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In memory of Squadron Leader W. A. Waterton GM, AFC* and of the countless aircrew, designers and engineers whose heroic work in the dangerous early years of the Jet Age made modern flying safe






















They say Great Britain is still a first-class power, doing well and winning respect from the nations: and if so, it is, of course, extremely gratifying. But what of the future? That was what Lord Emsworth was asking himself. Could this happy state of things last? He thought not.




 





P.G. WODEHOUSE, Blandings Castle (1935)




 





Gentlemen, you must never, ever forget that all aircraft manufacturers are thieves and rogues.
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Introduction





At some point in the mid-seventies my friend and ex-tutor, the late Jonathan Wordsworth, offered me a job fund-raising for the Wordsworth Trust – or maybe it was the Dove Cottage Appeal. I was soon to be revealed as the world’s worst fund-raiser, although consistent in that never did I raise more than I was being paid. However, until this fact became undeniable I was assigned a red Vauxhall Chevette and a secretary/assistant, a Wordsworth DPhil in her twenties. She and I were introduced in Oxford on the day we were to drive up to the Lake District for an official briefing in Ambleside. She struck me as earnest in a Guardian-reading sort of way; I evidently struck her as male, although I did my best to make my gender unobtrusive.


Somewhere up in the northern Midlands – I can see a moorland landscape with dark low clouds, probably in the Peak District – there occurred one of those epiphanic moments which take one by such surprise that all pretences are stripped away in a flash. From behind a hill a bare couple of hundred yards ahead a vision swept into view. ‘Oh God! Look!’ I cried involuntarily. It was an Avro Vulcan B. Mk 2 in camouflage livery, travelling not very fast and only a couple of hundred feet up, thanks to its terrain-following radar: almost close enough for its serial number to be legible. As if the pilot impetuously decided to put on a show for the tiny red car plodding along this empty road, it performed an almost vertical bank to port directly in front of us before going to full military power and climbing steeply away overhead at an astonishing angle. Against the dark sky the vast underside of the delta with its kinked leading edge was briefly revealed in all its ghostly majesty, the thunder of the four Olympus engines and their combined fifty-plus tons of thrust drowning out the Vauxhall’s pitiful motor and setting up vibrations I could feel through the steering wheel as I watched the parallel trails of dark kerosene smoke heading up and vanishing into the cloud base. Shakily I slowed the car, repetitively mumbling something like ‘Crikey!’ as my gooseflesh subsided.


‘I know,’ my companion said with the first sympathy she had so far evinced. ‘It’s disgusting, isn’t it? Just war, war, war. Endless boys’ toys at the taxpayer’s expense.’


I looked at her aghast. ‘But … surely … it was so beautiful!’ I blurted. That huge triangle against the sky like some monstrous angel trailing dark clouds of glory? It was sensationally beautiful: the most extravagantly charismatic aircraft this country has ever built. Doggedly I tried to explain that, yes, we’re all against war, but you can’t deny some of its machinery is downright sexy. That massive power, all those tons of steel just being blasted straight up into the sky as if they were so much thistledown? Sheer glory. You could feel it in your stomach as much as hear it. Surely you’ve got to be moved by the awesome prowess involved in designing and building something like that? The sheer human ingenuity? No?


No. My advocacy failed utterly and my new assistant spoke barely another word until we reached Dove Cottage, by which time it was clear we belonged to two radically incompatible species and I had unabashedly reverted to my native gender. The odd thing was that a second epiphanic moment occurred not long after this, and again with a Wordsworth connection. I was staying with Jonathan and his family in their ageless and remote little rented farmhouse above the Duddon Valley and we were walking one day up on Harter Fell. It was one of those comparatively rare idyllic Lakeland days when the sunlight falls unhindered from the sky with brilliant largesse as if to apologise for all the mist and rain and grey months. We were quite high up on the fell when the silence was broken by a strange bleating rumble. Suddenly there appeared from the shoulder behind us two SEPECAT Jaguars practising high-speed contour-hugging. They passed a bare fifty yards away but below us, so that we glimpsed the pilots’ white bone domes behind their cockpit canopies as they flashed past in a drench of sound that rattled the hills before fading with that odd wailing quality caused by the complex echoes thrown back from the close, sheep-bitten slopes. The scent of burnt kerosene lingered faintly in the Lakeland air.


Once again I was reduced to schoolboyish excitement while Jonathan, who seldom voluntarily left the late 1790s, was genuinely pained and bewildered. His inner musing shattered, he attempted to overcome his distress with a quotation from his forebear: ‘deep/But short-lived uproar, like a torrent sent/Out of the bowels of a bursting cloud …’ But it didn’t work as a jocular exorcism and he fell into gloom at the remorseless way in which the world is too much with us. Only I was left thrilled, although obscurely crestfallen for being so easily revealed as both juvenile and philistine. But the world moves on, I wanted to say (and probably did). The Lake District of the 1790s was no doubt full of wonderfully ethnic pedlars and leech-gatherers and ruined cottages, not to mention the music of humanity; but a couple of centuries later the hills are alive with the sound of Jaguars, whether in the air or in the car park down at Dove Cottage, and there’s poetry in that, too, besides more money for the Archive. It simply requires the right poet …? No again.


I must try to be precise about this clash of sensibilities. It is made no simpler by so easily being able to put myself into a pre-industrial mood and bewail the vanishing of bucolic silence and unhurried communion with what we think of today as ‘the natural world’. On the other hand I have always been moved by the science and aesthetics of flight and of particular aircraft, just as certain mariners have been by the sea and individual ships. Still, I can’t deny that in my exultation at the two Jaguars storming by at our feet and blasting apart the immemorial hush there was also an adolescent component of rebellious glee. To hell with the eighteenth century and all those visionary but often sententious pentameters! I am a creature of my own day and age, and that is – the Jet Age! Childish, no doubt; but then aircraft have had significance for me from my earliest childhood.


At the time of the Coronation in 1953 I was eleven, and I and my friends were adjusting to our novel identity as New Elizabethans. Through children’s periodicals such as Eagle and Boy’s Own we were proclaimed the inheritors of a new order: a post-war Britain of amazing technological energy and inventiveness suitable for the new Jet Age. Being fervent plane-spotters, we walked about with permanent cricks in our necks from gazing heavenwards. The least sound or movement in the skies would instantly pre-empt our attention as we strained for a glimpse of one of the exotica Britain seemed constantly to be producing: experimental or prototype aircraft, most of which were destined never to go into mass production. The overwhelming impression we had was of a national industry at a peak of fertility and excitement. Scarcely a week passed, it seemed, without Britain claiming some new world record in speed or distance or altitude. Now that the near-mystical ‘sound barrier’ had been definitively broken there could surely be no further limit to aeronautical progress. For my friends and I the sky was our chosen playground. The rubber-band-powered propeller aircraft we used to launch into the wind now began to seem old-fashioned. To be properly up to date, the models we made from balsa wood kits now had to be powered by little Jetex jet engines that sent them hissing through the air, trailing a plume of pale, acrid smoke behind their fashionably swept-back wings. Our identification with what was literally ‘leading-edge’ technology was complete. We ran across a lot of fields, climbed a lot of trees and ventured into a good many back gardens in order to rescue our little plastic pilots glued beneath their clear bubble canopies as they manfully strove to emulate our flesh-and-blood heroes in the sky.


Today, more than half a century later and amid the industrial rubble of supposedly ‘broken’ Britain, it is not easy to convey plausibly the excitement of those times. The pages of Boy’s Own were full of ads for a career in the RAF. This was the age of the jet, they said. Your future is in the air and can start when you’re fifteen … Most of us were destined to get no nearer the military than National Service, and many were to escape even that. Yet at a fantasy level it remained a potent dream, like that of the day when we would be adults, and rich. In the interim we identified with the men who flew the new supersonic aircraft. None of the ordinary sporting heroes of the day – the mere footballers and cricketers messing about with balls and pieces of wood – had for us the test pilots’ transcendental quality that went with technology: with the electrifying double boom that made parents curse and heralded the hair-erecting sight of a streaking aircraft pulling up into a vertical climb while filling the horizon with crackling thunder. We hero-worshipped the pilots, while the aircraft themselves were above all awesomely beautiful: streamlined, violent, slitting the sky with surgical precision to reveal a dazzling – if quite undefined – future.


Such was a schoolboy’s romantic viewpoint, necessarily naive and penetrated by dreaming. This befitted someone who, after being taken on his first flight (in a de Havilland Dragon Rapide for a ‘circuit’ of what was then still known as London Airport) had gone straight home and laid out some suitable pieces of timber on the garage floor in the hopes that they would somehow miraculously assemble themselves into a flyable version of that sturdy biplane. The actual world of funding shortfalls, complex military forecasting and politics that even then was dictating Britain’s aviation future went quite unrecognised by us boys. The aircraft industry itself, though, was all too aware of the harsh realities that were steadily turning it into a dire mess. Yet those of us who went to air shows like Farnborough in the fifties contrived to keep our ignorance blessedly intact by means of a schoolboy patriotism. No matter how shaky the economic foundations may have been beneath the shows of glittering machinery, it was undeniably all ours. Every last rivet, every instrument, the brains behind the vision, the design, the manufacturing skills, the occasional gruesome mishap, the spate of world records – all were British to the core. In the next decade the English Electric Lightning scribbling its contrails across the sky within ninety seconds from brakes-off became an expression of British technology at its apogee. We could never have guessed how swift was to be the fall from that summit, nor to what degree the plunge would coincide with a diminishing of the nation’s expectations, of confidence in its polity, of its technical abilities, even of its own self-esteem.


No one would seriously advance the thesis that Britain’s morale in the last sixty-odd years has been pegged to the peak and fall of its aircraft industry. Yet in 1945 it was the UK’s largest and most productive; and its decline has not been accidental but the result of economic forces and political decisions that have deeply affected all aspects of national life over the same time span. One could suggest that the story’s riches-to-rags trajectory has faithfully kept pace with a good deal else in Britain that has scarcely been a cause for national pride. And maybe after more than sixty years’ unbroken peace a good many people like my erstwhile Wordsworthian secretary will have turned eco-warrior these days, agreeing with her ‘boys’ toys’ view of the Vulcan rather than with mine. (Yet the last flying Vulcan, a B.Mk 2 with the serial number XH 558, which was privately bought and finally restored to airworthy condition in 2007, is now a huge draw at air shows all over the UK where – to judge from newsreel footage of the spectators – small boys are every bit as enraptured by it as I was by its earlier versions.)


Is this, then, merely a nostalgic tale of a once-exalted national expertise that became unaffordable and has long since been overtaken by political and economic reality? At one level, of course it is. The world has moved on. We no longer build men-o’-war, either. The New Elizabethan era is now deader even than Wordsworth’s eighteenth-century Lake District, which is painstakingly recreated for tourists. It came naturally to us schoolboys fifty years ago to mock the antediluvian British army general who in 1938 had predicted there would still be a vital role for the cavalry in any future war. Might those New Elizabethan engineers and pilots similarly cut laughable figures of dinosaurian pathos among today’s children? No doubt. Yet for all the mismanagement of Britain’s aircraft industry in the aftermath of the Second World War, it nevertheless did comprise prodigious talent, skill and inventive energy, not to mention individuals who daily risked their lives for it. If it is worth dipping into that history for reasons other than nostalgia, maybe we could start by wondering whatever had become of all those national high spirits, the dash and verve and daring.


For example, it is revealing to look at some of the air-to-air photographs of prototype aircraft being tested in the late forties and fifties. Inside the cockpits, their grinning faces turned towards the camera only yards away, are men often in their shirtsleeves, or wearing a jacket and tie, quite frequently bareheaded. Nothing better illustrates the gulf between the world they inhabited then and our own today than the way they dressed to fly. It is not just the informality that strikes us but the lack of kit. From the present day, ruled as we are by the endlessly repeated mantra of ‘for your own safety and security’, we look back at men carrying out a morning’s worth of potentially lethal spinning trials wearing the jacket from their demob suits and with nothing on their heads but a dab of Brylcreem. In some of the pictures they seem not even to be wearing a parachute. The point is not that people today make too much of a fetish about kit; rather, that the change in attitude towards safety has had certain consequences. Nor is it to say that modern Britain has become too tame, exactly, especially for boys (although a growing interest in extreme sports is a good argument for the hypothesis), but that being increasingly apprehensive and risk-averse in matters of personal security percolates through everything else. The buoyant lift of adventure is too easily cancelled by the drag of Health & Safety Executive regulations, insurance, compensation claims, disability pensions and, well, social disapproval. Are today’s Britons too collective and cowed for rugged individualism, let alone for civil disobedience? Too bored or lazy to acquire manual skills? These are imponderables.


In the meantime, though, we have a spectacular couple of decades to look back on when certain Britons took all sorts of wild risks on a daily basis, and a generation of small boys as well as millions of ordinary householders loved them for it. Along the way, I hope this book may also act as a modest first step towards restoring the reputation of one of Britain’s (and Canada’s) most courageous and influential test pilots.




 





I should add a caveat. This book is in no way intended to be a comprehensive survey of all the aircraft that Britain’s post-war industry built and flew. I prefer to concentrate on those that made the greatest impression on me at the time. I also make no apology for paying less attention to commercial – as opposed to military – aircraft. Roughly seventy per cent of the industry’s efforts were devoted to military machines, so there was always going to be an imbalance and I make no bones about tipping that imbalance still further. Britain’s post-war output of light civil aircraft was almost non-existent; and as for airliners, I readily admit to being a good deal less interested in what I have always thought of as aerial buses.
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Death at Farnborough





If you wished to choose a moment in the last sixty years of British history to reveal a country that was most unlike today’s Britain, you could do worse than pick 6 September 1952. In technological prowess and social attitudes alike, the Britain of that Saturday nearly sixty years ago was effectively a different country altogether. As for the best vantage point from which to view things on that day in the distant past, it might be instructive to choose the Society of British Aircraft Constructors air show at Farnborough, Hants. After the two immediate post-war years when the show was held at Radlett, the SBAC had decided on Farnborough as the most appropriate place in which to hold their industry’s annual showcase week. The Royal Aircraft Establishment’s home base, with its international reputation as a cradle of aeronautical research – not to mention its long runways and experienced air-traffic controllers – seemed the right setting in which to display the all-British aircraft they hoped to persuade foreign air forces and airlines to buy. The first four ‘trade’ days were given over to wooing such potential customers; the last two were open to the general public.*


On this particular Saturday the public were out in force: some 120,000 of them, wandering among the aircraft parked on static display and anticipating the afternoon’s flying demonstrations. Periodically they stopped to consult the gaudy Official Programme (price one shilling), whose cover showed a futuristic blue swept-wing jet streaking across a bright yellow background. Occasional announcements over the tannoy system blatted off the ‘Black Sheds’ and lent a fairground touch to the festive scene, as did the white canvas walls of the scattered booths occasionally paunching in the light breeze. There were only a few tents belonging to individual exhibitors as well as the SBAC president’s large marquee overlooking the main runway. The weather was greyish, as it had been all week, but the clouds were high enough to allow good views of the aircraft that would be put through their paces in the programme after lunch. In any case it would have taken far more than indifferent weather to dampen the air of anticipation. The crowds, who even on a public day included VIPs and military representatives from ninety-four countries, had come to wonder at the sheer variety of new aircraft the British aviation industry was producing with such apparent fertility and panache. Farnborough ’52 was to be the year of the delta: a novel wing shape widely believed to be best for supersonic flight and a progression from the swept-back wings hitherto thought indispensable for breaking the sound barrier (which to most people’s eyes still looked exotic enough a mere seven years after the war, when virtually all wings had been straight). On this public Saturday three different delta types were to be flown: the little experimental Avro 707s, the immense Avro 698 that had grown out of them and which would shortly be known as the Vulcan bomber, and Gloster’s prototype Javelin fighter.


Exciting though the prospect was of these new shapes in the sky, what had really drawn many in the crowd was the chance to see and hear the sound barrier being broken. It is hard in the post-Concorde twenty-first century to convey how gripped public imagination was in the early fifties by the idea of supersonic speed. It had come to symbolise the last word in advanced technology and personal bravery, and for a period was to become the height of fashion at air shows, much as ‘looping the loop’ had been forty years earlier. In 1952 everyone at Farnborough would have known that the first person officially to break the sound barrier had been the US test pilot Chuck Yeager, in an American rocket plane in 1947. But they also knew that the first Briton to break it in a pure jet (and British) aircraft had been John Derry, who had done so the following year – four years ago to this day – in a de Havilland 108 Swallow. This afternoon he would be doing it again, but in the same company’s more advanced DH.110. What was more, Hawker’s equally famous chief test pilot Neville Duke would also be flying faster than sound in a Hawker Hunter. Both pilots had gone supersonic on the previous four afternoons for the trade spectators; but although in those days the sky over southern England quite often echoed to sonic booms (provoking furious letters to the newspapers by the sort of correspondents who write furious letters), few people ever managed to see the aircraft responsible since it was usually out of sight before the noise made them look up. Today they would have a chance of watching the entire thrilling process.


Part of the attraction lay in knowing that the speed of sound still represented a limiting factor in the aerodynamic knowledge of the day. The sense was of men and machines flying at the very edge of what was understood and could be built. An aura of heroism and danger hovered about the entire enterprise, helped along by the judicious slight exaggeration in David Lean’s newly released film The Sound Barrier, even then playing to packed cinemas across the land. The film contained obvious echoes of Geoffrey de Havilland Jr’s death over the Thames estuary in September 1946 when the DH.108 he was testing broke up in the air, not to mention the lingering suggestion that he might after all have been the first man anywhere to exceed the speed of sound seconds before it cost him his life. It was undeniable that many people at Farnborough this Saturday had been unconsciously drawn by the chance of witnessing something going wrong, just as they were to motor races. The prospect of real-life drama and spectacle was particularly enticing at a time when there were still fewer than two million black-and-white television sets in the country. Aviation in 1952 was not quite as disaster-prone as in earlier days, but even so there had been eighty-two British flight test fatalities since January 1946.1


The men who assembled in their flying suits in the pilots’ tent and enclosure over by the control tower embodied an appropriate mystique. Most were test pilots of one sort or another, whether flying for the Ministry of Supply at research establishments such as Boscombe Down some forty miles away on the edge of Salisbury Plain (also home of the world-famous Empire Test Pilots’ School), or for the RAF, or for private aircraft manufacturers like de Havilland, Gloster or Hawker. They were an elite and many were already household names. John Derry, Neville Duke, Roland Falk, John Cunningham, Bill Waterton, Roland Beamont, Peter Twiss, Mike Lithgow … the names were as familiar then as those of many footballers are today, but they carried an extra voltage because they had nearly all flown in the recent Second World War and were authentic heroes. Those who hadn’t been in actual combat had been test pilots flying experimental and prototype aircraft, a no less dangerous way of life. This was only one of several important ways in which they differed from today’s celebrities (a word that itself belonged to a future of mass TV audiences). The test pilots of 1952 risked their lives for about £40 a week if they flew for a company like de Havilland, and half that if they flew for the RAF or the Royal Navy.


In those days only British aircraft were shown at Farnborough, a policy that bolstered national pride while allowing taxpayers an exclusive view of where their money was going. Not all the aircraft on show were ready to fly, and occasionally less secret prototypes and even mock-ups could be found on static display still smelling of hastily applied paint. Each year at the SBAC show there were dark rumours that by no means all the new aircraft that were flown were strictly ready for it. It was hinted that certain companies would urge their test pilots to demonstrate them as impressively as possible even when the exact limits of the aircraft’s capabilities were still uncertain. That there might be something in these rumours can be intuited between the lines of an editorial in Flight magazine that appeared a short while later, which gave an emphatic view of how matters stood: ‘To sell aircraft abroad is a most (if not the most) important single objective of the aircraft industry – both in its own interest and in that of the nation,’ it began, evidently overlooking that a still more important objective might be to build first-class aircraft before worrying about foreign sales. A nicety too far for Flight, perhaps, given the grandeur of its vision a bare nine months before the Queen’s coronation. It continued, ‘The parallel of the growth of shipping in the first Elizabethan era and the signs of another great transport industry building up in the reign of Queen Elizabeth II makes an irresistible appeal.’2 In short, behind the flying display’s meticulously co-ordinated timetable at Farnborough (fast jets were allotted five minutes and slower commercial aircraft up to eight), and behind the upbeat tones of the loudspeaker commentary, pilots might be subject to a good deal of commercial and political pressure to ‘put on a bit of a show’ for Britain.


In addition to the three delta-winged aircraft advertised to fly, there would be a chance to see thirty-five different all-British aircraft. These included the vast ten-engined Saunders-Roe Princess flying boat as well as the Bristol Britannia, the big new propeller airliner that it was hoped would sell well to the world’s airlines and help fulfil Flight’s vision of an air transport industry befitting the new Elizabethan age. In the meantime there were plenty of aircraft parked on the hardstanding for spectators to walk around and examine at leisure. These included two de Havilland Comet airliners, a Bristol Britannia in fresh BOAC livery, a hulking Blackburn Universal transport, the Short S.A.4 used for testing jet engines at high altitudes, four Canberra jet bombers, some Meteor, Vampire and Venom jet fighters and much else besides. Many of the larger aircraft were open so that enthusiasts could climb inside, sit in the cockpit and fantasise while revelling in what one pilot memorably described as ‘that haunting aircraft smell … composed of a mixture of odours, of doped linen, rubber, high octane petrol and a faint overlay of vomit’.3 He was actually describing a Second World War-vintage Avro Anson, but the smell of these more modern aircraft on display wouldn’t have been much different, merely adding a waft of fresh hydraulic fluid in place of the dope and, in the jet-and turboprop-engined planes, the scent of paraffin (as kerosene was generally known in Britain): that hallmark fragrance of the Jet Age.


Although gas turbines would run on almost anything that could be mixed with air and burnt (from hydrogen gas to coal dust), aircraft jet engines were designed to use kerosene. Not only was this readily available, it was cheaper than aviation-grade petrol and offered the big advantage of being far less flammable: a characteristic that the navy particularly liked after its wartime experiences of the appalling fires that had often resulted when its aircraft carriers were attacked. By 1952 Farnborough Week’s characteristic smell was the warm drift of burnt kerosene, reminding many spectators of the friendly odour of the Valor oil stoves with which they still heated their homes.


Not long before lunch a de Havilland Dove light transport could be seen taxiing out for take-off. After its departure the day’s commentator, Charles Gardner, announced over the tannoy that it contained John Derry and Tony Richards, respectively the pilot and observer of the DH.110, who were having to fly back to de Havilland’s base in Hatfield to fetch a replacement aircraft for their afternoon’s display. It appeared that the starboard engine of WG 240, the sinister but beautiful all-black aircraft in which Derry and Richards had been breaking the sound barrier all week, was defective. Charles Gardner told the crowds he very much hoped Derry and Richards would be back in time with the spare 110 to perform as planned, but apparently there was only one compressor starter available for both aircraft, and this was on a lorry being driven from Farnborough back to Hatfield at that very moment. Fingers crossed, in short, in recognition that the de Havilland 110 was definitely one of the most glamorous aircraft at the show and one of the main draws. It was designed as a two-seat interceptor for the RAF: a large aircraft with swept wings and a bubble canopy over its cockpit oddly offset to port. In place of a conventional tail, two narrow tubular booms extended behind the short fuselage, each with a swept-back fin at its end. The tops of these fins were joined by a rectangular tailplane poised safely above the efflux of the two jet engines. Anyone familiar with de Havilland’s much smaller twin-boom jet fighters, the Vampire and the Venom, would instantly have recognised the 110 as being from the same design stable. In its all-black night-fighter paint scheme, WG 240 had been thrilling the crowds with its sonic booms on the previous display days, but now engine trouble had rendered it unflyable. Hoping for the best, the spectators turned their attention back to lunch: typically a picnic of sandwiches with a Thermos flask of tea often eaten aboard the coach in which they had arrived.


As soon as the flying began, though, all thought of disappointment was forgotten. From the direction of the Solent the great Princess flying boat appeared. It had flown for the first time only a fortnight earlier, preceded by a barrage of patriotic superlatives in the press and newsreels about how it was going to ply the South Atlantic routes for the British South American Airways Corporation (even though BSAA had yet to order one). Passenger flying boats had become familiar before the war, especially those serving Imperial Airways’ African and Far Eastern mail routes. Their sheer size had meant the provision of a lounge bar on the upper deck, but there the luxury ended. They were very slow and unpressurised so they couldn’t fly above the weather, and apart from being bumpy it was often cold enough in the cabin to freeze the water in a passenger’s glass. They also made frequent refuelling stops, sometimes having to land on choppy water. In difficult conditions it might take three-quarters of an hour for the flying boat to be safely warped to its moorings, and in the meantime those passengers who hadn’t already succumbed to air-sickness were often sea sick. Embarking and disembarking was via launches, on to whose bobbing decks passengers occasionally had to jump. Obviously, flying boats on these Empire routes did offer a huge saving in time over steamship travel and the air of modernity this gave them added greatly to their cachet. Still, their image was generally a good deal more stately than the


experience they actually afforded. What was more, during the war a great many new airstrips had been built in far-off places, which tended to neutralise one of the flying boat’s major pre-war advantages.


Saunders-Roe’s huge new Princess was nevertheless designed to usher in a modern era of flying-boat travel, even though its passengers would presumably still need to be ferried to and from the aircraft in launches. This time their comfort on two decks was promised to be ‘sybaritic’. However, this might have been difficult to imagine from the way in which Saunders-Roe’s chief test pilot, Geoffrey Tyson, had displayed his employer’s majestic new airliner earlier in the week. Tyson was a pilot whose flying style, while brilliantly accomplished, could not have been described as sedate. He had once flown a Tiger Moth biplane across the English Channel upside down all the way, and in 1948 at Farnborough had made an instant hit with the crowd while displaying Saunders-Roe’s SR.A/1. This was the world’s first jet flying-boat fighter, designed late in the war for service in the Pacific arena when the Japanese had been threatening landing strips and a shortage of aircraft carriers was feared. In the event there were enough carriers and the SR. A/1 never went into production, making its last appearance moored briefly to London’s South Bank during the Festival of Britain in 1951. In 1948 Tyson had flown it at Farnborough as though it were a Spitfire, hurling it about the sky and even flying it inverted at low level: possibly the first time in history that anybody had ever deliberately flown a flying boat upside down.


And now, earlier this week, he had done something similar with the gigantic Princess, bringing it past the stands at Farnborough in an almost vertical bank, one wing tip perilously close to the grass. Years later it was revealed that he was travelling so fast that a glitch in the powered control system had almost prevented him from rolling back upright. It had cost him sustained physical effort to haul the massive machine back onto an even keel, having been for a long moment only feet away from an apocalyptic disaster.4 What was never explained was why Tyson had ever thought low-level stunting was the best way of displaying his company’s new airliner, especially one expressly designed to attract customers with its stateliness and passenger comfort. But that was display flying for you: there had to be a wow factor.


So here was Tyson on the Saturday, maybe chastened into making an ordinary low pass over the heads of the crowd. Despite the commentator’s shouted accolade in which he listed the Princess’s record-breaking vital statistics and future prospects as it droned impressively over, one wonders how many present realised that this graceful flying hulk was already obsolete. If so, the same cynics might have had a similar unpatriotic thought two years earlier when the Bristol Brabazon had made its Farnborough debut. After that gigantic airliner’s maiden flight the Pathé News commentator had confidently predicted, ‘The Brabazon will lead the world as Queen of the Skies,’ although truth to tell not a single example had yet sold – and nor would one. Neither would the Princess and its two sister aircraft, equal victims of a complete absence of market research. It turned out that nobody needed flying boats to go to South America, and not even the military wanted them as troop transports, so all three were eventually mothballed and in due course broken up. It is open to question how many of the Farnborough crowd in 1952 thrilling to the sound of the ten Bristol Proteus engines low overhead would have entertained any such gloomy prognostications. In fact there was a good deal of spontaneous clapping and cheering as Britain’s latest great white elephant lumbered away to its moorings at Cowes.


From then on that afternoon there was scarcely a moment when nothing of significance or interest could be seen in the cloudy skies above Hampshire. Charles Gardner’s excited voice drew the spectators’ attention to the approach of the deltas, and suddenly there they were: the huge white Avro 698 flanked by the tiny darts of the blue 707A (flown by the one-legged Jimmy Nelson) and the bright red 707B. The two little aircraft were one-third-scale versions of the larger model and had been designed to test the characteristics of the delta shape. The first Avro 707 had appeared at Farnborough three years earlier in 1949 but shortly afterwards had crashed, killing the company’s deputy chief test pilot Ric Esler. The reasons for that accident were never fully clear. There were no sophisticated ‘black box’ flight data recorders and ejector seats were few and far between. Since then the 707A had been built, together with its variant sister the 707B, and useful data had been obtained from them about the characteristics of delta wings. The flying proof of this was even then approaching over the airfield’s northern boundary in the guise of a vast triangular sail trailing dark smoke from its four engines. This was an early public glimpse of the 698, the prototype Vulcan bomber. It had left the ground for the first time a mere week earlier in the hands of the Avro test pilot, Roly Falk. He was another extraordinary individual who had secured his post partly by being an exceptional and experienced pilot but also by having the instinct and talents of a salesman. Not for him the rumpled hair and oil-stained flying suits of some of his colleagues. Falk’s trademark was to fly in a grey pin-striped suit and tie, which with his neatly groomed thinning hair made him look every inch a businessman.5 In future years this would enable him to perform a dazzling display in front of potential customers and then step straight out of the cockpit looking immaculate and go in to lunch with fellow pilots like Prince Bernhard of the Netherlands or King Hussein of Jordan with not a hair out of place.


Today was only the fourth time Falk had flown the 698, which bore the serial number VX 770, but he was not going to let that stop him putting on a show. A year or two later at Farnborough I was lucky enough to witness a legendary moment in British aviation when he actually rolled the Vulcan bomber off the top of a post-take-off climb with complete panache: a mere prelude to a display in which he threw it about the sky like a fighter. The sheer noise and spectacle were so physically and emotionally overwhelming I must have cringed involuntarily at the prodigious low-frequency vibrations. ‘Scared?’ my father asked with slight mockery. Not scared, exactly; just rendered helpless by a majesty even the Second Coming couldn’t hope to emulate.† But in 1952 the prototype wasn’t quite ready for that sort of treatment.


Had the Farnborough crowd but known, the new aircraft was far from finished. Because the Bristol Olympus engines designed for the Vulcan were not yet ready, VX 770 was fitted with four less powerful Rolls-Royce Avons. Apart from that, quite a few of the cockpit instruments had yet to be installed, the second pilot’s seat was missing entirely, and some large fairings on the undercarriage (which had fallen off the previous week during the maiden flight and hadn’t yet been replaced) required redesigning. Undaunted, Falk came in very low and quite slow, then pulled a steep climb and an almost vertical bank 200 ft above the dignitaries and spectators. The sight of this monstrous white ghost tilted vertiginously overhead practically at arm’s length brought involuntary gooseflesh to many. Despite the aircraft’s overwhelming star quality such a display was not without its critics. Time later quoted ‘a top US plane manufacturer’ as saying, ‘That pilot ought to be shot. He risked the lives of dozens of the top aviation brains in the free world.’6 Half a century later a retired Vulcan test pilot hinted that Falk had known exactly what he was doing. In 1952 there was a good deal of scepticism in official and political circles about these new delta wing shapes and Avro, already facing fierce competition from Handley Page’s Victor bomber with its more conventional outline, may have urged Falk to put on an impressive demonstration of the aircraft’s performance on the grounds that if it was a public sensation it would be that much harder for Westminster to cancel the Vulcan programme.7


After VX 770 had picked up its smaller escorts once more and headed away a de Havilland Comet made a steep rocket-assisted take-off, presumably to assure potential customers for the world’s first jet airliner that if need be it could shorten its take-off run to suit small airports. Vickers’s chief test pilot ‘Jock’ Bryce flew a Vickers Viscount past in near silence with three of its four Rolls-Royce Dart turboprops feathered (i.e. the propeller blades of its stopped engines were turned edgeways on to the airstream so as to offer the least resistance). It then made a climbing turn still under the power of a single engine, an impressive demonstration of the inbuilt safety margin of this potentially great small airliner. Then without warning a silver Supermarine Swift blasted by on a high-speed run that had spectators covering their ears. This was the swept-wing jet fighter whose prototype was even then appearing in The Sound Barrier film under the name Prometheus. Unfortunately, its celluloid counterpart was promising a much more dazzling future than the Swift was destined to enjoy. Designed and built by the same company that had produced the Spitfire, it never really lived up to its noble heritage despite briefly holding the world’s air-speed record, and was something of a disaster for much of its short RAF service. But at Farnborough in 1952 one might not have guessed this as it made screeching passes at 700 mph before boring up in a steep climb into the clouds, leaving the spectators pleasurably stunned by the noise. The next display supplied a complete contrast and accorded with British taste by ensuring that an awe-inspiring moment was immediately undercut by the ridiculous. In this instance Ranald Porteous gave one of his skilful exhibitions of crazy flying in a little propeller-driven Auster Aiglet, ending up with his crowd-pleasing one-wheel landing.


The less diverted might have noticed that in the interim the de Havilland company’s Dove had returned, having left John Derry and Tony Richards at Hatfield biting their nails while waiting for the compressor to turn up on the lorry to start up the spare DH.110. Finally it arrived at Hatfield, pulled in beside WG 240’s sister aircraft, WG 236, and soon had both engines going. WG 236 was painted a silver-white that made it look somewhat less menacing than its all-black sister, maybe even faster and more futuristic. Glancing at his watch, Derry calculated that they could just make their appointed slot in the air show’s crowded schedule. He quickly ran the usual cockpit checks, taxied out and took off for Farnborough, which was only about five minutes’ flying time away in this high-speed new jet. He had no real need of an observer for the brief daylight run but young Richards was extremely keen and wouldn’t have been left out for anything. They had been a team for some time now while testing the 110 and had come to rely on each other. In any case Derry was someone most people would have given their eye teeth to fly with. He was frankly glamorous in the casual, understated fashion of an ex-RAF pilot with a distinguished war record who still looked like a captain of school cricket. He was appropriately modest and charming and dedicated to his job, as well as representing the new breed of younger test pilots who were alive to the more advanced technicalities involved in flying supersonic jets and who tended to be less flamboyant than professional and methodical.


He now climbed to 40,000 ft, from which altitude he would dive in order to begin his display by breaking the sound barrier. It was easy enough to do this; the difficult part lay in arranging his flight path so that the bangs were audible in the right place. Earlier that week he had dived the black 110, done his fast run in front of the crowd and ended with some impressive aerobatics designed to display the aircraft’s manoeuvrability. It had been an impeccable show except that the bangs were inaudible at Farnborough, although they had jolted folk in Hartley Wintney a few miles to the north-west. The problem in aiming sonic booms was that they might have a comparatively narrow ‘footprint’ only a mile or two wide depending on the aircraft’s height, its angle of dive and even the weather.


Down on the ground, Charles Gardner’s voice booming over the loudspeakers drew the crowd’s attention to a patch of blue sky across which a silver speck could be seen speeding in rapid descent. On Observation Hill, the rising ground well back from the main runway that offered the best view (and which today is covered in hospitality suites), the tightly packed spectators craned their necks to follow it. They saw two transient white puffs of condensation appear behind the 110: the typical shock waves of an aircraft going supersonic. Not long afterwards a massive triple explosion shook the airfield and jolted people into clapping and cheering. This was what they had come for, after all: the violent music of a new technological era, the future made audible. All eyes were on the aircraft as Derry pulled it out of the dive and sent it scorching across the airfield.


As the crowd watched it out of sight the loudspeaker commentary said something about the aircraft and the stunts the pilot would make on his return. In the cockpit Derry would have been well aware of the time element. He and Richards now had a mere four minutes left in which to put the 110 through the rest of its paces before Neville Duke went up to make some sonic booms of his own in the Hawker Hunter. Derry banked round behind the airfield before turning back towards the crowd, travelling slower than after his supersonic run but still at about 650 mph. The crowd watched Derry head towards them and then pull up a little, presumably about to perform an upward roll. In the same instant the 110’s outline suddenly blurred and they saw two small black objects detach themselves and soar upwards in a great arc, heading towards them. It took a second or two for people to register that the entire aircraft had disintegrated in mid-air. Some lighter alloy panels were already fluttering to earth while the larger pieces of cockpit, inboard wing sections and the booms went tumbling through the sky. The stunned silence was broken by Gardner’s loud cry over the tannoy: ‘Oh my God, this was never meant to happen!’


Most people’s attention was probably still fixed on the recognisable parts of the aircraft as it broke up, especially the largest, consisting of the twin booms and inner parts of the wings. This pitched up, seemed to stall, and then at an almost leisurely pace fell on a mobile generator near the airfield boundary. But the real danger was from the two black objects describing their arcs towards the crowd: the Avon engines, searingly hot and each weighing a ton. In the two seconds’ silence following Gardner’s shocked cry the twirling engines could be heard whistling faintly as they left faint trails of smoke. He could see from his vantage point what was going to happen and helplessly shouted again, ‘Look out!’ But no one could run anywhere. One engine thudded safely into waste ground beyond the perimeter fence while the other plunged four-square into the packed spectators on Observation Hill. In the same moment the truncated cockpit section with Derry and Richards still strapped in their seats smashed into the ground beside the main runway not far from the president’s marquee, bursting into fragments that injured several of the front-line spectators. A faint scent of kerosene vapour hung over the scene.


What all witnesses seem to remember most vividly is the extraordinary silence that followed. It lasted even as people went to help the dying and injured. Some said it was like a reversion to the recent war when, after an air raid, survivors were often too dazed to cry out, or else too busy with rescue. Derry’s wife Eve had watched the whole thing from the pilots’ enclosure a few hundred yards away. She was standing between two of her husband’s de Havilland colleagues, John Wilson (who had flown the Dove) and Derek Taylor (who was due to demonstrate a Heron later that afternoon). She, like her husband, was not easily panicked. She just said quietly, ‘There’s no hope, is there?’ and Derek replied, ‘No. None.’ They had all been in the trade too long for illusions.8 So had Bill Waterton, Gloster’s Canadian-born chief test pilot, who was also standing in the little group. He was due shortly to demonstrate the prototype Javelin, the heavy twinjet two-seat delta fighter that was viewed as the DH.110’s rival. Derry was a friend; and only a few weeks previously they had spent the day together when Derry had been contemplating a possible job with Gloster.


First-aid teams had arrived swiftly on Observation Hill to deal with the dead and injured, who included several children. At the same time an ambulance took away the bodies of John Derry and Tony Richards. When I was back at school barely a fortnight later the egregious Wetherby, a plump lad who gave himself airs because his father drove a flashy black Austin Atlantic convertible, gained brief notoriety by claiming that not only had he seen the whole thing but that John Derry’s body had landed only feet away from him. ‘What was it like?’ we naturally wanted to know. ‘All horrible. Sort of like summer pudding,’ was all he would say, but we none of us knew if he was telling the truth. It turned out he really had been at Farnborough on the Saturday concerned; but still, knowing Wetherby as being fonder of his inner man than he was of aircraft-spotting, we suspected he had been hundreds of yards away stuffing himself at the ice-cream stall. However, we did think he probably glimpsed some fairly unpleasant sights on that notorious afternoon. In those days there was no such thing as ‘counselling’, not that he appeared in need of any. Within a week or two his star had waned until even Wetherby appeared bored by his own story.


Meanwhile, forty teenaged technical apprentices from RAF Halton who had come by coach for the day were summoned to form a cordon around the carnage on Observation Hill. It was soon apparent that twenty-seven people had been killed outright and over sixty injured, many gravely. It was a scene that has remained indelibly in the memories of witnesses who described it fifty years later, many of whom were children at the time. They remembered bodies being thrown into the air that were later covered with sheets of blood-soaked newspaper. They remembered seeing one man whose trouser legs had been shredded by people trampling backwards in panic as the engine came hurtling towards them. Someone recalled flakes of silver paint twirling down from the sky like unseasonal snow and settling on the yellow and blue programmes scattered in the mud. And one of the young Halton apprentices remembered having to maintain the cordon for many hours until it grew dark, and then finding that his coach party no longer had a driver because he was one of the dead.9


But people also remembered that after only as long as it took to clear the worst of the debris off the runway, the show went on as advertised. Bill Waterton sadly left the abruptly widowed Eve Derry in order to climb into the Gloster Javelin, an aircraft he knew in his heart was no safer than the rival DH.110, and show it off even as ambulances were still converging on the scene of the disaster. Derry’s friend Neville Duke had already taxied out and was now lined up for take-off in the duck-egg green P.1067 Hawker Hunter prototype in order to perform his allotted part of the programme. People remember the crowd as quiet and apprehensive. To nearly everybody it seemed no coincidence that the break-up of Derry and Richards’s 110 happened just after they had broken the sound barrier, and here was Duke about to attempt the same thing. Suppose the shock of the accident had taken the edge off his reflexes? Duke later remembered exactly how he had felt:




There was nothing I could do. I stood discussing the accident … until it was time for me to get into the Hunter. I felt very sad at losing another good friend – so very many had gone during the war … and now John Derry.


Soon I had to stop thinking about them. It was time for me to go off, but there was a bit of delay while the wreckage of the 110 was being cleared from the runway.


‘Please keep to the right-hand side of the runway on take-off and mind the wreckage,’ I was told by control tower over the r/t.


‘Roger.’


‘Are you going to climb and do a bang?’


‘That is roger.’


‘Will you soft-pedal your display over the crowd, please?’


It was a lovely day for flying. At 43,000 feet over Odiham I could see the airfield clearly. The cockpit was quiet and warm, everything was in first-class order. It would be untrue to say that I was not disturbed and worried by John’s death. I reflected that so little is known of supersonic flight; perhaps it could have had something to do with the accident. Then it was time to dive. The Hunter did its stuff perfectly, the bangs were heard by the crowd at the display. When I landed I could see the ambulances still in the area where the DH had broken up. I hoped that many people had not been hurt.10





Without knowing the type of man Duke was, the period in which he was brought up and his fighter-ace war record, it would be easy to mistake laconic for heartless. He certainly had his critics at the time who said he should never have done his display, that the rest of Saturday’s air show ought to have been cancelled. But the majority approved and were much moved by the gesture, seeing it as his homage to an old friend and colleague, a gallant salute to a fallen comrade. It was perhaps more comprehensible to those who could remember active service and how in war there was seldom time to grieve. Just getting on with things was its own form of quiet tribute. Duke’s courage was recognised for what it was by many, including Sir Winston Churchill, who sent him a note the next day. It read: ‘My dear Duke, It was characteristic of you, and of 615 Squadron, to go up yesterday after the shocking accident. Accept my salute.’11 An avalanche of letters and telegrams arrived for Eve Derry and their two young daughters, as well as at de Havilland’s. There were telegrams from the Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh and headlines for days in the world’s press. Britain’s own newspapers sounded a note of national mourning while keeping up titillating speculation for those of superstitious bent. Had the first Briton to break the sound barrier in a British aircraft done it once too often? How could the date not be significant, seeing that it was four years to the very day since Derry’s first supersonic flight?


By the time the editorials began to appear the preliminary toll was known: twenty-nine dead including Derry and Richards, sixty-three seriously injured. It was the world’s worst air-show disaster to date. Yet the following day, Sunday, and despite pouring rain, 140,000 spectators turned up at Farnborough to see the closing of the show. Doubtless not a few of them were ghouls. As for the editorials, they tended to be written in much the same stiff-upper-lip style as Neville Duke exhibited. The next issue of The Aeroplane (12 September 1952), ever-mindful of the industry’s primary commitment to commerce, reported: ‘After a few minutes’ delay the show went on and to many the sonic boom announcing Neville Duke’s arrival in the Hawker Hunter was the best possible affirmation of the country’s determination to press on with the work for which so many have given their lives.’ On the same date Flight wrote of Derry and Richards: ‘Such men are the pathfinders of the supersonic age upon which, for better or worse, we now enter. The inquest jury’s verdict – that Derry and Richards “died accidentally in the normal course of their duty” – must be their epitaph.’ The word ‘duty’ implies that Flight’s editor had forgotten the two men were not actually in the military but working as civilian employees of a private company and thus had been doing their salaried jobs. But the Korean War was still being fought and the Cold War becoming frostier; and where high-performance jet fighters were concerned it was anyway easy to conflate the civilian and the military, and both with the imperatives of the recent war. In those days ‘duty’ still had deep moral echoes.


The accident cast a dark pall over the de Havilland company even as their investigators tried to discover exactly what had happened. It felt uncomfortably close to a repeat of the accident in 1948 that had killed Geoffrey de Havilland Jr when his DH.108 broke up. His father was scarcely less affected by Derry’s and Richards’s deaths. Many cinema-goers seeing The Sound Barrier presumed that the character of Sir John Ridgefield, the ruthless aircraft company tycoon determined at all costs that his new jet plane will go supersonic, was to some extent modelled on Sir Geoffrey de Havilland. It turned out that neither man was heartless so much as strong and silent; but adding to Sir Geoffrey’s grief for his chief test pilot and observer was the humiliation of having another of his aircraft disintegrate in mid-air, this time in the most public of all trade arenas and at awful cost to so many spectators. It also came at a delicate moment when the company was hoping to make inroads into the US market with their pioneering Comet airliner.


The company appealed for any film that might have been shot of the accident, and someone duly came forward with footage he had taken that contained the entire incident. In slow motion the film clearly shows the sequence of events as the 110 comes towards the camera in a left-hand bank. In little more than a second the outer panel of the starboard wing disintegrates, causing the port wing to rear up and lose its own outer panel under the strain. The aircraft pitches violently upwards and the cockpit section breaks off, followed by the tailplane as it is hit by debris. As Derry was pulling 4.5g in the turn, the wing failed at a point where a shear buckle had already begun to form, rendering it less than half as strong as it ought to have been. The proximate cause was flutter: vibration that could be violent enough to render a pilot temporarily blind and so radically fatigue airframes that main spars could fail and entire wings and tails break off within seconds. The 110’s wing had simply been flexing too much: it was a design fault. Derry had done nothing he hadn’t done countless times before in the same aircraft, but he had done it once too often. It had nothing to do with the sound barrier and everything to do a fatigue problem that had gone unnoticed. There were no computer simulations in 1952. If one was looking for irony, it could be found in an article that Derry himself had written on test flying for The Times Survey of British Aviation published only days earlier to coincide with Farnborough week. Incorrectly captioned as ‘The first British pilot to exceed the speed of sound,’ Derry wrote: ‘The actual risk is not, as is commonly believed, primarily one of structural failure but of losing control over the aircraft or its moving surfaces.’ True enough; but it was a brave thing to write at a time when structural failure was by no means rare and aircrew fatalities following it a commonplace.




 *





One immediate consequence of the Derry disaster was a change in the regulations governing air displays. From then on, no aircraft was allowed to turn towards the crowd unless it was over three miles away. Giving the public a bit more protection was clearly a good thing; but there was some behind-the-scenes muttering by many people in aviation that the ebullient barnstorming approach of pilots who had learned to fly in the daredevil thirties and had emerged victorious from the combat sorties of the Second World War was perhaps not best suited to the new Jet Age. Experimental and even production aircraft were now flying at speeds scarcely imagined a decade earlier. Such performance imposed enormous stresses on airframes, to say nothing of the men who flew them. In Britain, at least, not even pressurised cockpits were standard, let alone g-suits to protect against pilot black-out or red-out in high-g manoeuvres. Yet, for all that a new generation of scientifically literate, methodical test pilots like John Derry was beginning to emerge, the participants at Farnborough in 1952 were still acutely aware of the pressures urging them to show off rather than to play it safe. Bill Waterton recorded one pilot’s wife saying: ‘I do hope my husband makes a better bang than so-and-so. It can mean so much to us.’ He later went on to complain in print: ‘The ballyhoo has reached crazy proportions. Rivalry between companies has led to them urging their flyers to try to outdo the pilots of rival companies … Farnborough, in fact, is no longer aimed at demonstrating an aeroplane’s best features to a select, knowledgeable audience, but is … something of a Roman holiday.’12


John Derry, too, would have been equally aware of these pressures and equally keen to resist them. His former boss had been Jeffrey Quill, the pilot who would be known for having test-flown every mark of Spitfire. ‘What is unforgivable,’ Quill had once remarked, ‘and was at one time all too prevalent, is if pilots use public or semi-public occasions and highly important aeroplanes to try to demonstrate their own daring. I saw too many people roll or loop themselves into the ground, and still more very nearly do it, and I became bitterly hostile towards the slightest lack of professionalism in demonstration flying.’13 Quill had singled out John Derry as a gifted young pilot who shared his ideals, and Derry’s demonstrations all that week in the DH.110 had shown he was never less than professional, always performing within the limits he believed his aircraft to have.


Even so, on the day before their deaths a wire recorder in the cockpit of Derry and Richards’s black 110 registered a brief conversation at altitude during their Farnborough demonstration when Derry, experiencing some buffeting, had loosened his straps enough to be able to peer back through the canopy at the swept-back port wing – clearly the first time he had done so:




D: God strewth! I am glad I haven’t looked at the wings before at high speed, Tony.


R [looking at the starboard wing from his porthole]: Hell, they’re all over the place, waggling about.


D: Waggling about like an ornithopter.


R: Christ.


D: Never mind, not to worry.14





Yet not worrying was arguably to cost them their lives within twenty-four hours. It is amazing by present-day standards what risks cautious pilots were prepared to run even when they could physically sense, see and hear that their aircraft’s construction was dubious. John Wilson, another de Havilland test pilot, recorded how much he had enjoyed demonstrating the prototype Comet airliner at Farnborough in 1949:




Our fly-past air speed at Farnborough was 340 knots [391 mph], very fast for an aircraft which had only been flying for three weeks. At that time we had not explored in great detail the handling characteristics at higher speeds. We had Chris Beaumont (Chief Test Pilot of the D. H. Engine Company) with us, and he stood at the entrance to the cockpit – every time we pulled 2½–3g to go round the corner Chris found the floor on which he was standing was bulging up. And there was a loud bang at that speed from the nose of the aircraft where the skin panted [flexed] so when we heard this bang we knew without checking the airspeed indicator that we were doing 340 knots. In later years we realised that these were indications of how flimsy the structure really was.15





‘In later years’ presumably refers to 1954, when disasters involving the Comet led to the biggest air-accident investigation ever launched and, arguably, to a downward turning-point in British civil aviation.


Britain really was a different country back in 1952, inhabited by subtly different people in a markedly different economic landscape. Most unfamiliar to modern Britons would be the idea of a flourishing and glamorous aircraft industry that justifiably claimed to share world leadership with only the USA and the USSR, and which in certain respects was ahead of both. It was huge, well funded, and full of frequently trumpeted plans for a world-beating future. Social attitudes, too, were differently premised. To Britons in the twenty-first century who have grown up in an increasingly litigious society and in the protective arms of the Health and Safety Executive, it might seem that many things about Britain some sixty years ago were strange, even quite brutal. It did not occur to the relatives of the victims of John Derry’s crash to sue either the SBAC for unnecessarily endangering spectators’ lives, or de Havilland for demonstrating a dangerously unfit aircraft. In those days one could often encounter notices pointing out that if you wished to endanger yourself in a hazardous pursuit or place, you did so at your own risk – in exactly the way you climbed trees, fell off bicycles and experimented with fireworks as a child. It would have seemed downright unpatriotic for one of those injured at Farnborough in 1952 to have attempted to make somebody pay for the accident. Risk-taking was a normal part of life: everyone knew that. Had we not just survived a world war?


So back to Farnborough people went the next day in ever-greater numbers, even as the boffins set about painstakingly sorting and labelling the sad wreckage of Derry and Richards’s silver beast, which had been collected and piled in a hangar well away from the public area.
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* Two significant changes since then are that in 1962 the SBAC air show became biennial and international, alternating with the Paris air show and being held in mid-July in even-numbered years. And as from 1964, SBAC stood for Society of British Aerospace Companies, as if in prescient recognition that the days when Britain actually constructed aircraft were drawing to a close.


† Falk did this twice before he was told to stop – not on safety grounds, since it was a low-g manoeuvre (i.e. it did not generate gravitational forces high enough to endanger the airframe) and the aircraft had power to spare, but because the SBAC itself unsmilingly considered it ‘inappropriate behaviour for a bomber’ (The Aeroplane, January 2009, p. 10).
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