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    Author’s note


    Tom Grunnick: ‘What do you do when your 


    real life exceeds your dreams?’ 


    Aaron Altman: ‘Keep it to yourself.’ 


    – Exchange between a successful TV anchor and an unsuccessful writer in the 1987 movie Broadcast News


    Good advice, but I’m not going to follow it. I’m going to spill the beans on how the most unlikely person, me, became one of just a few thousand people in the world to end up in the command seat of a Boeing 747 – captain of a jumbo jet.


    My career had its costs. I missed many important milestones in my son Morgan’s life. I tried to make up for it by bringing back gifts from every trip, but soon feared that was all he was waiting for when I returned home jet-lagged, tired and irritable – my bag with the goodies inside. I didn’t get to make some of the important decisions in his life – my wife, Arlene, did that – and I quickly learned it was wrong to come home, interfere and then leave again.


    But Morgan always loved my flying stories. He still does, even though he’s not a child any more. He’ll laugh and say, ‘Dad, you’ve got to write that one down sometime.’ Some years after I retired I did just that. To my amazement, I covered page after page of a legal pad – and those were just the chapter headings.


    This book is a time capsule of the military and civilian aviation industry between 1975 and 2010, particularly in apartheid South Africa and in Japan. I’m not trying to criticise anyone, I’m just trying to tell readers my flying stories exactly as they happened – or, in cases that were too good to miss, as they were told directly to me by other pilots.


    I hope you enjoy reading these stories as much as I enjoyed writing them.


    Robert Schapiro


  


  
    Glossary and abbreviations

    Editor’s note: 




    Secrets from the Cockpit follows the widespread international aviation practice of using the imperial system to measure altitude, speed and distance. Fuel is typically ordered in gallons. For readers interested in metric equivalents, a foot is roughly equal to 30 centimetres, a mile is 1.6 kilometres, a knot/nautical mile is 1.8 kilometres, a pound is just shy of half a kilo and a gallon is around four litres.




    AGA Aerodrome Ground Aid (homing beacon)


    AGL above ground level


    ATC air traffic control


    ATIS Automated Terminal Information System


    auto-throttle automatically moves the thrust levers


    CRM Crew Resource Management


    DME distance measuring equipment


    downwind flying outbound, parallel to landing runway


    drag retarding force/friction


    engine stall disruption of airflow through engine


    feathering setting propellor blades into the windstream


    flaps movable surface on rear of main wing to increase lift


    flare raise aircraft nose to soften touchdown


    finals (final approach) last portion of an approach


    hold circle over a fixed point


    HF high frequency, long-range radio


    IAS indicated air speed


    idle thrust minimum thrust, thrust levers closed


    ILS Instrument landing system (provides electronic guidance to touchdown point)


    IMC Instrument Meteorological Conditions


    instrument flying using only flight instruments, no visual references


    INS inertial navigation system


    markers touchdown zone markers


    reverse thrust redirecting engine exhaust gas forward to slow aircraft on runway


    sideslip high-drag yawing manoeuvre to lose height quickly


    sink rate rate of descent, generally feet/minute


    speed brake rising panels on top of main wings


    STAR Standard Terminal Approach Route


    RA resolution advisory


    TCAS Traffic Alert and Collision Avoidance System


    TOC top of climb


    TOD top of descent


    VAs Vital Actions


    VHF Very High Frequency, short-range radio


    visual approach approach using visual references


    VOR VHF omnidirectional radio beacon


    wake turbulence rough air behind an aircraft


    windmilling revolving propeller not powered by engine


    wind shear rapid variations in wind speed and direction

  


  
    Prologue


    It was a regular flight from Amsterdam to Anchorage. Until the fire alarm started blaring.


    We’d left the Netherlands on a rainy summer afternoon, planning to fly our Nippon Cargo Airlines jumbo jet via Norway and the North Pole to Alaska. I’d climbed to our initial cruise altitude of 29 000 feet, changed from my uniform into my sweats, made myself tea and was resting my feet on the instrument panel footrests while I watched the Norwegian fjords slowly receding under our right wing. Then came that bell.


    The flight engineer turned off the jarring noise. We scanned the engines. All four looked fine. ‘Where the hell is that?’ asked our captain, a former Trans World Airlines (TWA) pilot best known in the airline for a Mississippi accent so thick even fellow Americans had problems following him.


    ‘Main Deck Cargo,’ replied the flight engineer, in a clipped, disbelieving voice.


    ‘Get the checklist,’ said the captain.


    The checklist, a thick book known as the QRH, or Quick Reference Handbook, provides step-by-step procedures for in-flight malfunctions and emergencies. In this case, there was a simple bottom line: ‘Land at nearest suitable airport.’


    An onboard fire is one of the most dangerous things that can happen on an aircraft. It’s almost impossible to control in the air, so the only response is to get on the ground fast and get the hell out. I already had painful knowledge of what could happen to a burning 747. In 1987, when I was a pilot for South African Airways (SAA), a fire in the cargo hold of an SAA plane called the Helderberg caused the aircraft to break up just off the Indian Ocean island of Mauritius. It plummeted into the sea a little more than 20 minutes away from landing, killing all 159 people on board.


    Captain Mississippi radioed Norwegian air traffic control (ATC) with just one question: ‘Where is the nearest airport capable of landing a Boeing 747?’


    ‘Bergen,’ came the startled reply. ‘About 180 nm (nautical miles) ESE of your position.’ The captain requested immediate clearance to descend from 29 000 feet and to head for Bergen, saying that we had a possible onboard fire. ‘Are you declaring an emergency, Nippon?’ asked the controller, a procedure that would give us priority over all other traffic. Hell, yes. Yes we were. ‘Proceed as requested and descend to 5 000 feet at your own discretion,’ he said, giving us a magnetic heading to Bergen and the frequency of the airport’s VHF omnidirectional radio (VOR) beacon.


    I hadn’t waited for the exchange to end before swinging the nose to the right, aided by a healthy push of the right rudder to speed the turn. As soon as I was pointing in roughly the correct direction, I closed the throttle and pulled the speed brake. Down we went with our speed at the safest maximum – known in aviation as being ‘on the clackers’ because of the system that makes a loud clacking noise if you go too fast.


    ‘Should we dump fuel?’ asked the flight engineer. It wasn’t really a question: we were at least 100 000 pounds (45 000 kilograms) overweight for landing. ‘Yes, do it immediately,’ said the captain.


    Within moments, two thick streams of fuel were pouring from the fuel jettison nozzles on the wingtips. We were now fully committed to the unscheduled landing.


    ‘Rob, why are you descending so early?’ the captain asked as we passed 20 000 feet. ‘At this rate, we’ll be at 5 000 feet at least 80 miles before Bergen.’


    With the Helderberg in my mind, I’d wanted to be in a position to get our plane on the water quickly if it became necessary. To placate him, I stowed the speed brake and put on a little power to flatten the descent. Then we turned to our next urgent problem. We were heading full speed towards an airport for which we had zero knowledge or information.


    ATC transferred us to Bergen approach to get the airport data we needed. We scribbled busily as the Bergen controller gave us airport altitude, runway length and heading, instrument landing system (ILS) frequency, initial approach altitude, missed approach procedure and, finally, current weather.


    It was enough to get the jet on the ground – provided we could get to the airport without burning up first.

  


  
    PART 1


    THE AIR FORCE YEARS

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Army Hell


    Not a day – sometimes not an hour – of my years in the South African military went by without one of my Afrikaner barrack mates calling me Jood (Jew). They weren’t saying it to be nice.


    One time I took the opportunity for a little payback. They often asked me to speak ‘Jewish’ (whatever that was), so I decided to tell them what I thought of them in the Hebrew I had learned at my Jewish day school in Cape Town.


    At least, I started in Hebrew. But somewhere in my diatribe I drifted into another language. I noticed their mouths dropping open as I was speaking and realised to my horror that I was bad-mouthing them in their native tongue – Afrikaans. I stopped and pretended I’d been having a little joke. No one asked to hear any more Jewish after that.


    Like the other young white men of my generation, I had been conscripted into the South African Defence Force for what the National Party government called ‘national service’. We were required to serve up to two years – depending on when we’d been called up – and then do occasional stints in the reserves after that. We could choose whether to go immediately after high school or defer until after university, but other options were limited. The small number of my contemporaries who chose to leave the country instead, took the risk of becoming exiles, forbidden from returning to visit their families – a hard choice for a teenager.


    I went into the army at 17. My goal had been to go straight into the South African Air Force (SAAF) to train as a pilot – my dream since the day I started primary school – but when I got my papers, they instead ordered me to report to the School of Engineers at Kroonstad, in the Orange Free State.


    I’d always wanted to fly; I cannot remember ever considering doing anything else. One of my father’s 8 mm home movies shows me playing vigorously with a model of a silver jet sporting glowing red engines. That aircraft was a Boeing 707, the precursor to the Boeing 747 jumbo jet in which I would later log thousands of hours of flight time.


    At school, I talked endlessly about aviation, but few of my classmates or teachers wanted to listen. My brothers and I all attended Herzlia, a secular Jewish day school that emphasised academic achievement and offered an alternative to the ‘Christian national education’ provided by government schools. Under apartheid, South African schools were strictly segregated, with white schools getting generous funding to provide pupils with decent educations and black schools only getting enough to prepare children for menial jobs. At Herzlia, most of us were the children or grandchildren of those who’d fled the pogroms and persecution of Russia and Eastern Europe, attracted to South Africa by economic opportunity and the promise of religious freedom. Unlike the Afrikaner-run ruling party, we were native English-speakers and tended to be liberal in our political outlook, making us a minority within a minority within a minority.


    Still, South Africa was a wonderful place to grow up in. Wonderful if you were white, that is.


    I was born in the breathtakingly beautiful city of Cape Town in 1957. Nine years earlier, DF Malan had led the National Party to electoral victory and begun implementing the party’s vision of ‘separate development’ – better known as apartheid.


    When you think it’s normal to live in whites-only neighbourhoods, ride on segregated buses and swim at whites-only beaches, it takes a while to realise there is something sick and twisted going on in the country. Instead, I believed I was growing up like any other child in places like America, Britain or Australia. Unlike the helicopter parents of today, our parents let us wander round until dark. We explored Table Mountain and the forests and stone quarries close to our house. We felt safe, protected by a police force that rounded up skollies and bergies (thugs and vagrants) from our protected streets. True, the Afrikaner government didn’t allow us to get television until 1976, a year or so after I finished high school, but that only gave us more time to enjoy life outdoors.
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    I was barely out of toddlerhood when I got my first look inside a cockpit at a Cape Town airshow – and knew what I wanted to be when I grew up.


    At Herzlia, my flying ambitions were greeted with scorn. We were expected to pursue professions such as medicine, law or accounting, not to become pilots in the Afrikaner Air Force. I remember one of my classmates sneering as he told me about a high-achieving Afrikaans-speaking neighbour – a head prefect, rugby captain and ‘A’ student – who had been rejected by the SAAF flight school. ‘How do you think they’ll ever take you?’ he asked.


    He had a point. I was less than athletic, somewhat immature, had mediocre grades and, worst of all, was failing in the maths that I needed to excel in to fly. I had a well-deserved reputation as a loskop, someone so scatter-brained they’d lose their own head if it weren’t attached, and was not good at thinking things through. Once, I designed and built a solar reflector in the basement of our home in order to boil water using the power of sunlight. Only after I had finished it did I realise that the reflector bowl was too large to fit through the basement door. This inability to deal with the details plagued me well into my flying career.


    But first I had to start that career. And that meant grappling with high-school maths. My mother hired a series of private tutors to help. One specialised in raiding the fridge while I plodded away at equations in the formal dining room. I kept failing. Then my Standard 7 (Grade 9) class got a new teacher, a neat, fussy man who spoke in soft, staccato sentences and could draw a perfect freehand chalk circle on the blackboard. He somehow made me understand his lessons perfectly. I went from an F to an A in two terms. Ironically, Herzlia never acknowledged my mathematical resurrection – I suspect they thought I was cheating – but years later, I learned that they cited my acceptance as a pilot for South African Airways as an example of what can be done if you persevere.


    It was 1975 when I was sent off to Kroonstad. Apartheid laws were firmly in place to keep the races apart. We couldn’t attend the same schools or live in the same neighbourhoods, and sex – never mind marriage – between black and white people was illegal. The government was pursuing its insane grand apartheid vision of stripping all blacks of citizenship by ordering them to live in so-called Bantustans, arbitrarily defined ethnic ‘homelands’ scattered around the country and ruled over by crony black appointees.


    In South Africa’s convoluted racial hierarchy, whites were at the top, blacks at the bottom, with those classified as Indians and coloureds in between. Only whites could vote. Only white men were conscripted.


    Black people could only legally live or work in South Africa proper if they had special internal documents known as passes or the dompas. Police conducted regular roundups to arrest those who couldn’t show these papers on demand.


    This was also the year that South African soldiers became involved in the civil war in newly independent Angola, where Cuban troops intervened in support of the Soviet-backed communist government in Luanda. South African forces entered the conflict both to influence the political outcome in Angola and to root out insurgents infiltrating South African-administered South West Africa, now Namibia, and to help the US-supported Unita rebels in their ultimately unsuccessful efforts to push the Marxist MPLA out of power. I would have my own role in that conflict soon enough.


    I began my military service by reporting for duty at the Cape Town Castle, which was used as a base by the army. The five-pointed shape of the Castle was also the air force’s roundel. I lined up outside the historic building with other conscripts, joined the group bound for Kroonstad and walked with them across the road to the city’s main railway station. Family and friends waited near the trains to say emotional goodbyes, pressing chocolates and food parcels into our hands. For most of us, it would be our first time away from home.


    The 28-hour train ride got ugly fast. The orchard-laden valleys of the Boland quickly turned into flat, dry terrain. When the electric line ended in the semi-arid Karoo, our stuffy carriages were coupled to a steam locomotive and the reward for opening a window became a blast of warm coal dust. Worst of all, thugs among the conscripts ganged up to prey on their gentler companions. Luckily, we pulled into Kroonstad before things got too out of hand – and then the bullies were too busy trying to survive the army to worry about weaker souls.


    We arrived at 2 am and were promptly ordered into three-ton Bedford trucks for a bone-jarring ride to the base. This was designed to intimidate us ‘roofies’ (new recruits): the driver made sure there were enough stops and starts to make us fall about in the back before taking us to an empty hall to sleep on a bare floor.


    Our first breakfast was eggs and porridge slopped onto shaped metal trays called varkpanne (pig pans). It was surprisingly edible. Then came our formal induction into the unit: interviews, documentation, haircut (very short) and the issuing of uniforms, bedding, a metal trunk known as a trommel, a rifle and other equipment. Then we were sent scurrying with it all to our allocated kaserne (barracks), which for some reason were called ‘bungalows’ in English even though there was nothing remotely resort-like about them.


    Everything was done on the double, with orders issued in fluent Afrikaans or broken English, peppered with curses. We learned to fear and obey everyone, irrespective of rank. Corporals were our undisputed leaders; officers were like gods. Everyone seemed angry and yelled at the slightest provocation. It was hell.


    That evening we were given a lecture on how to shave, brush our teeth and use toilet paper. The need for these lessons became clear the next morning, when we found a pile of paper unrolled on the bathroom floor. A screaming corporal quickly got to the bottom of the story. A farm boy had sought out the hard centre of the toilet roll in lieu of the corncobs he was accustomed to using. I realised that I’d had a pretty sheltered upbringing in Cape Town.


    Other hygiene tips also seemed to have been in vain. A week later, I was using the urinal before lunch when I noticed the recruit next to me holding his penis and cutlery set with the same hand. A fine spray of urine dripped steadily from his fork.


    I was called many names in my crowded bungalow. Mostly it was Jood. Another was ‘communist’ because I was outspoken in my disapproval of apartheid. A third was ‘professor’, for seeming to know something about everything. (Just enough to be dangerous, actually.)


    By my name, Rob, not so much.


    I’m not going to describe the physical challenges of basic training other than to say it was an intensive three-month programme to change raw civilians into obedient soldiers by scaring the crap out of them. After basics, soldiers would be individually graded and assigned to specialist roles such as officer or non-commissioned officer (NCO), infantry, sapper or, for the lowest grade, kitchen duties.


    We were often pushed to exhaustion and beyond. While showering one evening, I felt a sore, rough spot on my side. I scratched at it and a long thorn slid out of my flesh. I had no memory of it going in.


    One evening, after a long, hot day in the bush, we were shown a training movie on how to trick and kill an enemy sniper by holding up a decoy head on a stick. Our own heads felt like they were on sticks and the corporals prowled the sleepy ranks to keep everyone awake. I was fighting a losing battle to keep my eyes open when – bam! – I saw stars as my head was slammed from behind. ‘Bly wakker, Jood ’ (Stay awake, Jew) the corporal warned me as he moved on to his next victim.


    At other times, it was not unusual to have the Jewish recruits pulled out of the ranks to do unpleasant, menial tasks such as unloading ammunition boxes. ‘Fokken Jood ’ was spat at me in contempt several times a day. This daily verbal abuse continued until I left the air force four and a half years later. I never made an issue of it unless it became more than just harmless name-calling. Then I either fought back hard or ran away and hid.


    Four weeks into basic training, I was suddenly sent, on the double, to report to the admin office. I thought I was being singled out for another lousy job, but instead I was handed a railway voucher and told to report to the Military Medical Institute in Pretoria for testing to see if I qualified for flying training. Five other recruits joined me, all of us enjoying the bliss of being allowed to snooze undisturbed in our bunks and to eat in the train’s dining car – our first meal in a month not served up in a varkpan. We were all confident of passing the tests, but afterwards I never saw the other five again.


    I was later told that of the 2 500 pilot applicants that year, about 250 were invited to Pretoria for the tests. Of these, 60 trainees were accepted for Course 2/75, scheduled to begin in June 1975 at the SAAF’s Central Flying School, at Dunnottar on the East Rand. Only 34 of us would finally achieve our wings – just 1.4 per cent of those who initially applied.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    ‘You are Nothing’


    Pretoria was intense. At our dimly lit orientation lecture the night before our tests started, I mistakenly referred to our blue chairs as green in a question to an officer. ‘Yes,’ said the officer to much laughter, ‘we’re going to be seeing red, green and yellow chairs in the next few days.’ Clearly, the other applicants were very happy that my apparent colour-blindness improved their own odds of success.


    The next morning wasn’t much of an improvement. It began with the drawing of six test tubes of blood, after which I was given a thick glucose drink to compensate for the blood loss. It wasn’t enough to stop me feeling light-headed as I walked away. I woke up on the floor with a bump on my head and a circle of spinning faces leaning over me. A sympathetic medic propped me up against a wall, and I sat alone in my misery.


    The rest of the testing involved being bussed daily from our tent city to the Military Medical Institute, where we’d wait in line for one exam or another. We had physicals, X-rays, EEGs, EKGs and psychological screenings. Our IQs were checked along with our balance, orientation, logic and judgement skills. During the dental exam, the nurse slid a flat metal plate into my mouth to take flash pictures of my teeth and palate. When I asked why, she replied, ‘That’s often all that’s left after a crash.’ I later had several unhappy occasions to confirm that she was correct.


    At last came our final interview, which I finished resplendent in my ill-fitting army tunic. I had no idea whether I’d made the grade. I suspected not, especially as my questioners seemed particularly interested in whether I planned to use my air force training as merely a stepping-stone to get into South African Airways, the national airline. I denied the thought had ever occurred to me, but I was sure they’d seen right through me.


    At least I’d had a break from basic training.


    I returned to Kroonstad and a fresh hell. The officers and corporals mocked me mercilessly (‘useless Jood ’) because they assumed my return meant I’d already been rejected by the air force. I kept my head down and focused on finishing basics. Luckily, I got to make up for the time I’d missed by being sent off to the firing range with the weakest and sickest roofies, who were given endless rounds of ammunition and extra time to improve their aim. It was shooting heaven.


    I not only became quite a good shot, but was also stunned by how strong I’d become during the training. The rifle that had felt like a lump of lead now felt like a feather, and I could run for miles without tiring. My 17-year-old body was in its best shape ever and I began to feel that I’d left boyhood behind.


    I hadn’t, unfortunately, left the army. With still no word from the air force by the time we had our passing-out parade, my next deployment was to an engineers’ base in the Free State town of Bethlehem. I was assigned to the kitchen as a lowly cook because I’d refused to express any preference for my next posting when a panel of army officers had interviewed us individually about our interests. ‘I’m going to the SAAF,’ I insisted.


    In Bethlehem, the portly NCO in charge of the base kitchen was delighted to see me. ‘It’s always lucky to have a Jew in the kitchen,’ he told me. ‘When you go home,’ he added, ‘bring me some Jewish fish and biscuits.’ I assumed he meant chopped herring and sweet kichel crackers, a staple of South African Jewish holidays. Then he sent me to the walk-in fridge to skim the cream off several 90-litre cans of milk for him to drink.


    After a few weeks of this I finally went home for my belated passing-out leave. I was camping with friends on the scenic Berg River, about an hour from Cape Town, when I saw my father’s car unexpectedly pull up to our fish braai. ‘The army called,’ he said. ‘The air force wants to know if you still want to join the flying course.’


    It was a typical army screw-up. The air force had signalled my acceptance to the Kroonstad base more than a month earlier. The army had ignored it because I’d already transferred to Bethlehem. Luckily, they were more responsive to a second signal, sent the day before the course was to begin, and called my home in Cape Town.


    Camping and barbecue immediately abandoned, I was back on a train to Pretoria the next morning. By the time I got to Dunnottar, I was almost a week behind the other trainees.


    Thanks to the army’s poor communications, I was the last pupil pilot (pupe) to arrive at Dunnottar for Course 2/75. A curt air force corporal met me at Pretoria railway station to take me to the base. But first I was taken to Air Force Headquarters to be sworn in to the Permanent Force (career military – sorry, Herzlia teachers). There, I exchanged my baggy army browns and beret for a trim, blue air force uniform and peaked cap. I was given the white shoulder tabs and cap band of a candidate officer, the rank I would hold throughout flying training. The corporal then went to the NCOs’ mess for lunch, and out of habit I went to the enlisted mess hall, where my newly acquired rank caused consternation and resentment among the airmen there.


    After a long drive, I reached Dunnottar, where the adjutant informed me that there’d be an exam the next morning on aero engines. The other pupes had been studying for it all of the week I’d missed. Would I like to attempt it? Yes, I would. The distinctive snarl of Harvard radial engines kept interrupting our conversation. I felt a potent mix of excitement and trepidation as I took the dozens of thick textbooks and other course materials issued to me to my allotted bungalow. I would be sharing with 15 other pupil pilots. Being the last to arrive, I naturally got the worst bunk.


    I met the senior pupes from Course 1/75, the class ahead of ours, in the bar before dinner that evening. Wise now to military ways, I stood at attention, addressed them as ‘candidate officer’ – even though we shared the same rank – and respectfully explained why I had arrived late. They wished me luck. I found out later that they agreed among themselves that I wouldn’t last long.


    The pupes were a mixed lot. Surprisingly, not all were fresh national servicemen. Some had almost completed their two-year service or were already Permanent Force members. A large percentage of our course had applied more than once for the flying programme. An older group came directly from civilian life and were known as the ‘civvies’. Some had problems readjusting to military discipline, and everyone complained incessantly about the food – which was fantastic compared to the army. The oldest civvy was 25, well above the course’s average age of 20. I was still only 17.


    Pupes had their own mess hall and bar. There was no restriction on drinking, which turned out to be a sort of honeytrap because those who chose to drink in the evenings instead of studying were soon removed from the course. Our instructors made it crystal clear that their intent was to ‘wash’ each and every pupe from the programme. They weren’t joking; not until we finished our wings check 18 months later could any pupe be sure they’d actually passed.


    We had to write 19 exams in six weeks of ground school before they’d let us get near an aircraft. The exam pass mark was 60 per cent. Fail any three exams and you were washed. In fact, achieve a marginal pass on any three and you were out. I passed that first engines exam with 63 per cent and made sure I never got low marks again.


    Unfortunately, I had to hide twice in the first month from Afrikaner pupes whose poor scores and latent anti-Semitism exploded into an urge to beat me up when they got drunk. There was no point in trying to retaliate. They were huge specimens and were on their way out anyway.


    Our formal welcoming ceremony came during my second week. We were marched into the base hall, where the commanding officer (CO), a spindly fellow with a fixed smile and the swollen nose of a heavy drinker, praised us as ‘the cream of South African youth’ and ‘the best the country has to offer’. We liked that kind of talk. Then he left and the colonel in charge of the flying school stood up.


    ‘You are nothing,’ he spat at us. ‘Worthless pupes until you prove yourselves. The whole base is watching you and waiting for you to screw up. And we’ll know whatever you’re getting up to.’


    Apparently not. Many of the English-speaking pupes had gone to boarding school and were wise in the ways of cheating. Within a few weeks, they’d bribed an admin private with beer and cash to allow them a quick glance at the discarded master copy of exam papers freshly printed on the base Roneo machine.


    When the private was transferred, they raided the ground school office at night through a window they’d left a bit open for the purpose. Exam papers were securely locked in the bottom drawer of a desk, but the wily boarding-school boys simply removed the drawer above it. Then they proceeded to memorise most of the questions. Ground school wasn’t such a problem after that.


    But the colonel wasn’t wrong on one point. The whole base was watching us. I became aware of a smouldering resentment towards pilots from non-flyers. This never quite went away, not even at SAA, where pilots were seen by ground staff as spoiled, overpaid and on permanent holiday. Eventually, I just accepted the resentment and ignored it, like every other pilot does.


    Finally, we were ready to get airborne. We were warned to wear only cotton underwear and socks as a fire would melt anything made of nylon into our skin. We were ordered to remove any jewellery that could catch or strangle us if we had to bail out. And we were issued gear that included a hard helmet with a retractable dark visor and blue canvas inner headpiece with earphones, soft leather flying gloves and a parachute and harness that doubled as a seat in the Harvard. There were also several washed-out orange Nomex flying overalls, permanently stained with years of pupe perspiration. It would be years before I realised it was possible to fly without breaking into a profuse sweat.
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    Our first training aircraft was a single-engine Harvard, also known as a North American Aviation T-6 Texan.


    An instructor stood beside me on the wing when I eventually strapped myself nervously into the Harvard cockpit for my first engine start. All of the SAAF’s Harvards had been grounded shortly before we were due to start flying because a wing had broken clean off a Harvard, pulling out of a practice bombing dive. The unlucky Citizen Force (CF) pilot – the CF were the part-time or reserve forces – was mashed into a ‘fetch the teeth photos’ mess; we were assigned to practise the starts and Vital Actions (VAs, or memorised checklist items) while the rest of our Harvards were inspected for wing cracks.


    I finished the pre-start procedures, primed the engine and pressed the starter. The prop swung and caught with a roar. In my excitement, I managed to knock the park brake off. The aircraft had just been rolled into position and chocks hadn’t been placed in front of the wheels. Without chocks and with too much throttle, the Harvard hopped over the grass verge and began moving briskly along the hard apron towards other parked machines. I discovered that the ‘rumour’ we’d shared was true. When the Harvard’s big radial engine fired, all your hard-learned lessons indeed disappeared from your head. I stared blankly at the whirling disc of the propellor while the windswept instructor, holding on for dear life, screamed, ‘The brakes, Schapiro, hit the fucking brakes.’ Sanity returned and I closed the throttle and pressed the toe brakes on top of the rudders. The plane ground to a halt and the instructor staggered off the wing to find chocks. The incident deeply amused the other instructors, who told me I should log two minutes’ taxi time.


    Like most pupes, I wasn’t a natural pilot. It took time, repetition and lots of effort to develop the skills and muscle memory of a competent aviator. Military pilots have to learn to function in an environment full of distractions. The Harvard cockpit is not a quiet place. The radial engine is extremely loud, the radio blares and everything vibrates. It’s often hot and it always stinks of fuel and oil. It’s definitely not conducive to clear thinking and it takes a while to learn to function well under such conditions. Some pupes never did. Although they excelled in a quiet classroom, they constantly forgot things in the hot, noisy cockpit environment. In military flight training, you were expected to have made sufficient progress after a specified number of flight hours to pass a progress check. If you didn’t make the grade, you weren’t given extra time to improve – you were washed. Their attitude was that you might make a fine pilot, but it wouldn’t be in the air force.


    Many pupes’ flying careers were cut short by over-aggressive instructors or poor-quality instruction in their ab initio (from the beginning) training. Luckily, I had the good fortune to be assigned to a wonderful ab initio instructor – a patient, soft-spoken ex-chopper pilot with a friendly wife and a ten-kilogram cat. I was often given the job of feeding the cat.


    My training captain’s patience wasn’t unlimited. There were many occasions when I’d find myself panting to the distant AGA (Aerodrome Ground Aid) homing beacon and back with my heavy parachute slung over my shoulder – a well-trodden punishment run by many generations of pupes. He was particularly pissed off when I taxied a Harvard into a meerkat hole and had to be towed out backwards, with smirking senior staff watching the whole debacle.


    But he was also there to help me when I struggled to find the correct round-out (flare) height – when the pilot raises the aircraft nose to soften touchdown. I would fly the Harvard into the ground and it would bounce wildly back into the air. Or I would round out too high and float down the runway. In desperation, he ordered me to climb onto the roof of the toilet block, which happened to be at the correct flare height, and to sit there for a couple of hours while pretending I was landing. It worked.


    There were other major milestones. One morning, we were droning around the circuit doing touch-and-go landings. I was doing reasonably well when halfway through the hour, the captain ordered me to make the next one a full stop and to taxi to the dispersal area (parking apron). I thought I’d screwed something up again, but after I parked, he told me to keep the engine running and hopped out. He leaned into the cockpit: ‘Give me one circuit and full stop landing, Schapiro.’ Then he made his way to the control tower without looking back.


    I waited in the idling Harvard while ground crew ran for the log and authorisation books and brought them to the aircraft. I signed out an aircraft for my very first time, hardly believing this was happening to me. I definitely didn’t feel ready.


    [image: ]


    My ‘first solo flight’ certificate


    I taxied out slowly, did my pre-takeoff checks and was about to line up on the grass runway, when the captain yelled from the tower that I’d forgotten to do a power check. I cursed myself, did the belated power check and then lined up. The circuit had been completely cleared for a first solo, so I opened the throttle and accelerated down the runway. The Harvard took smoothly to the air. Everything felt exactly the same as before, until I joined the downwind circuit and turned my head to scan for other traffic. I instantly saw that the seat behind me was empty, its seatbelt neatly coupled together. I was in the air alone! A great thrill surged over me, but I still had to get the machine back on the ground. I calmed down and concentrated on making a nice approach and landing. All too soon, and with a small bounce, I was back on the ground. I taxied in, enormously pleased with myself.


    Cheering pupes carried me from the aircraft and treated me to the traditional mudbath while the instructors watched the spectacle from open windows. ‘Schapiro, you are the third Jew to ever solo here,’ one called out. Who were the other two, I wondered.


    The next big test was a solo spin and recovery. A spin is when an aircraft ceases to fly and plunges uncontrollably towards the earth in a tight spiral. We had to demonstrate that we could perform the special technique to recover from it before we smacked into the ground.


    For some reason, the exercise was always carried out over the Union Carriage & Wagon factory, a huge railway wagon assembly plant close to the airfield. I’m sure their workers would not have appreciated knowing that training aircraft were plunging earthwards towards them on a daily basis.


    The exercise went off fine, although being somewhat nervous about spinning, I recovered after just one rotation instead of the required three. No one seemed to notice or care, least of all me.


    I started to do solo aerobatics. As I headed out to the General Flying Area to practise manoeuvres, I looked down at the cars on the roads and thought how strange it was that I wasn’t allowed to drive a car yet. At 17, I still wasn’t old enough to get a driver’s licence.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Weapons and Wings


    Our Harvard phase ended in 1976, after we had soloed, learned aerobatics, performed cross-country navigation and done some instrument flying. Class 2/75 was then transferred to Impala jet training at Langebaanweg Air Force Base (AFB) to add night flying, low-level navigation, formation flying and advanced instrument flying to our repertoire – provided we could keep passing the progress checks.


    I drove the two hours to Langebaanweg from our family home in Cape Town in my first car, a 1960s red Triumph Spitfire coupé. The first thing I noticed as I entered the base was the intoxicating smell of burnt jet fuel, so different from the gasoline used by piston-engine machines. Then a familiar car pulled up behind me, tooting its horn. It was my father. I’d left my uniform jacket and cap in Cape Town and he and a friend had driven all the way to Langebaanweg to bring them to me. I was still a loskop!


    After the predictable hazing by senior pupes, we settled down to learn how to fly the MB-326 Impala, an Italian-designed jet trainer built in South Africa. Jets are easier to fly than propeller-driven planes but everything happens much more quickly. Just the takeoff speed of the Impala was faster than we’d ever managed to fly in Harvards.


    Yet again I had the good fortune of having an excellent instructor. This captain was a handsome, dark-haired man of German descent with a foul mouth and precise standards.


    ‘Schapiro, what’s your climb speed now?’ he might ask in flight.


    ‘219 knots, Captain.’


    ‘What should it be, Schapiro?’


    ‘220, Captain.’


    ‘So fucking fix it!’


    Unfortunately, he was so good he was often assigned to help struggling pupes, and I then got the lousy instructor who probably caused their problems in the first place.


    There was other training too. The corporal who took care of our drill and fitness at Langebaanweg was called Wollies. An Afrikaans-speaker, he’d often yell at us in broken English: ‘Where is your proud?’ (meaning pride, I guess).


    One day he wanted to punish a few of us for something or other, so he loaded us into a Bedford truck and drove about 25 kilometres along a pitted dirt road next to a railway line. ‘Now run back, you bliksems (bastards),’ Wollies ordered as he turned the Bedford around in a cloud of dust.


    We set off at a listless pace in the stinging heat. Before long we heard the chuffing of a locomotive coming down the track. One of us, a former part-time fireman on steam locomotives in Johannesburg, knew the routine to flag down the freight train. After a few words with the engineer, we all clambered into an open freight car.
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