstrate the sincerity of 
the words in the letter.  
 Also in his letter the Air Commodore wished me luck in my new job. This was 
a transfer to the Bomber Command Standardisation Flight (BCSF), also at 
Bassingbourn, and meant I was again part of a team responsible for the standard of all 
the QFI’s at Bassingbourn. In the meantime in June I was busy taking my 
recategorisation as an A1 QFI. This was a much more extensive test, or rather set of 
tests involving two flying tests, a lecture and an oral. 

The subject of my lecture was ‘Probable Developments in Automatic 
Landings’. To research this I went over to RAF Bedford where the Automatic 
Landing Development Unit was based and spent a day with them during which I flew 
in the Comet 3 that they used for their experimental work. It was all very interesting 
and one of the ‘probable’ developments I forecast was the use of a cassette with an 
entire flight profile written on it to be used in conjunction with a suitably modified 
autopilot that would mean an aircraft flying, say, from Heathrow to New York 
entirely automatically. Although I never actually saw the system working Gordon 
Corps told me that something like this was in use in Concorde. YCNSTWLEM! 
 About this time I had the opportunity to buy a 12-bore double-barrelled 
shotgun from a colleague who was being posted to Germany where he would be 
unable to use it. I had never used such a gun before, but by good fortune my student at 
the time, Lieutenant Eagle RN, was something of an ace and he kindly took me 
pigeon shooting a few times and gave me many useful hints. There was a four gun 
rough-shoot at Bassingbourn that I joined and enjoyed many a Saturday morning walk 
around the airfield letting fly at the occasional pheasant or hare. I kept that gun until 
1998 when I moved from country to town and sold it at a profit of 400%! I had a lot 
of fun with it and did my bit to keep down the rabbit population of Sussex. 
 Coincident with my transfer to the BCSF in September I became a member of 

the CFS Examining Wing responsible 
for examining Canberra pilots 
throughout the RAF. At this time there 
were 22 RAF units operating Canberras 
in such diverse places as Laarbruch, 
Geilenkirchen, Wildenrath, Bruggen, (all 
in Germany), Binbrook, Pershore, 
Strubby, Watton (UK), Luqa (Malta), 
Akrotiri (Cyprus) and Tengah 
(Singapore). The units in Germany and 
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UK we visited each year, while the others every other year. 
The result of all this was that I was away from home a lot, about three months 

of each year, so Mella had to look after the three boys and their education to a very 
large extent. In this regard we were very lucky with the primary school in Meldreth, 
run by headmaster Ron Harding, who had previously run the school on Tristan da 
Cunha. He was what I would call an ideal teacher who took great interest in all his 
pupils and not only did he teach them academic subjects, but practical ones as well. 

For instance he had most of the pupils involved in building a swimming pool 
for the benefit of the entire school. Early on during his time at the school he contacted 
us to tell us that Trevor, who was about seven at the time and sat at the back of the 
classroom, kept walking up to the front of the class to look at what was written on the 
blackboard. This seemed so odd that I immediately took Trevor to see our MO who 
tested his eyesight. It turned out that he was very short-sighted, so much so that when 
we had got him fitted out with spectacles he observed that, “that’s much better I can 
see the bus at the end of the street now!” It is difficult to know when one’s offspring 
have poor eyesight and they just think what they see is normal, so it’s just as well an 
incident like this drew our attention to Trevor’s problem. 

One of the benefits of being a CFS Examiner or ‘trapper’, as we were 
universally known, was to be able to fly the particular type of Canberra that the 
examinee squadron operated. Over my time on Canberras I had the pleasure of flying  

B2’s; PR3’s; T4’s; B6’s; PR7’s; B(I)8’s; PR9’s; B15’s; and T17’s. The latter is 
shown above and is like the one belonging to 360 Squadron I flew in October 1968 at 
Watton right at the end of my career as a ‘trapper’.  

Usually as trappers we would fly a typical operational sortie that the squadron 
did, so for instance one of my trips in a B(I)8 was a low level bombing sortie over 
Germany finishing up dropping a practice bomb at the range at Nordhorn using a, 
then, new technique. I was teased when I got back to the mess by the members of the 
squadron trying to get me to believe that I had dropped an ODA (outside the danger 
area), whereas in reality it had been a 10 yard error, which for most munitions is as 
good as a direct hit! 

Another interesting sortie was photographing a part of Borneo from a PR7 as 
part of an aerial survey of the country that had been going on since 1948. The reason 
why this survey took such an incredibly long time was the cloud conditions over 
Borneo. I suppose today infra-red photography would have cut the whole procedure 
short, but in 1967 such technology didn’t exist. One PR3 I flew was the one, WE139, 
that won the London to New Zealand Air Race in 1953 and which is now on display 
in the RAF Museum at Hendon. 

While I was visiting the B(I)8 squadron mentioned above I heard an amusing 
tale about a non-constituted crew doing a ‘pundit crawl’ around Germany one night. I 
must first explain that a non-constituted crew is one of pilot and navigator who don’t 
normally fly together and a ‘pundit crawl’ is a map reading navigational exercise 
flying from one airfield to another, on to a third and back to base. Its pundit, i.e. a 
coloured light flashing the two identity letters for that airfield in Morse code, red for 
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military airfields and green for civilian, identifies each airfield. It seems that both the 
pilot and navigator had allowed their knowledge of Morse to get rusty, so when the 
pilot spotted a pundit flashing ‘dah dah dit  dah dit dah’ he couldn’t remember what it 
was, so he asked the navigator who couldn’t remember either. “Shall I look it up?” 
says the Nav. “No, don’t bother” replied the pilot, “I’ll ask someone.” So he pressed 
the tit and said, “Wildenrath, this is Alpha Delta, what is dah dah dit  dah dit dah?” 
Back from the darkness came the most helpful reply, “Morse clot!” 

Also on a light note, we had a visit to Bassingbourn by some officers of one of 
the Guards regiments. I was showing two subalterns the ‘business’ end of a Canberra, 
i.e. where the pilot and navigator sat. One of these two chinless wonders turned to me 
to ask where I sat. I pointed to the pilots seat, whereupon he asked, “Oh, don’t you 
have a driver?” I suppose he thought it was like a tank with the commander sticking 
his head out of the top. YCNSTWLEM! 

To give an idea of our workload as trappers, in 1967 I was in Geilenkirchen 
for a week in April, Laarbruch and Bruggen a week each in May, Binbrook and 
Laarbruch a week each in June, Bruggen a week in July, Tengah for three weeks in 
October/ November, Watton three weeks in November/December. For each test the 
pilot had to briefed before the flight, debriefed after the flight and then a report 
written up for submission to CFS Examining Wing. So although the average length of 
a test flight was about one and a half hours we could only do a maximum of three per 
day, and that was jolly hard work and meant a working day from 0900 to 2100! 
Between times I would be testing students and staff at Bassingbourn, doing air tests 
and so on. 

Speaking of air tests, there was one occasion when a student reported a B2 
unserviceable, as the critical speed on the port engine was way above the correct 
figure. Without getting too technical, the critical speed is that speed below which 
directional control cannot be maintained with full rudder and full power on one 
engine, the other engine being at idle. It is important to know what these speeds are 
and to be able to fly the aircraft in such a configuration without losing control. 

Consequently I was sent up to verify the student’s figures. Sure enough the 
crit. speed for the starboard engine was normal, but that for the port was much too 
high. The aircraft was taken out of service for examination by the engineers, who 
surprisingly could find nothing wrong with it, so I was asked to test it again. This I 
did with the same results as previously. Back to the hangar it went for further and 
more detailed examination that eventually revealed a curious and hitherto unheard of 
fault. 

The rudder on a Canberra has a device to prevent too much rudder being 
applied at high speeds and causing undue stress on the airframe. The main component 
of this device is a torque-tube that is progressively loaded by the pilot applying 
rudder. In this instance the torque-tube had suffered a spiral crack down its entire 
length, so that in one direction the crack was being compressed and working normally 
and in the other opened, with the consequent differences in crit. speeds. As far as I’m 
aware this was the only occasion that a fault like this was ever experienced. 

During this era the role of the Canberra as a high level bomber had become 
obsolete and had been changed to a new role delivering nuclear weapons at high 
speed and low level using a system called LABS (Low Altitude Bombing System). As 
the Canberra had never been considered for this type of flying at its inception, nobody 
had written a suitable chapter on ‘low flying’ either for the Instructor’s Guide or 
Pilot’s Notes. The omission was given to me to rectify. (See Annex ‘A’). Most of it 
was simple common sense, but when I came to write about minimum radius turns I 
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could not find any source for the information I needed. Neither the manufacturers nor 
the test pilots at Boscombe Down could help, so I set about working it out from 
basics. 

I needed to know what the radius of turn was at sea level at full power on both 
engines and pulling the maximum allowed ‘4g’. I set to with pen, paper and slide rule 
and came up with a figure of about 150 yards. “This is ridiculous,” I thought, “I must 
have made an error with the decimal point somewhere and the result should be x10!” 
However no matter how many times I reworked my figures I kept getting essentially 
the same result. The answer, I felt, was to go and try it in practice. So with a suitably 
hardy navigator who didn’t mind being subjected to repeated turns at 4g I took off and 
went over to East Anglia to find a disused airfield to test my theoretical result. To my 
total surprise I found my results to be pretty accurate. Looking back I suppose I 
shouldn’t have been all that surprised at the Canberra’s low level performance as it 
had a very low wing loading. 

It is interesting to surmise that as long as ones fuel held out you could avoid 
being shot down by any fighter in the world at that time simply by doing a 4g turn. 
The frustrated fighter pilot would just not have been able to ‘get a bead’ on you! 
YCNSTWLEM! (For the benefit of technical types and other aviators I have included 
my treatise on Low Flying as well as that on Braking as annexes at the end of my 
book.) 

I’ve occasionally been asked how the ‘standardisers’ standardised themselves. 
Quite simply by what the government today would call self-regulation, only in our 
case it worked and worked extremely well. There were three examiners at any given 
time and we spent quite a lot of time flying with each other, either travelling to a 
squadron or for revalidating each other’s CIRE (Command Instrument Rating 
Examiner) qualifications. When testing pilots we gave them a mark out of ten, 
although this was only for our own purposes and was not recorded anywhere. Every 
so often two of us would each fly with a particular pilot for some reason and in every 
case the mark we gave was the same. Another method we adopted was to obey one of 
Socrates’ tenets, i.e. to be critical of each other, but to be particularly self-critical and 
analyse what you had just done. I did this throughout my flying career and found it 
very useful indeed. 

Whilst I am on the subject of standards I must mention a visit we did to a 
squadron in Germany whose result the previous year had been quite satisfactory. This 
year it was a completely different story even though the majority of the pilots were 
the same ones who we had tested only 12 months ago. By the Wednesday of our visit 
I had the AOC on the phone asking me what I thought of them. When told that their 
standard was pretty dire he expressed the opinion that he expected as much. The next 
day the C in C Germany rang me with exactly the same comments. We didn’t have 
too far to look for the cause of this sudden and grave lowering of standards. Like any 
other organisation the fault lay at the top, i.e. with the squadron CO, but because he 
was a Navigator his competence was outside our remit. Nevertheless my comments to 
the C in C bore fruit as the CO was sacked and replaced by a pilot Wing Commander. 
The following year all the pilots had regained their previous standards proving my 
long held theory that the man at the top is usually to blame in these sorts of 
circumstances. 

Similarly I once had cause to have a Wing Commander pilot doing a refresher 
course prior to going to Germany to become CO of a squadron taken off flying 
altogether. This might seem pretty drastic, but not only was this man’s flying ability 
totally unacceptable, he also refused to believe me when I told him of his 
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shortcomings. A bad pilot is dangerous, but a pilot who won’t acknowledge this is 
lethal, not only to himself but also to his crew! 

One of my colleagues, Jim Rutter, and I spent some time flying together in a 
T4 doing ‘blind’ landings using the ILS (Instrument Landing System) and we found 
that on a calm day we could both fly completely blind down the ILS right onto the 
runway. Of course we were not allowed to do this for real, but the lessons I learnt 
from these experiments saved my bacon on a couple of occasions when I was flying 
commercially as I shall relate in another chapter. 

Some time in 1966 I was informed by MOD that I could, if I wished, extend 
my service until the age of 55 instead of retiring at the age of 38. In order to make an 
informed decision I had an interview with a Wing Commander at MOD to ascertain 
my career prospects. I was told that I was unlikely to get promotion beyond my 
present rank of Flight Lieutenant, notwithstanding I had passed my promotion 
examination, which meant that my salary would not rise much in the next few years. I 
was also told that my next posting would be to Air Traffic Control. 

To say that I was astounded at the latter idea would be the understatement of 
the century. Considering that I was at that time one of the best qualified pilots in the 
entire Air Force it seemed to me to be a total waste of my talents to shunt me into a 
ground job, and in any case I didn’t join the RAF to fly a ‘mahogany bomber’. If I’d 
wanted to do that I would have joined a bank or building society! Anyway I was so 
disgusted that I came home from the interview and immediately booked a 
correspondence course to get an Airline Transport Pilot’s Licence (ATPL). I also 
informed MOD that I would not be remaining in the RAF beyond my 38th birthday. 

Judging by the fact that the RAF today seems to be short of experienced pilots 
it would seem that the ‘faceless wonders’ at MOD still haven’t learnt the value of 
giving top quality people a sensible career. In fairness I should mention that I and Jim 
Rutter had been chosen to be the first QFI’s on the cancelled TSR2 and once we had 
got the initial pilots trained, we were to be the ‘trappers’ for the type. I only found out 
about this just before I left the RAF on 8th December 1968.  

In late 1967 I spent a very interesting day at Dunlop’s factory gleaning 
information to help me write another chapter for the Canberra Instructor’s Guide 
regarding braking techniques. (See Annex ‘B’). Like so much in life there is more to 
the subject than meets the eye! Whilst at the factory I saw the brakes for the Concord 
under development testing to destruction. Quite an awe inspiring sight with flames 
shooting out all over the place and demonstrating very vividly the amount of energy 
that needs to dissipated whilst stopping an aircraft. 

As an illustration of this I was once told that the amount of heat energy 
dissipated through the brakes of a Victor bomber during stopping was sufficient to 
raise six elephants a hundred feet in the air and cook them. And they would be 
overdone! An amusing way of bringing home to pilots the nature of the problem. 

 This chapter 
would not be complete 
without a picture of the 
ill-fated TSR2. I was 
fortunate enough to 
attend a lecture given by 
Roland Beamont about 
his time flying this 
magnificent aircraft. One 
thing I learnt was that 
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the TSR2 would carry a bigger load, further than the equivalent aircraft of today, the 
Tornado. Imagine what the TSR2 would have been able to do 35 years on with 
uprated engines and enhanced lightweight systems! 

I also learnt in later years that the main reason for cancelling TSR2 was so that 
the Americans could sell their vastly inferior Phantom around the world. But for 
Harold Wilson our aviation industry would have had a world-beater and had the TSR2 
not been the subject of political sleaze I probably would have stayed in the service 
until 1985!! YCNSTWLEM!!! 

Although the powers that be at MOD did not seem to value my talents enough 
to either promote me or give me a worthwhile career, it would appear that somebody 
had other ideas, for in the New Year’s Honours list in 1969 I was the very proud 
recipient of a Queen’s Commendation. This was a singularly pleasant and totally 
unexpected honour and the certificate above serves as a constant reminder of just over 
sixteen very enjoyable years serving Her Majesty in the Royal Air Force. I would 
recommend any young man wishing to become a pilot to follow in my footsteps. 
 
 


