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For those who didn’t make it …



High Flight

Oh! I have slipped the surly bonds of Earth

And danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings;

Sunward I’ve climbed, and joined the tumbling mirth

Of sun-split clouds – and done a hundred things

You have not dreamed of – wheeled and soared and swung

High in the sunlit silence. Hov’ring there,

I’ve chased the shouting wind along, and flung

My eager craft through footless halls of air …

Up, up the long, delirious burning blue

I’ve topped the wind-swept heights with easy grace

Where never lark, or ever eagle flew –

And, while with silent, lifting mind I’ve trod

The high untrespassed sanctity of space,

Put out my hand, and touched the face of God.

John Gillespie Magee, Jr

1922–1941


INTRODUCTION

In 1923, Frederick Stanley Mockford was a senior radio officer at Croydon Aerodrome on the outskirts of south London, then the busiest and most prestigious airport in the country. It was also the first airport in the world to introduce air traffic control. Mr Mockford was asked to come up with a word that could be used to indicate an aviation emergency situation, easily understood by ground staff and aircrew alike, no matter what their native language.

As most of the traffic he dealt with came from Le Bourget Airport in Paris, Mockford suggested the word ‘Mayday’ from the French m’aider, which means ‘help me’, and he advised repeating it three times. Mayday. Mayday. Mayday. This word was only to be used for a vessel – for almost immediately his system was adopted by ships as well – in the ‘most grave and imminent danger’, in which loss of life was a strong possibility.

For less serious situations, dangerous but perhaps not mortally so, he came up with the distress call Pan Pan, Pan, from the French word panne, meaning ‘breakdown’, and Sécurité, Sécurité, Sécurité, for the lowest level of danger, sécurité meaning ‘safety’.

There are several different types of emergency landings for aircraft, whether planned or unplanned: a forced landing, a precautionary landing, a crash landing, or a ditching, which is a crash landing on water. Unfortunately, the last two categories are nearly always a Mayday situation.

Almost exactly ninety years before Mr Mockford invented the distress call system, Peter Brusey Cow opened a shop, P. B. Cow & Co., in Bishopsgate, London, selling lace and linen. The firm diversified and prospered; in fact, in 1851 it was the first company to introduce waterproof tweed commercially, and won an award at the Great Exhibition at Crystal Palace. As time went on, the firm continued to diversify, this time into rubber manufacture, and it made diving suits and hot water bottles – something of a speciality – sink plugs, toys, rubber bungs and, in the 1930s, registered Li-Lo, an inflatable air bed.

By the time the Second World War broke out, P. B. Cow & Co. was one of the world’s largest manufacturers of air-sea rescue equipment, including life jackets – promptly nicknamed Mae Wests by American servicemen in honour of the pneumatic American actress – and inflatable dinghies, which were carried in nearly all British fighter aircraft, including the Spitfire and the Hurricane.

Mr C. A. ‘Robbie’ Robertson was the chief draughtsman at P. B. Cow, and, as a representative of one of the largest producers of sea and air rescue equipment, also responsible for liaising with the Ministry of Aircraft Production, which had been set up by Winston Churchill when he became Prime Minister in the early summer of 1940. Incidentally, the man put in charge of the Ministry, who pursued his task with energetic, almost demonic zeal, was the press baron Lord Beaverbrook.

Aeroplanes were by now regularly being shot down, and surviving aircrew would often feel they owed their survival in part to the life jackets and dinghies made by P. B. Cow & Co., and were drawn to visit the company and discuss their ditching. Aircrew would meet at the offices, and, whether pilots or gunners, navigators or bombardiers, they would exchange stories of near misses and derring-do. Having witnessed the instant comradeship that existed between those who had shared similar mortal dangers, ‘Robbie’ Robertson suggested these survivors start a club. Moreover, Robbie took it upon himself to start up and personally bankroll this club, to be called the Goldfish Club: gold to represent the value of life, and fish, well, all too obviously to symbolise the watery landings. The Armed Forces put up no objections, although the Royal Navy insisted the club badge, a white-winged goldfish flying over two blue waves, be sewn on to the Mae Wests, and the RAF regulated that it be located under the left-hand battle-dress pocket.

News of the formation of the club spread rapidly, even to prisoner-of-war camps, and by the end of the war the Goldfish Club was nine-thousand strong. When Robbie left P. B. Cow in 1947 to start another company, he retained all the club records and continued the administration and running of the club at his own expense. In the summer of 1951, he organised a reunion dinner at the White House restaurant in London’s Mayfair, and a couple of years later it was decided to keep the club going on a permanent basis, managed by a committee of members, i.e. those who had ditched their aircraft, something Robbie had never personally experienced.

And so it is, seventy years since the first informal meeting of the Goldfish Club in 1942, that five hundred members, paying an annual subscription fee of five pounds, continue to meet once a year for an annual dinner, and receive a quarterly newsletter full of good-natured jokes and cartoons, news of new members and obituaries of departed friends.


DAVID LEATHER

We’re going to be damn lucky if we come through this night …

[image: image]

The group of Tent No. 69 at PG 73. David Leather is third on the right, with shorn hair. Cecil Langton is second on the left.

War was declared in September 1939 and I decided before Christmas of that year that I had to get involved. I didn’t want to join the Army; I was brought up at a time when there were still lots of wounded soldiers from the First World War all over the place, terrible sights of wounded soldiers with amputations, these poor men who had been gassed and shell-shocked. So I volunteered for the RAF.

We were forming a new squadron, and our planes were the Blenheim Mk V, called a Bisley. It was a safe, steady, reliable plane; you never had any qualms about it coming to a crash. They were powerful enough, 180 miles an hour, and they could climb to ten thousand feet, which was the max, because you had no oxygen above that. The only bad thing about the Bisley was that they had put in a lot of extra weight when they improved it, but kept the same engine, so they had a reputation for being a bit underpowered.

There were three people in each plane. I was the navigator. My crew consisted of the wireless operator/air gunner, a nice lad called Graham Wicks. We enjoyed each other’s company, and, when off duty, he and I would get out on our bicycles and visit churches; he would play the organ while I’d wander around the churchyard. The pilot was a Canadian called Cecil Langton, who came from Vancouver; he was younger than Graham and me by several months, so we called him Junior.

Our first operational sortie was to fly to Burma. There were thirty planes going out. The first leg of the trip was from Redruth in Cornwall to Gibraltar. I remember leaving early on a lovely sunny summer’s day in June 1942, and as we passed over the Scilly Isles I thought that could be the last time I would see the United Kingdom. I knew it was a distinct possibility I’d have a short life, although that didn’t worry you at that age.

Redruth to Gibraltar was achieved with no problems; my navigation was perfect. We spent two days in Gibraltar, and although Graham and Junior couldn’t swim, all three of us went for a dip. But it was a very cold sea, and we were glad to get out.

We left Gibraltar on the 20th, and arrived in Malta early evening and were whipped straight out of our plane and sent down into a subterranean cave to get some sleep; these caves were basically big bomb shelters because Malta had been nearly bombed out of existence.

We took off very early the next day, about five o’clock in the morning. There were three planes in the formation, and we were the lead plane, flying at a low altitude over the sea, between three hundred and four hundred feet, to avoid the German radar on the island of Crete. I remember thinking the engine didn’t sound quite right, and I made some remark to Cecil: ‘Shall we turn back?’ ‘No,’ he said, ‘we’ll push on.’

I’ve not a clue why we went in, the whole thing is a mystery. The next thing I remember was that I had my head on the navigation table and realised I had been knocked out. What’s going on … ?! Then I realised, Wait a minute, I’m wet … and saw that we were in the sea: 7.26 a.m. is when we hit – at least that’s when my watch stopped, so it’s a fairly safe assumption that my watch stopped when we hit the water. The last record I made in my logbook was that we were ninety-eight miles north-east of Derna, Libya, on the North African coast.

Other than engine failure or fuel failure, the only other explanation is that because the pilot was flying so low, he got a bit bemused, because it’s not easy to fly at that level, and we had cartwheeled into the water.

Many years after the war, the pilot of another plane from that formation – the only crew out of all the thirty planes who got back fully intact – phoned me from his home, and said, ‘You hit the water three times before you finally went in.’ But I haven’t any recollections at all; it’s like a complete wipe-out on a computer’s software, and, as much as I try to get a flashback, it’s gone.

At first I couldn’t see Graham or Cecil, and I was worried about them, because, as I’ve said, neither of them could swim. ‘Cecil, Graham, where are you?’ I shouted out. Finally, Cecil answered, ‘I’m here, David.’ Cecil was lucky: one of the single-pilot dinghies had come out of the plane and he was in it. ‘Where’s Graham?’ We looked around and he was clinging on to an auxiliary petrol tank that had broken adrift, so I swam over to him and pushed the thing towards the dinghy. Graham clambered in and then I got in too, and we three sat there.

The sun had come up, and the sea was pretty calm, and Junior said, ‘Shall we try to paddle?’ Well, I used to sail a lot, and I knew paddling ninety-eight miles was not on. ‘No, forget it,’ I said. And so we just sat through the day. The sun was beating down, and we got very sunburned. I remember we saw a few flying fish go by, and we heard two planes in the distance, but they could have been anything, German, Italian or RAF.

We didn’t know at the time what a terrible state Graham was in, but as the gunner he had the mounted guns between his legs, and as we had fallen out of the sky they had ripped him right the way down his thighs. There was no sign that Graham was bleeding to death, but that was surely what was happening.

At the early stages Graham was as alert as we were, but later on he was obviously fading away. And then he began falling into the water, so we found a bit of cord and tied that round his wrists to hold him into the dinghy. He didn’t say a word until about midday, when he suddenly piped up, ‘Don’t panic, boys, we’ll be picked up at eight tonight.’

We thought the other planes would have alerted Alexandria we had gone down, and someone would attempt an air-sea rescue, but it was the wrong day for that, we learned later. It was 21 June 1942, which was the day Rommel’s Panzerarmee Afrika captured Tobruk. Allied forces were overrun and twenty-five thousand British and Commonwealth troops were taken prisoner by the Germans, so the coast would have been in chaos and an air-sea rescue out of the question. But we didn’t know that, and, as the day wore on, one began to think, Are we going to get out of this? Is someone going to pick us up? The sun was now going down, and the sea getting up a bit, and it was becoming very cold, and I certainly thought to myself, We’re going to be damn lucky if we come through this night …

But, lo and behold, at 8.05 p.m., I saw this speck in the distance and realised it was a ship. As it gradually got closer, we saw that it wasn’t a British ship; it was in fact an Italian aircraft carrier, called the SS Aquila, which was being used by the Italians as a hospital ship. We began screaming and shouting and waving as much as we could: ‘Over here! We’re here!’ And, finally, this enormous thing came alongside, and a lifeboat was lowered, and they dumped us pretty unceremoniously into the bottom of that.

Graham must have died just before, or very shortly after, we were rescued. There was some discussion going on in Italian about what to do with Graham, which we didn’t understand, between the sailors in the lifeboat and the crew in the boat above us, and the next thing that happened was that Graham was unceremoniously taken out of the dinghy and just dumped in the sea, still with his inflated Mae West on. My last sight of Graham was him bobbing away with his head back, and that was the end of him, no burial or anything.

They piggybacked us up the rope ladders and dropped us on the deck, and then we were just ignored, although I was in quite a lot of pain as I had got badly bruised and contused when we crashed. But even though it was a hospital ship, there was no examination for wounds, or anything.

We were interrogated for a very short time, but not brutally, and we didn’t have much information to give anyway. And then we were forgotten about. The Aquila had been picking up German wounded to return to Benghazi and Derna, and was full of Afrika Korps, young men like ourselves, but Germans, who more or less ignored us, which was understandable.

After a couple of days we docked at Naples, I was put on a stretcher and left on the dock in the sun. I remember I could see Mount Vesuvius. By this time I was suffering, and I thought, Well, this surely is it …

Eventually I was put into an ambulance and taken to a place called Caserta, which was an enormous hospital that had been used for the Italo-Ethiopian war. It was run by the Sisters of Mercy, who hadn’t much mercy; they were pretty callous, really, and ignored us. But I suppose we were lucky in that it was a hospital, so at least we had beds, although you had to learn how to live with bed bugs, which dropped everywhere, and dysentery, which was prevalent. I got dysentery in that ward, which was not nice.

One of the particularly memorable fellows in my ward, which was a big, long room with around forty people, was a little Arab farmer with his brain hanging out of his head. This poor chap had been riding across the desert on his donkey, minding his own business, and, like with the Taliban today, he had gone over an IED [improvised explosive device], and got blown up and lost both his legs. We were boys going out on that Blenheim flight, but I stopped being a boy when I saw that little Arab man with his legs blown off.

I was on a diet of Italian grissini breadsticks; I got two of those a day, and a pint of water, which might occasionally have a bit of rice in it, and that was it. This went on for a long time, and I needed food. On my twenty-first birthday, which was 5 August 1942, I received a cigarette parcel from some friends in Canada. I didn’t smoke anyway, but we all recognised that cigarettes were currency during the war, and I managed to persuade an Italian guard to bring in some peaches in exchange for my cigarettes. I already had a Red Cross tin of rice I’d been saving, and so I had peaches and rice for my twenty-first birthday party. I’ll never forget that meal.

Eventually, they decided to evacuate that hospital and moved us all on a hospital train to Castel San Pietro, south of Bologna, a very nice train, very comfortable, clean white sheets, no bed bugs. This hospital was again run by nuns, but this time we were well looked after. But eventually they thought we were fit enough to go into a prisoner-of-war camp, and we were moved there by train, about twenty of us, and there was a very nice Italian officer, called Captain Bucci, a gentleman, who treated us like human beings. This time there was no shouting or screaming, or treating us as enemy. We were in Italian uniforms because we had nothing else to put on, and these puttee things that we wrapped around our feet. We stopped at one station after another, and I sometimes look back and wonder why we didn’t try to escape, although I suppose we weren’t in a physical state to walk far. And then we arrived at Prigione di Guerra 73, PG 73, where we stayed for nearly three years.

What do you do as a prisoner of war for three years? There were musical instruments, and we had a very good brass band, which could play all types of music. I learned to play bridge, and also some people put on these radio-type plays, which were very good, and that was a relaxation from the sheer monotony of doing bugger all. But I wonder how we survived. There were no books, no facilities for writing.

I had various muckers in that camp, like George Chitty, a nice young boy who in his civilian life was a junior in a Sainsbury’s store in Chertsey. Another friend was George Darville, who’d been the rear-gun operator in a Lancaster, and had got out by parachute. I said, ‘After the war we should keep in touch,’ and he said, ‘No, no, it won’t work, we’re from completely different backgrounds.’ His father worked at the docks in east London, and I went to public school, you see.

I missed England, and frequently thought of my home in Yorkshire. I think if you’ve lived in the Dales for eighteen years of your life it’s imprinted on your mind for ever, and conjuring up those memories kept me sane. But there was only one thing on my mind: when is this bloody war going to end? When are we going to get home? I knew I mustn’t cave in, and should make the best of a bad thing, so I resolved to keep fit and exercise as much as possible, and also to try and keep myself clean, and not become totally lice-infested. My goal was to get home, no matter how long it took. My view was that having got away with my life when we crashed, why take a chance I’ll die here?

After the Italians were taken out of the war, we were moved to Stalag IV-B in Germany, up in a place called Mühlberg, just east of the River Elbe. It was a bit grim, with an entrance like Auschwitz. It was an enormous camp, about twenty thousand people were there, although there was a typhus epidemic and thousands soon died. Every nationality in Europe seemed to be represented: French, Belgians, Serbs, Dutch, Italians, and about half of them were Russians. The Russians were treated worse than everyone else. I remember Russian prisoners of war coming into our Air Force compound – we Brits were kept in separate compounds for some reason – and going into the tip where the empty tins and all the other rubbish was dumped, and they put their hands in the tins and licked their fingers from sheer and utter deprivation and starvation.

There was horrible food at the Stalag, and little of it, because the Red Cross food parcels weren’t coming through. We had a kind of ersatz coffee in the morning, boiled potatoes in their skins at lunch, and for dinner a soup which was essentially water, although occasionally it might have a bit of meat floating in it, or you might sometimes get a piece of cheese with caraway seeds.

We knew the Allies were getting nearer, because the Americans were bombing the railway line not far away. And then one morning we woke up and a brigade of Russians was outside; they were riding horses bareback, no saddles or reins. ‘There’s still fighting going on in the area,’ they said, ‘but you should go out and find your own food.’ So we did go out and forage – the Nazi guards had either run away or been strung up by the Russians – and we caught a baby pig and butchered it, poor little thing, and several of us ate it.

American coaches came across the Elbe, and took us to Halle, in the suburbs of Berlin, where the American Air Force was stationed. We showered and were given clean clothes and then X-rayed. They then started to inspect everyone, one at a time: ‘Right, you’re clear.’ ‘You can go home …’ I was not directed to go home. ‘You’ve got tuberculosis,’ they said. So, here we go again … I was put in an RAF hospital and I convalesced there for over a year. People in those days were terrified of TB, and it was ages before even my parents came to see me.

For fifty years I never discussed any of this. I didn’t want to bore anyone with it, and why would they be interested anyway? But when my grandson Richard was fourteen, he was given some project at school, and he said, ‘Poppa, Poppa, what did you do in the war?’ So I told him some of what I’ve told you, and he made quite a good story out of it. And then another grandchild asked me to tell her a story about the war, and now I’ve started writing down some of these tales. ‘Poppa’s Stories’, I call them. Young people are very understanding. I often think it’s easier to talk to your grandchildren than your own children, or even your wife sometimes.

I have a photographic memory, and even at ninety years old I can’t delete some of the images, like the starving Russians, and poor old Graham, bobbing away in the sea. Fortunately, I very rarely dream about being a prisoner any more, just the odd nightmare: Oh God, I’m in a prisoner-of-war camp again, and it’s not fair, it’s not fair …

As far as my war effort, I was a dead loss; it must have cost thousands of pounds to train me as an RAF navigator, and they didn’t get anything in return. I still feel a sense of guilt about that.


ART STACEY

Who’s going to walk Sarah down the aisle …?

[image: image]

I originally flew the Shackleton, which was a maritime patrol aircraft, four-engine, straight-wing. It was the last Second World War-type aircraft and always going wrong and leaking oil, with two engines on each wing, plus six contra-rotating propellers, which were very, very noisy. And, because of the endurance of the sorties, upwards of fourteen hours, when you lay in bed at night you could still hear the engines throbbing. I’m suffering now with high-term deafness and have to wear a hearing aid. Shack Ear, they call it.

So it was a quantum leap from the Shackleton to the Nimrod, an aircraft that was very advanced for its time. It was based on the Comet aircraft, which was the first jet passenger aircraft, when Britain still could build aircraft; it had a lovely, thin, tubular body, swept-back wings, which was novel for a civilian aircraft – such design qualities were usually the preserve of fighters and military aircraft – and long, very graceful undercarriage legs, which made the aircraft appear to be higher off the ground than it was.

I joined 51 Squadron in ’91, and after four years I took over as pilot leader. 51 Squadron is a unique squadron in the RAF; it is a reconnaissance unit, tasked with gathering intelligence of various descriptions, but, primarily, the Nimrod was an ASW, an anti-submarine warfare aircraft, and our job was to detect, and, ultimately, in a war, destroy enemy submarines.

One day in May 1995 I looked at the programme for the following week and saw that I was scheduled to go to Kinloss to conduct an air test on one of our Nimrods.

The normal crew complement of a Nimrod is twenty-nine, which consists of two pilots, flight engineer, one navigator and twenty-five other guys of various trades and specialisations all jumbled up down the back – Russian speakers, Arabic speakers, you name it – but for the air test I took a minimum crew of seven.

We flew to Inverness in a civilian aircraft on the Monday. Transport picked us up and drove us to the mess where we were given our rooms. I then unpacked, had a shower and rendezvoused at about six o’clock in the bar with the two other officers, had a pint before dinner, just a very quiet, relaxed evening, chatting away, and I stacked about 10.15 or so and went to bed.

Woke up the next morning, 16 May 1995, and it was a beautiful day, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and just a gentle breeze, the gentlest of breezes.

We had a Met brief on what the weather was doing – there wasn’t any. Although my plan was to land back at Kinloss, we chose Lossiemouth as our diversion airfield: when you fly, you always need to have an alternative landing point if anything were to happen to your landing point so you couldn’t use it, like the weather clamps in and visibility deteriorates, or there are thunderstorms, or even a crash on the runway. Civilian pilots do that too.

I then briefed the crew, so they were all fully aware of what the mission was. We were taking off at 11 a.m. and planning to fly for four hours; the format of the sortie was that we would fly up to fifteen thousand feet, settle the aircraft down and then start the checks. At some stage we’d be climbing up to thirty-five thousand feet, where we’d be shutting engines down and relighting them, and working the flaps.

The co-pilot for the day was Flight Lieutenant Pat Hewitt, an ex-Rhodesian I’d known for years, and he was on the flight deck, switching on all the navigational aids, doing radio checks with the ground, preparing the cockpit, going through flaps with the engineer. Flight Sergeant David Rimmer, another good guy, was the flight engineer. The navigator was Flight Lieutenant Dick Chelu, lovely guy, one of life’s characters.

I began doing external checks, looking round the aircraft, and after I signed the log to accept the aircraft from the ground engineers, I came forward and joined the co-pilot on the flight deck. I then went on the intercom: ‘Crew, the captain is starting checks.’ The three guys down the back as safety team were AEOp (Air Electronics Operator) Stu Clay, terrific guy, short and round as he is high, AEOp Andy Lawson, a big, tall fellow, with really stocky build, and the junior member of the crew was Sergeant Steve Hart. These guys had no active part in the air test; their job in the event of a problem, particularly under-floor problems like leaks or fumes, was to assist me in isolating, and, if necessary, fighting fire. More importantly, they were there to make the coffee, and keep it coming, because we were going to be pretty busy on the flight deck doing this air test.

The start-up was as per normal. I went through the starting cycle: started the engines in sequence, and then the engineer brought all the systems online and we began checking pressures and temperatures, and all the rest.

Eventually, we taxied out, got to the marshalling point and took off at two minutes to eleven. When we got airborne, it really was magnificent: you could see for a hundred miles in any direction. Kinloss, on the south coast of the Moray Firth, is a lovely part of the world, lots of wooded areas and mountains; you’ve got the Grampians to the south, and there was still a bit of snow on the peaks.

We climbed out and turned north up over the Moray Firth, and at fifteen thousand feet started checking bits and pieces as part of the air test. David Rimmer, the engineer, had the checklist on his lap, checking all four air-speed indicators were reading the same. The next thing Dave had to check was the engine antiicing system. He started with number one engine, and watched the temperature rise, and switched it off. Same thing for number two, and number three. Number four was the one that caused us the problem.

Above number four engine was a collection of wires, and over the years, with the vibrations, the insulation that covers the wires had worn and, unbeknown to us, two wires were now touching: one of those wires went down to the engine anti-icing system, the other went down to the starter motor.

There was also another problem. An RAF ground engineer had been looking at the Rolls-Royce Spey engine that powered the Nimrods, and in particular a nut that held the turbine assembly within its titanium shroud, and this engineer was concerned about the strength of that nut; he reckoned if you put too much stress on it it would shatter, and if it did, the turbine assembly would be free to rotate itself off its mounting, and come into contact with the engine. And that could result in a catastrophic explosion.

In the flight safety world we talk about links in a chain that have to be formed before an accident happens, and with the touching wires, and the weakened nut, these were all forming …

When Dave Rimmer switched the power on to the fourth engine anti-icing system, the electrical current he sent down went to the starter motor with the weak nut. Down went that wiggly amp to tell the starter motor to start the engine. The airstarter valve on number four engine opened, and allowed air from an adjacent running engine on to the turbine assembly, and the turbine assembly inside was free to rotate as much as it liked, and so it went accelerating way up. The starter motor is designed to self-destruct at 107,000 revolutions per minute, which is a fair rate of acceleration, but it never got that far. All the pressure was exerted on that nut, and it shattered, and allowed the spinning turbine assembly to come out of its titanium shroud, and a fourinch piece of turbine blade went whistling, at supersonic speed, straight into the fuel tank alongside the number four engine, exploded inside and blew all the internal baffles that stop the fuel swishing out of the fuel tank, allowing the fuel to come pouring out on to the hot engine. When it hit the engine, an enormous explosion followed and the whole aircraft shuddered.

Fortunately, we hadn’t yet used the fuel out of that tank: it’s very hard to set fire to a liquid, it’s only when it vaporises that you can ignite it … two hours later, and that fuel tank would have been empty of fuel, and full of vapour, and any intrusion into a tank in that condition would have blown the wing off, and we would all have died, simple as that.

Meanwhile, Sergeant Steve Hart, one of the men in the safety team, was sent to look over the wing at number four engine: ‘Grey smoke from the number four engine,’ he said. But a few moments later, Steve came back with another report: ‘Black smoke …’ Now, hold on, black smoke, that’s fire … Christ, this is a real emergency. I have to land.

I looked at the range on TACAN, a navigation system that tells you how far away you are from a beacon, and it was indicating we were forty-five miles from Kinloss, so flying time of about twelve to fifteen minutes. I started turning back towards Kinloss, where I intended to land.

But, suddenly, Steve reported flames coming from the number four engine. Unbeknown to us, the explosion also blew the engine covers from the underside of number four engine. So when we put the fire extinguishers into it, all they did was go straight overboard, which is why they didn’t work. At the same time Dave Rimmer, the engineer, called out, ‘Fire warning, zone two …’ The fire had now spread down the engine to the rear half of the engine. Then Dave spoke again: ‘Engine fire in number three,’ so we shut that engine down as well, and, not to be outdone, Steve began reporting that flames were coming vertically out of the thrust reversers on the back of the engine, thousands of pounds of fuel were being driven out vertically at 350 miles an hour, and it was like a blowtorch. He was also reporting that panels were coming off the wing, just detaching themselves and disappearing off.

The co-pilot put his hand on the transmit switch and went, ‘Mayday, Mayday, Mayday …’ the international distress call, and informed Lossiemouth air traffic of our problem: ‘We’ve got double engine fire on numbers three and four, and we’re returning to Kinloss for an emergency landing …’

What we had to do now was dump fuel, because we’d taken off with enough fuel for four hours, about twenty-five tons, and I would have to dump about half that to get down to any form of landing weight, otherwise that would put too much stress on the undercarriage.

We needed to get down as soon as possible. Time was of the essence.

I was descending at 300 knots, or 350 miles an hour. At this stage, I could see Kinloss, but in my path was Lossiemouth, my alternative destination, and ten miles closer than Kinloss, plus Kinloss runway is east-west and Lossiemouth is north-south: I was coming in from a northerly direction, so Lossiemouth was perfectly lined up for that runway, and could save me two or three minutes. I told air traffic that my intention was now to divert to Lossiemouth for an emergency landing.

There wasn’t one split second where I suddenly thought, We’ve got to ditch. It was a gradual process of thinking, how much longer have I got to stay airborne? How long do I need to reach the runway at Lossiemouth? And how long are my wings going to last? Because I thought it was not going to be too long before the flames were going to reach the fuel tank, and blow our wings off; maybe minutes, maybe seconds.

It was at that stage I started to favour the ditching option.

The ditching option is not a great one; but if you’ve got no other option you have to do it. Old [Chesley] Sullenberger did a wonderful job when he ditched in the Hudson; I’ve got every admiration for that guy. I would not like to have attempted what he did with an aircraft with underslung engines, but he touched both engines at exactly the same time, so they acted as skids. Had he touched one lower than the other, the aircraft would have gone over and over, and they would all have died. I didn’t have that particular problem, because the Nimrod engines are built into the wing, so it was almost like a boat underneath. All I had to do was keep the wings level. Also, trying to ditch when you’ve got swell is suicidal, your chances of survival are remote, but on this particular day the weather was still perfect, and the sea was like a millpond. So everything was in my favour. I said to the crew, ‘Crew, we are ditching the aircraft, prepare the aircraft for ditching.’

The correct procedure for ditching a Nimrod is to land at VaT, velocity at threshold, which is a function of the aircraft weight, minus ten knots, which is the speed that prevents you stalling. I levelled the aircraft at a thousand feet, and throttled back to let the speed wash off. We got to about 220 knots, and I said, ‘Right, Pat, give me twenty flap.’ But the flap didn’t move: the hydraulic system that controls the flaps had been fed into the fire. ‘OK,’ I said, ‘we will ditch flapless,’ which really was rash; no one had ever contemplated ditching a Nimrod flapless. I then declared we would ditch at 125 knots, which was an arbitrary figure but just seemed a suitable speed for the circumstances.

We continued down.

At seven hundred feet I ordered all the crew to take up ditching positions, and, because I couldn’t see down the back, I asked Steve Hart for a final report on the wing.

‘Skipper, the wing is melting.’

I finally brought the airbrakes in with the last of the residual pressure and prepared for the ditching, getting the speed right and concentrating on keeping my wings level with the horizon. It became very hard in the latter stages to judge height, because the sea was so calm; there were no wavelets to give any idea of height.

Finally I was level with the lighthouse at Lossiemouth. The sun was shining on it, and it was painted white, like a wedding cake. As it happens, my eldest daughter, Sarah, was due to get married in a few months and you can imagine in our house there was all the preparation for the wedding – flowers, wedding dresses and so on. Suddenly, the thought went through my mind, Who’s going to walk Sarah down the aisle if I don’t make it? And it came to me, Ray – my brother-in-law – he’ll do it. Problem solved.

Now concentrate on the ditching, Art.

We came down and down, and then we hit. Because I was flapless, it was quite a high-nose attitude, so I hit the water hard. The noise of the aircraft hitting the sea at 140 to 150 miles per hour is indescribable, you’ve never heard anything louder or more terrifying: the sound of the actual impact is explosive, then you’ve got things detaching themselves, plus the noise of the sea hammering on the front of the aircraft …

The deceleration started as soon as we touched the water. We had inertia reels, but Pat, with a thousand and one things to do, had forgotten to check that my seat was in the locked position, and the shoulder harnesses had been locked. So, as the aircraft started decelerating, I began pivoting forward, and the instrument panel came up fast, and I thought, my face and head are going to smash into it. And as I turned my head away, I reckoned, This is it, this is how you’ll go … I got to about nine inches away when the inertia reels of my harness clicked in and pulled me back – and I then hit the seat full blast. My head went back so fast, and with such force, that had the headrest not been there my neck would have snapped. Fortunately, about two years before, they’d fitted headrests on the seats. I started going forward once more. Not again, I thought. But this time I only went forward about three or four inches, then stopped.

The aircraft bounced twice, and then slewed through eighty degrees until it eventually stopped. And it was silent then, really silent, after all the noise. And then there was the realisation … Christ, you’re still alive. I looked across at the co-pilot, and Pat was moving, he was starting to unstrap, so I thought, Well, that’s two of us. I then looked behind me, and the engineer was getting out of his seat. That’s three of us who have made it.

Andy Lawson, the big fellow, had been down the back. The seats are on tracks, and during the ditching these tracks had distorted and allowed his seat to come out, with the result that when we decelerated he was propelled down the aircraft, together with his seat still attached to his backside, and ended up with his head and shoulders wedged in one of the panels that had come loose in the aircraft floor, a panel now full of fuel and seawater. Stu Clay, the littlest person on board, saw what had happened and as soon as we came to a halt he rushed forward to where Andy Lawson was like a cork in the top of a bottle, and literally picked him up righted him, and helped him to get out of the seat. That’s adrenaline for you: the amount of adrenaline that was pumping round enabled him to lift a fifteen-stone man, wringing wet, plus his seat.

My headset had gone, so I could no longer speak to the crew, so at the top of my voice I shouted, ‘Everybody out!’ although I don’t think they needed any bidding. By this time, there was about a foot of water in the cockpit, and the smell of fuel was getting strong, and the aircraft was groaning and creaking. All I could think was that we must get away from this aircraft as quickly as possible, because there’s hot metal all around, and any minute we could have an explosion. I started wading through the water, got about two or three paces and became aware that I’d injured my back.

There was a large dinghy in each wing root, which is where the wing joins the fuselage, but unfortunately the starboard one had been burnt away by the fire, and the port one, for some unknown reason, had inflated itself during the ditching and been ripped away from its mountings and was floating upside down about a quarter of a mile away. Fortunately, we’d got an extra dinghy internally stowed, so the boys put that out on to the wing, and when they pulled the lanyard it unravelled like a snake. So we piled into the dinghy, and I did a quick head count … seven. We’d all survived. Andy Lawson was bleeding and the engineer had gashed his hand in the ditching, so there was blood all over the place, but everyone else seemed to be OK.

The next thing we heard was a helicopter arriving; it was there within minutes. Actually, it turns out that the helicopter, a Sea King, was already airborne when we ditched, because it was doing a practice run with someone who was filming on RAF rescue techniques. Down came the winchman on the end of the wire, and landed right on our dinghy. ‘Good morning gentlemen,’ he said. ‘Like a lift anywhere?’ Yeah, did we ever! Someone said, ‘The skipper’s hurt his back.’ ‘Right, back injury? I’ll take the skipper up first.’ So the old idea of the captain being the last one to leave the ship went by the board, and he took me up first into the helicopter, and brought the others up two by two, and within ten minutes we were all onboard.

[image: image]



We were taken to Lossiemouth. A doctor met the helicopter, did the initial assessment, and said, ‘Right, these three for hospital,’ meaning Andy Lawson, Dave Rimmer and me. The helicopter then got airborne to Dr Gray’s Hospital in Elgin, the nearest town. We landed in the grounds there, and I was given a neck brace, put in a wheelchair and was taken off to A&E, and within minutes lots of people were around me cutting off my flying suit, needles were stuck in arms to check blood pressures, and all that sort of rubbish.
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