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			Nathan Gray is an experienced high-risk Test Pilot and Fighter Pilot, flying with the Fleet Air Arm for over two decades, flying various aircraft including the Harrier, F-15, F-16, F-18, and F-35. His stellar career has taken him from the Californian coast of the United States to war zones in the Middle East. Nathan was part of the ground-breaking F-35 development program and conducted the first-ever F-35 launch and recovery on the Queen Elizabeth Class aircraft carriers. He has also qualified as a commando green beret, paratrooper, and forward air controller.

		

	
		
			About the Book

			 

			On 5 December 2002, trainee pilot Nathan Gray walked away from an ‘unsurvivable’  crash at RAF Wittering in Cambridgeshire. His instructor, seated behind him, was killed instantly. Despite the physical pain and mental scars, he found the strength and resilience to continue his flying career. Today Commander Nathan Gray is one of the UK’s elite test pilots – the best of the best.

			 

			Hazard Spectrum allows us to share Nathan’s dizzying journey to the top of the Fleet Air Arm. With over 140 combat missions to his name, he is among the most decorated pilots in the British armed forces – our very own Maverick. In an exhilarating first-person narrative, Nathan takes us inside the cockpit as he holds Taliban fighters at bay in Afghanistan, and leads a top-secret mission to seek out Osama bin Laden in the mountains of the Hindu Kush.

			 

			In 2018, Nathan was chosen to complete the first take-off and landing of the world’s most advanced fighter aircraft – the F35 stealth jet – on the flight deck of the flagship HMS Queen Elizabeth. A television audience of millions held its collective breath as he geared up for the task.

			 

			This is the inspiring and unforgettable story of a man with a supreme ability to fly the most sophisticated and deadly planes ever created, who overcomes his personal demons to push the hazard spectrum to the limit – and beyond.

		

	
		
			

			You’ve never lived until you’ve almost died. For those who had to fight for it, life truly has a flavour the protected shall never know.

			Guy de Maupassant (attrib.)
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			Author’s Note

			The names of some individuals have been altered to protect their anonymity. Some dates and precise locations have been changed.

		

	
		
			1

			5 December 2002

			I hear the voice in my headset. 

			We’re on hot mic and when he’s not speaking, I can hear him breathing. 

			‘OK, I think we’re good,’ says Lieutenant Commander Martin ‘Jak’ London, a man we all revered, a Fleet Air Arm fighter pilot who had seen and done it all and who was now my instructor for the day.

			We have been airborne for 20 minutes, completing a couple of preliminary orbits of the airfield to burn off some extra fuel.

			‘Let’s go back down and start the exercise.’

			I glance at the flat farmland 6,000ft below us. It is one of those clear mornings in winter that make England look so beautiful. The early mist has gone, there is hardly any wind and the frosty patchwork fields glisten in the sunshine.

			In the warm cockpit of our Sea Harrier T8 – the two-­seater training version of the plane the British public fondly think of as the ‘jump jet’ – I can see the main runway of RAF Wittering, flanked by Stamford to the north and Peterborough to the east.

			We start the descent, aiming for a conventional landing. No jump jet stuff this time. Just a normal approach, flaps down, like any other modern aircraft. I reduce power, push the stick forward and feel the Harrier ease down at about 350 knots. I get on the radio.

			‘Wittering Tower, Yeovil Zero Seven is now complete and in the descent, joining the circuit to land.’

			Their response is instant. ‘Yeovil Zero Seven, circuit is clear – you’re clear descent and join downwind.’

			This is a regular landing in terms of the configuration of the aeroplane, but instead of aiming for the main runway, we are heading for the stretch of tarmac alongside it. It is the start of a training sortie, in which I am required to show that I can execute a short take-­off and equally short landing within the narrow confines of the taxiway. 

			I bring the jet down and we come to a halt about halfway along it. As usual, the crows are strutting around the airfield, oblivious to the whining, manmade bird of prey in their midst.

			‘OK, that was good,’ Jak says. ‘Now let’s do the short take-­off again. This time we’ll go straight into the landing pattern and come back here for the rolling vertical landing.’ 

			‘Roger. OK. Happy,’ I reply.

			I focus my mind on the task ahead, which requires getting the Harrier airborne using just one-­twentieth of the space required by more conventional fighter aircraft. 

			For the second time that morning I run through my pre-­take-­off checks and the routine emergencies brief, speaking it out loud so Jak can hear that I have it off pat. ‘From zero to STO, we’ll abort take-­off for anything.’ STO, or ‘short take-­off’, deploys vertical thrust via the Harrier’s four swivelling nozzles. 

			‘From take-­off to 150 knots, we’ll eject for any major loss of thrust or control.’ We both know that in those first few seconds of flight a Harrier in trouble is a dead-­man zone, and there is nothing else you can do. 

			‘If we get to 150 knots or above, we will have time to carry out emergency actions like selecting manual fuel, dropping weapons or fuel tanks, before turning downwind and coming back to land.

			‘Happy?’ I ask the man who had more than 5,000 hours in his logbook and who had avoided being shot down over Bosnia by inches when a surface-­to-­air missile whistled past his wingtip. 

			‘Happy,’ comes his confident reply.

			‘Yeovil Zero Seven ready for departure from the northern intermediate,’ I tell the tower.

			‘Yeovil Zero Seven, you are clear for take-­off.’

			I do my final checks and then slam the throttle all the way forward, taking my feet off the toe brakes as I do so. The noise level rises to a deafening roar as the Rolls-­Royce Pegasus engine reaches full power, and I feel my body being thrown back in the seat as the aircraft hurtles forward. Two seconds later we are travelling at 65 knots and I pull down the nozzles to their pre-­assigned position and the Harrier leaps into the air. 

			With the nozzles angled towards the ground, the soundtrack is incredible, like the all-­encompassing barrage in your ears when you plunge into water from a great height.

			After a short take-­off, the Harrier is going too slowly to fly conventionally, while still being subject to all the elemental forces and dynamics of aviation. I have to gather it, using the rudders to point the nose into the wind, at the same time ensuring the wings are at the correct angle to continue down the centreline of the taxiway and climb away.

			I move my left hand from the throttle to the nozzle lever alongside it. It’s a lot thinner and shorter than the throttle and not quite as glossy in texture. ‘Grab that,’ I am thinking, ‘and move it forward, to push the nozzles back, to help the plane accelerate.’ Then it will be time to raise the landing gear and the flaps as the jet hits 250 knots and starts to fly away ‘clean’ – in conventional configuration.

			But we never get to that point. Instead, something happens that is beyond my wildest imagination, and that no amount of training could prepare me for. Instead of climbing, I feel a thumping pressure wave hit me from behind. The head-­up display disappears and with it all the audio – including the hot mic to Jak. The acceleration that I was so used to has been brutally switched off and replaced by an equally powerful deceleration, which flings me forward in the cockpit.

			With the head-­up display gone and the engine suddenly silent I’ve got no reference to the outside world, other than looking beyond the canopy. All I can sense is that I’ve been jolted forward. There is no communication with my instructor and the aircraft has started rolling to the right and is falling at the same time. I sense that we are about to turn on our back, so I instinctively apply full left stick to try and correct it. Warning and caution lights are flashing in front of me, igniting the instrument panel in a way it can only do in a massive crisis.

			At that instant, all my emergency drills seem irrelevant – certainly the process of going through checklists and safety protocols. I have no idea what’s happened. Is this a major loss of thrust or control? Must I eject? It’s like, what is this? What the hell’s going on? I didn’t expect this . . . this is inexplicable.

			It has all happened so quickly that adrenalin has barely had a chance to kick in. I am in a state of disbelief, complete disbelief, as I attempt to correct the aircraft. I wonder if this is my fault. Because I’m so inexperienced – this is only my sixteenth flight in a Sea Harrier – I’m half-expecting Jak to take control from the rear seat and fly away. ‘What on earth were you doing?’ I can hear him say. Or, ‘What the hell was that?’ Or maybe he would explain it, as if it were routine. ‘Oh yeah, jets sometimes do that – just turn everything off and back on again. Don’t you worry about it, it’s all pretty standard stuff.’ 

			I am thinking all these things because my brain cannot comprehend that I’m at the sharp end of one of the most catastrophic failures that could ever happen to a Harrier and its pilot. 

			Full left stick is doing nothing. 

			I look up – it’s only natural to focus on the threat – and because I’ve got no display, all I see is grass coming up to meet me. I see it and to my mind I’m already upside down. In that one, brief second, I am already upside down and I don’t know what’s going on. And that’s when it hits me that I have to eject or, at least, I should eject.

			The right thing to do is to eject, but I’ve never thought through the possibility of ejecting to my death. 

			Of course the right thing is to eject, and we are always taught to eject in time. But I have no time. I haven’t had time. At no point has there been any time. In that millisecond, my brain recognises that this is now unsurvivable. If I eject I’m going to be catapulted into the ground; if I don’t eject I’m going to land on my head, upside down, and I am going to die. So it’s eject and die or stay with the jet and die. There is no good outcome here.

			I decide that I’ve got to get out at all costs. That’s what I’ve briefed to Jak in what seems like another lifetime, less than a minute ago. And that’s what I’ve always been taught. I can’t stay in the plane – this is unrecoverable and I am going to land upside down and the aircraft is going to explode and I will be part of the wreckage. 

			That’s a fact. 

			I will eject and I will go into the ground and I will die.

			That’s a fact too. 

			So I have to choose which way to die.

			I know this is going to be a worthless effort, a pointless one, but I go down to the handle and think to myself, ‘Well, you better at least make sure you pull the right thing, rather than just pulling on the kneeboard on your leg or something else.’ So I look down and I consciously focus on the handle, a thick rubber loop with yellow and black stripes. 

			I grip it with my gloved right hand and pull . . .

			I expect instantaneous violence and massive explosive force, but nothing happens. 

			Nothing. 

			I am still looking down because I don’t want to look up at what’s about to meet me . . .

			And then my whole world changes. 

			Because I’m looking down, I’ve pulled with my right hand almost up to my shoulder. As the seat begins to move at unfathomable speed, my head goes down even further and I can see the rocket motors firing underneath me. I see white heat turning to a mix of white, orange and yellow as the explosive ignites and the rockets detonate simultaneously. The correct ejection position is supposed to be head up and back in a straight line with your spine. But that isn’t going to happen. 

			The rockets firing is the last thing I see because the power of the ejection has forced all my blood into my legs. I don’t black out, but ‘grey out’ – a state of semi-­consciousness when you are aware of what is happening around you but your faculties are compromised. I feel the otherworldly force and violence of the ejection, as my body is propelled through the canopy like a crash-­test dummy going through a car windscreen. Then everything goes very quiet and very cold, as I swap the warmth and chaos of the air-­conditioned cockpit for the freezing air of that still December morning. 

			That coldness, the biting coldness, hits me like the shock you feel when you dive into the freezing ocean. I am still conscious and my eyes are wide open, desperately trying to find a visual reference point. I feel like I am tumbling as time stops in the four seconds it takes me to travel between the plane and the ground.

			I am waiting to die with my blind eyes wide open. ‘Why do you want your eyes open? You don’t want to see this. You are about to be hammered into the ground. Do you really want to see this? No, I don’t. Yes, I do. Eyes wide open. But I can’t see anything.’ 

			‘Is it now? Is it now? Am I about to hit the ground? When am I going to die?’ I can’t see what’s happening and what’s going to happen, but I want to see it and I don’t want to see it all at once. 

			That grey blanket that has completely enveloped me feels like the threshold – a dim passage through a doorway – and I am about to emerge at the other end. The wrong end. I’m on a tightrope, on that boundary, and I know I can fall either side . . .

		

	
		
			2

			The day that changed my life forever started routinely enough with my alarm at 6.30am. I was sleeping in the tiny room allotted to me at the end of a windowless corridor in the officers’ mess at RAF Wittering in Cambridgeshire.

			This was not our permanent training home. Along with two other student Sea Harrier pilots and four instructors, I had come up from the Royal Naval Air Station at Yeovilton in Somerset for a three-­week detachment at one of the RAF’s main Harrier bases and an airfield regarded as the playground for Britain’s iconic jump jet.

			Aside from the main runway, the base featured numerous short landing strips and narrow taxiways as well as a selection of vertical take-­off and landing pads, some of which were in woodland. It was the perfect place to develop the complex array of skills required of Harrier pilots in the most demanding plane operated by the British armed forces.

			Prior to this challenge, I had practised conventional flying techniques at Yeovilton, on sorties when we rarely touched the nozzles that control vertical take-­off and landing. That led to our first ‘press-­up’ when we launched vertically, established a stable hover and then landed in the same place for the first time. But now we were going to develop the full gamut of skills in a plane that had up to 20 different configurations on landing and take-­off.

			Sitting up in bed, I felt the bitter cold in a building with Second World War-­era central heating that was always off when you needed it and on when you didn’t. I grabbed a towel and began the long walk to the showers where hot water came in lethal spurts and then went icy.

			Back in the room I shaved at the sink and quickly dressed, pulling on my olive-­green flying suit, and spent 10 minutes going through my aircraft emergency drills and procedures for the day’s flight. This was another big one – the second consecutive day when I would be demonstrating a short take-­off and rolling vertical landing – and I was determined to nail them. That meant safely and precisely executing potentially dangerous manoeuvres with no input on the controls from my instructor. 

			We all knew that we had to master each skill in an exceptional manner; the Harrier had a well-­established reputation as a dangerous aircraft even in experienced hands – it could bite you or take you over the cliff edge at the slightest slip-­up. Not for nothing was it known in the Navy and the RAF as the ‘widow-­maker’, a jet fighter in which scores of pilots had been killed since its introduction in the mid-­1960s in accidents induced either by pilot error or by equipment failure.

			Like all young fast-­jet pilots I’d sometimes thought about the dangers and what it would be like to eject. During my time on the Hawk trainer, one of my fellow students had had to leave his cockpit in a hurry after miscalculating a landing approach, so we knew something of the experience from his recollections. One of my instructors hit a bird when taking ­off in a Hawk and ended up using what we called his ‘bang-­seat’ – something I heard as a gentle ‘pop-­pop’ from my room at RAF Valley on Anglesey, as the rockets fired and he was launched through the canopy. 

			I tried to imagine being catapulted out of the cockpit myself and thought of what might happen that could prompt that kind of emergency. In training we would pull an ejection handle on a rail next to our seat and it would pump us up, maybe a foot or two, to give us a jolt. In the simulator there was even less of a response – a little bump to register that the ejection had been successful. So we had no real-­world preparation for something all of us hoped would never happen. 

			That beautiful winter’s morning, it was the last thing on my mind. As a 26-­year-­old lieutenant on 899 Naval Air Squadron, my focus was entirely on taking the next step in my flying career – the next step on my way to becoming a fully fledged Royal Navy fighter pilot.

			I set off for the dining room. It was like a journey through the RAF ranks. In the corridors the doors progressively changed from hospital green and reinforced glass in the junior-­officer accommodation, to ever more grand affairs. By the time I reached the central section, heavy oak and polished brass were the order of the day. Underfoot, vinyl tiles had been replaced by worn brown hard-­pile and then plush burgundy embossed carpet.

			I’m not a breakfast person, preferring to fly on a mug of tea or coffee and an empty stomach for maximum alertness. But I wanted to put in an appearance with my instructors and fellow student pilots. Among them was my good mate Andrew Neofytou, who we called ‘Scrabble’ because his surname was a jumble of awkward letters, two of which were worth four points. Deep down he’s a bit of a softie, but he’d found the steely outer armour that he needed to cut it in the military and make it as a Harrier pilot of exceptional talent. 

			Alongside him was another of my best mates and friendly rivals, Simon ‘Scranbag’ (Navy slang for a bag of rubbish) Rawlins. Tall, floppy-­haired and a red-­socks-­wearing preppy, ‘Scranners’ is one of the most disorganised people I’ve ever met, but he’s an absolute natural in the cockpit of a fighter jet. One of the most gifted pilots I know, he went on to fly nearly 200 combat missions during four tours in Afghanistan. That morning he was flying a sortie in the RAF training variant of the Harrier – the two-­seater T10, a ground attack aircraft that features, among other things, a more powerful wingspan and a bigger cockpit than the plane I was flying.

			Jak, one of the senior instructors on the course, was also there. He had agreed to go up with me that day after his colleague Gary Langrish, with whom I had originally been tagged, had taken a leave of absence to visit his gravely ill father. I had never flown with Jak before, but his reputation was as well ­known to me as it was to everyone else in our world.

			A fighter pilot to his fingertips, Jak was a warm, modest and charming 43-­year-­old who relished passing on his skills to younger generations. Born and raised on the Lizard peninsula in Cornwall, he had flown everything from helicopters to Harriers and had seen active service in the Gulf, the former Yugoslavia and Sierra Leone. He had also come to wider attention in a recent BBC One 999 episode. This featured his near-­miraculous recovery of a Harrier after its canopy shattered at 40,000ft over the Gulf of Aden in 1998.

			Despite undergoing rapid decompression and being pelted with shattered Perspex, which littered his freezing cockpit, Jak immediately threw his plane into a steep dive, dropping 37,000ft in about 45 seconds, an experience that he compared to driving an open-­topped sports car at 300mph. It left him with severe windburn around his eyes, but he still managed to get back on the deck of HMS Illustrious in one piece, for which he received a Queen’s Commendation for Bravery and an MBE.

			A real gent around the mess, Jak was quite a character; a snappy dresser, he famously drank only ‘matured’ cold black coffee that he had brewed the day before, smoked Marlboro cigarettes, enjoyed red-­hot curry for breakfast and was very particular about his favourite wine, of which, on occasion – in fact on many occasions – he would consume quite a lot. He could be wild, and the stories about his escapades when he was younger were legion. But he seemed to have the knack of breaking the rules and getting away with it; even if he was caught, it never seemed to matter much, because he was Jak.

			We looked up to him because he had experienced pretty much everything that fast jets could throw at you, and because he had thousands of hours on carriers, out at sea where we knew the dragons lurked, ready to catch us unawares. All the things that we junior pilots regarded as potential threats, Jak took in his stride. Of course, the Navy wanted to promote him, but Jak had no intention of swapping the cockpit for a desk, and his scruffy flying boots for polished shoes.

			Breakfast at Wittering in those days was an elaborate affair, with silver service at the enormous mahogany dining tables and stewards waiting on your every whim. I gave them little to do, sipping tea poured from a silver pot and nibbling at a piece of toast under the watchful eyes of the Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh, whose portraits dominated the room. 

			Scrabble and I chatted about the day ahead and compared notes on what we had learnt from the day before. 

			‘So, you’re up with Jak today?’

			‘Yeah, mate . . . yeah.’ 

			‘Well, you’re in safe hands then, Nath – enjoy the ride.’ 

			‘As if . . .’ I thought.

			‘If you get it right, it’ll be very quiet, like flying on your own,’ he said. ‘But if you get it wrong, you’ll certainly know about it.’

			Scrabble filled the silence that followed with laughter.

			I knew what he meant. If you heard nothing from your instructor, it was what we called a ‘chuck-­up’ or thumbs up. You did not want to hear corrections from the back seat or, worse, the instructor taking the controls, because that meant a fail. You would have to do the exercise all over again and you could be on your way to being ‘chopped’ from the jet world and sent to helicopters.

			At 07.30 precisely the minibus taking us to our hangar left from outside the mess and woe betide anyone who was late. ‘Wheels are wheels,’ was our watchword. It was the way the Navy instilled discipline into everything we did. Flying jets is about absolute precision and, at 30,000ft, rules and instructions are inviolable. In mid-­air, if you are a second early or a second late, you are probably going to collide with somebody because they will be on time. We operated by the same principles on the ground, and none of us had any doubt that if we weren’t there on the dot, our mates would simply close the door and drive off.

			The hangar we used was on the periphery of the airfield and it looked like something out of Chernobyl. It had been abandoned by the full-­time RAF occupants at Wittering and us Fleet Air Arm pilots only used it every now and again. It was cold, damp and empty, had bits of litter lying around in the corners and was covered in bird shit from the pigeons roosting in the eaves. 

			Jak and I found a couple of chairs and sat down to check the forecast from the Met Office on the fax. Then we got on the hangar phone to the tower and checked what runways were in use that day and let them know what we were planning. Jak pulled out a small squadron laptop and we went through a PowerPoint presentation on the tasks for the day, and the aims and objectives. Clicking on each subject heading, he left it to me to fill in the blanks. 

			We talked through the rolling vertical landing that I would be doing for the first time on a taxiway, a far narrower stretch of tarmac than the main strip.

			‘OK, Nath, the goal is all about safety and precisely executing the manoeuvres,’ Jak said. ‘It’s all about precision – precise speed on touchdown and ensuring you touch down at the right point.’

			‘Yes, got it.’ I tried to sound confident.

			‘You’ve got to get your line-­up coming in correct,’ he continued. ‘It’s like flying through hoops – imagine you have different hoops at different points in the profile.’ He gestured at the laptop diagram. ‘So, at this hoop you need to be in this condition with nozzles here, speed here – at this point you need to be . . .’

			As I listened, I couldn’t help succumbing yet again to the feeling that I shouldn’t be there, that I wasn’t good enough and that I was a hopeless imposter trying to master a £20 million jet fighter. Some days I would go from hour to hour, wondering when my bubble was finally going to burst. Maybe it’s about to happen at this briefing right now. Was Jak about to give up and say: ‘Nah, mate, what are you doing here?’ and expose me for what I was?

			Partly because of this, I always prepared as well as I possibly could to try and stop it happening. But right until the end of my career, when I was the Navy’s test pilot, entrusted with trialling the new F35 stealth fighter worth hundreds of millions of pounds, I was still under the impression that someone was going to walk in and show me the door.

			‘. . . the same final checks – weather, take-­off speed, nozzle angle . . .’ Jak continued, as I nodded away.

			The bedfellow of my vulnerability on this score was my nervousness about flying, and about flying the Harrier in particular. Although I had been an aviator for five years and had progressed through six types of plane, I had never lost the nagging feeling, each time I climbed into the cockpit, that I did not have what it took to do the job. 

			That anxiety was never more acute than in the Harrier. When you’ve slammed to full power and lowered the nozzles, so that all the thrust is hitting the ground, you are incredibly exposed, sitting just a few feet away. The power is overwhelming and there are so many forces, noises and jolts in play. In the back of your mind, you know that if something goes wrong, you will not be able to control it – up there, in that exposed tiny cockpit, you are there for the ride, whatever happens next. 

			The briefing was over and Jak and I checked in with Scrabble, who was the duty officer for the day, and told him what we were about to do. 

			‘All looks good, Nath,’ he said. ‘Your jet is on the flight line, ready to go, serviceable. Just so you know, it has got a little more fuel on board than you need for the sortie, so you may want to do a couple of circuits first to burn it off.’

			‘Roger that,’ I said as Jak and I headed off to grab our flying gear. I pulled on my G-­pants, over my flying suit. Tightly fitting trousers, they have inflatable bladders that press on your legs and abdomen during periods of high G-­force to help prevent loss of blood to the brain and blackouts. Next came my kneeboard, with my flight instructions for the sortie, then my life jacket, oxygen mask, helmet and finally my gloves. 

			‘You go and do your walk-­around while I sign for the jet with the engineers,’ Jak told me. He was the instructor on the flight as well as the official aircraft captain. 

			Our all-­black two-­seater T8 training Harrier had ‘Royal Navy’ picked out in large white capital letters at the base of its tail. Every time I approached this remarkable feat of British engineering, I felt enormous pride and a sense of privilege. I have no doubt that I had a big smile on my face that fateful day as I greeted the ground crew, who welcomed me with a respectful ‘Morning, sir.’ 

			After a quick tour of the airframe, checking the engine intakes, nozzles, flaps, wheels and undercarriage, and anything else that caught my eye, I climbed the ladder into the cockpit and took advantage of the delay to start my pre-­flight checks and settle in. It was easier doing this without the pressure of hearing Jak breathing in my ear over the internal comms system. With friends from one end of the base to the other, he loved chatting to the engineers, so I knew I had plenty of time. 

			Eventually he appeared and I could see him doing his own walk-­around before climbing the ladder into the rear cockpit and strapping himself into his Martin-­Baker Mk9 ejection seat.

			‘Hey,’ I said. ‘You up?’

			‘Yeah, I’m up.’

			We formally checked our internal radio. ‘You’re loud and clear,’ I said and he repeated it in turn.

			Then I heard him sucking on his oxygen supply.

			‘My oxygen is good,’ I told him.

			‘Yeah, oxygen is good,’ Jak replied.

			‘OK, ready for canopy?’ 

			On his assent, we took the locks out and closed the big Perspex cover that operates like a giant clam shell on the two-­seater Harrier. The next step was to make our seats and the canopy itself – which incorporated an explosive jagged black line that shatters on ignition – live. We pulled out our pins to arm the system and popped them in the holders on the glareshield of the cockpit where the ground crew could see them. 

			Our seats that day incorporated a ‘zero-­zero’ ejection system. At ground level, and with the jet at a standstill, wings level, you could still expect to be fired high enough into the air for your main parachute to open and give you a good chance of coming back down to earth without incurring massive injury. Other models might be capable of achieving that sort of result at ground level only if the plane had reached 60 knots, or 100 knots at 1,000ft, and so on.

			Martin-­Baker had developed a special seat for the Harrier, to deal with the unique possibility of an engine failure in hover mode, when a pilot would be forced to eject as the plane was plummeting to the ground. Tests had shown that pre-­existing seats did not have enough juice to overcome the forces driving the pilot downwards. They solved that by adding more rockets and more explosive. So Jak and I knew that, if we ever needed it, we would be leaving our Harrier at a hell of a rate of knots, with an estimated 50Gs of acceleration force.

			I plunged the engine start switch and the Pegasus power plant came to life. It grew in strength, whining, spooling and growling in the way that only a Harrier can. We moved out to the long taxiway, just ahead of Scranners in his T10, who was due to take off after us. I completed my final checks before running through the in-­cockpit emergencies brief with Jak. We both knew we were sitting on independent ejection systems and that we would each have to pull our own handle. At that point it would be, as we termed it in the brief, ‘every man for himself’.

			After receiving clearance from the tower, I lined the jet up on the centreline, filling the engine fuel galleries with three quick slams of the throttle from idle to full power. I held the aircraft with my foot pedal brakes and checked the nozzles were functioning correctly by deflecting them down momentarily before resetting them. After a final check that our seats were live, that the take-­off run was clear and that the orange windsock on the edge of the runway was still doing what I expected, I went for one last check with Jak. 

			‘Happy?’ I asked.

			‘Happy.’

			We were good to go.

			Then I slammed the throttle . . .

		

	
		
			3

			Tumbling towards the ground like a rag doll, with the cold air piercing my skin, I walked the threshold.

			Then comes a massive tug from my shoulders. My seat separating in mid-­air maybe, then my canopy opening above me, though I can’t be sure.

			The moment I feel that wrenching force, my eyesight returns, and for a split second I see the ground coming up to hit me. On reflex, my training kicks in and I try to pull my legs together to execute some sort of parachute roll. But I’m heading sideways and it’s too late anyway.

			Underneath me, and still attached, is a big yellow pack that you would normally kick away after an ejection at altitude. Inside it was my life-­saving stuff – life raft, axe, fishing rod and all sorts of other irrelevant gear in this situation. I’m stuck with it and, despite my best endeavours to execute some kind of roll, I land in a massive heap.

			The local farmer at Wittering, bless him, has recently ploughed his field and it has been raining. Having been speared over the top of the 10ft wire fence guarding the perimeter of the airfield, I come to a juddering halt in a small trough between ridges of soft brown mud.

			Momentarily stunned, I lie there for a few seconds, feel something tugging me and begin to realise it’s a parachute. Again my training takes over. I instinctively go for my life jacket activation ring. ‘That’s what you are supposed to do when you eject, otherwise you’re going to drown,’ I tell myself. When it’s inflated, what little movement I have is restricted even further as I lie pinned to the ground in landlocked Cambridgeshire.

			What has just happened is beginning to dawn on me – I have left my fighter jet in the fastest and most violent way imaginable, save for being shot down in mid-­air. 

			Could I feel my extremities? 

			Yes. 

			Can I see any injuries that would stop me from moving? 

			No. 

			I manage to deflate the life jacket and start slowly moving my legs and arms. My head is still encased in my flying helmet with my oxygen mask clamped to my face. I try to sit up, but fail. All the equipment I’m attached to makes sure of that.

			I take off my life jacket and then find the Martin-­Baker quick-­release connector on my waist and twist it to jettison the survival box and the parachute. At last I can push myself up into a sitting position. My seat lies a few feet away. In the distance, on the other side of the perimeter fence, I can see an inverted Royal Navy Sea Harrier, engulfed in flames. There is no noise – it’s like a dream when the only things you hear are your own breathing and the ringing in your ears.

			I take off my helmet and mask and get to my feet and watch the plane burn. I’m on my own here, I think, but where’s my instructor? Where the hell’s Jak? Where is he? Jak?

			I can see the edge of a wood not far away. Having seen where the plane is lying, I’m expecting to find Jak there. I imagine he recognised the unrecoverable situation a long time before me and had ejected earlier in the take-­off sequence. Perhaps he’s going to saunter casually out of the trees, laughing and joking and saying: ‘Wow, that was some ride, eh, Nath?’ Or cracking jokes about fighter pilot reaction times. Or maybe there will be more of the kind of accusatory questions that haunt me: ‘What on earth did you do that for?’ 

			I stand there waiting for him with blood trickling down my face from damage to my head and neck that I am barely aware of. Then I start shouting his name. ‘Jak! . . . Jak? . . . Jak!’ 

			I keep doing it, certain that he’ll hear me and, as I do so, I start walking towards the perimeter fence, for the first time feeling excruciating pain midway down my back. As I draw closer, I see something lying on the ground near the base of the windsock, on the far side of it.

			My eyes are stinging with sweat and blood, but after another couple of paces I can see that it’s an ejection seat. But how? How can there be two ejection seats and only me here? 

			As I get ever closer to the fence, I start to pick out more detail. The seat is facing away from me and towards the ground, with its drogue parachute still attached. But there’s no sign of the main canopy. And then I see a hand sticking out. It’s lost its glove and is as white as porcelain. The thought registers that it’s Jak’s hand, that he’s there, slumped in his seat, not many feet away but beyond my reach.

			I start shouting again . . . shouting and shouting for Jak to acknowledge me. It feels like time has stopped and that this finely choreographed moment on the stage of my life will go on forever. 

			 

			It was then that I started to hear sirens, and could see the Transit van we called the ‘Popemobile’ racing across the grass. The crudely adapted vehicle with a Perspex dome was normally used by the instructors to monitor Harriers landing at precise points marked out on the taxiways. I had never seen it move at speed and it looked like whoever was driving it was going to break its axles before getting to me.

			Even though I was behind the fence, I raised my arm to warn the driver to slow down as it approached and not crash into Jak’s seat. When he jumped out alongside it, I immediately recognised my good friend Scrabble. When the crash alarm went off, he had ignored protocol, leaped into the van and – without contacting air traffic control – had tanked it more than a mile across the air base in a beeline to where I was standing. 

			Because he had come in from a different angle, he could now see what I could not. He looked down at Jak for a second or two and the expression on his face when he glanced back at me will be seared on my memory forever. At that moment I knew that Jak must be severely injured at the very least, but I hadn’t given up all hope.

			Scrabble then ran over to me.

			‘Mate, are you OK?’ he asked breathlessly, through the fence. By the time he had climbed it and jumped down onto my side, he was in full first-aid mode.

			‘Mate, don’t move, we need to protect your back,’ he said. ‘Stay where you are – in fact, you need to lie down.’ 

			‘What’s happened to Jak?’ I mumbled. ‘I don’t know what’s happened to him . . .’

			‘Don’t think about that right now. You’re OK. Sit down – that’s it. Now ease back. Everyone’s going to be here in a minute – and then we’ll get you sorted.’

			He paced up and down alongside me, agitated and impatient, as a fire engine followed by an ambulance made their way towards us. The firemen asked me to walk round to a gateway some distance away, but Scrabble would have none of it. He ordered them to cut through the fence right there. Then the doctor arrived and triggered the protocol of putting me onto a spinal board and a stretcher. 

			‘Hang on, wait,’ I told the doctor as I was being strapped down. ‘You check on Jak first; check on him and tell me if he’s OK.’ 

			I saw him go and crouch down and reach underneath Jak’s seat. I could tell by his body language that this was not good. There was no urgency, and when he stood up he was covered in blood. He looked at me, shaking his head, and slowly and silently mouthed the word ‘No’. 

			At that moment any hopes I had that Jak might still be alive were extinguished and I knew too that nothing in my life would ever be the same. 

			 

			While they were preparing me for medevac by rescue helicopter, cutting my clothes off and taking all my things, I remembered my parents back home in Stoke-­on-­Trent. I knew this was going to hit the news, and that the Ministry of Defence might be slow to get their act together, and I wanted someone to let them know I was alright.

			‘Hey, hey,’ I called to one of the other pilots who had rushed to the scene. ‘My phone is in my jacket on the Ops Room desk, please use it to dial my parents and tell them I’m OK.’

			‘Sure, buddy,’ he said. ‘Consider it done,’ and I felt that weight lift from my shoulders.

			I lay there for a while waiting to be loaded up, trying to think everything through. Was it my fault that my plane was now a burning wreck and my instructor had lost his life? Did I do something wrong? Had I been found out in the worst way imaginable before my career as a fighter pilot had even started? I kept running through what had happened, trying to understand what I could have done that caused the engine to cut out and the plane to flip, but I had no answers.

			When you eject from a fighter jet there are strict medical protocols, and once I got to the A&E department at the Queen’s Medical Centre in Nottingham, I was subjected to a barrage of tests; every bone and sinew in my body was examined. I eventually started to feel sorry for the doctors and nurses because they knew, and I knew, that most of it was unnecessary. 

			But it was during those first few hours, as the adrenaline started to ebb away, that I finally let myself go – when the tears flowed, releasing the tension that had built up in my subconscious as images of the crash and its tragic aftermath flashed through my mind. You might think this would have happened in response to a gesture of concern by a nurse or doctor, but the trigger was being loaded into the narrow confines of a full-­body MRI scanner. 

			As I lay in that sterile, narrow, grey tube, unable to escape its incessant tapping and beeping, it seemed to transport me back to the cockpit, and I went into free fall. Suddenly I was still flying, then landing, then ejecting – why had I done that? The ground was coming for me. I had to get out when I did, didn’t I? Where was Jak? Did he go before me or after me? Am I in hospital? Or am I still walking the threshold between life and death in that grey half-­world between the cockpit and the ground?

			By the time they slid me out I was in a real state, and it took me a while to find my bearings again and remind myself that this was the here and now; the accident was over, I had survived it and I was in hospital. 

			The worst part in A&E was the work on my eyes. As I blasted through the canopy, I was splattered on my right side – on my face and upper back – by lead from the miniature detonation cord built into the Harrier’s windscreen. This turns molten within a thousandth of a second of the ejection handle being pulled. Because the plane was rolling to one side, I got covered in it as I smashed through. It had left me with superficial burns on my face and neck and lead in my eyes. 

			With my head strapped tightly in place and my eyes bathed in iodine, the doctor told me to stare straight ahead and not to blink and then started picking out the fragments. I saw the syringe coming right in and all the while I was fighting the urge to shut my eyes. Twenty years later I still have lead embedded in my arms, back and all over my face. And every time I undergo a dental x-­ray, I get asked whether I have ever been blasted in the head by a shotgun.

			But the most serious injury was to my back. The force of the ejection, and the fact that I hadn’t been able to assume the correct posture before pulling the handle, had shattered a bone in my spine where it joins the ribcage, with hundreds of hairline fractures. I still thank my lucky stars that my spinal cord was not affected and the bone eventually repaired itself, stronger than it was before.

			When the tests were finally over, I was wheeled into the spinal unit’s intensive care ward, a six-­bed room bristling with high-­tech machinery, where I was to spend the next two days. It was a surreal experience because I felt I didn’t deserve to be there and the people in the beds around me made me realise how lucky I was. A young guy to my right, with burns and spinal injuries from a car crash, was completely wrapped in bandages. All I could see of him were his bloodshot, frightened eyes. 

			Opposite was an 18-­year-­old who looked OK from a distance, but had lost the use of his legs permanently. Sitting right in his eyeline, I watched him break the news to his girlfriend and then to his parents, and saw them try to work through it with him. And this was just the daytime stuff. At night that ward was one of the saddest places I have ever experienced.

			On that first day, my parents and brother jumped in the car as soon as they’d been told about the accident. My dad and brother had not told my mum the full extent of what had happened, but said that I had been involved in a mishap at the airfield and that I was going to be fine. Unable to contact me, they were anxious to find out the nature of my injuries for themselves. On the way, they turned on the radio to see if there was anything about it on the news. 

			When she heard the headlines, my mum hit the roof. ‘A Harrier fighter jet has crashed at RAF Wittering in Cambridgeshire, killing both pilots . . .’ Naturally, she thought they had been trying to shield her from the reality of what had happened that morning. They too were in a state of shock, wondering if the powers that be had decided to save the bad news until they got to the hospital. After some frantic phone calls, my dad tracked down a Ministry of Defence family liaison officer who reassured him that I was still very much alive and being treated for my injuries.

			One of the hardest parts of those first few hours in hospital was the nagging anxiety about my role in what had happened on that taxiway. I was desperate for an explanation. Had we been hit by a bird strike? Or had I done something really stupid that undid the plane? Had there been some kind of technical failure? I still had no idea, and the not knowing was gnawing away at me.

			Gary Langrish had driven straight to the hospital after spending a few hours with his father. We both knew that he had dodged a bullet that day, as the one who was supposed to have been in the back seat. ‘Gazza’, as he was inevitably known to all of us, was in overall charge of flying training at Yeovilton, and he was one of the best – a softly spoken, gentle, wonderful bloke who after he left the Navy emigrated to New Zealand, where he spends much of his time on his boat. 

			‘Hey, Nath, how are you feeling?’ 

			‘Hey, Gazza, I’m OK, I’m OK. Good to see you, mate,’ I said. 

			There was pause as he drew up a chair alongside my bed.

			I knew it didn’t take a genius to spot that I was far from OK. ‘I just can’t believe what happened,’ I whispered. ‘Jak . . . and on my watch. I feel so guilty . . .’

			He took a deep breath.

			‘Look, Nath, we already know quite a bit about this, and you’ve got nothing to feel guilty about. There were fan blade fragments all down the runway, leading up to where the plane came to rest. It looks like a blade broke off for some reason and then destroyed the engine which catastrophically exploded. There was nothing you could have done.’

			‘Yeah, but I was at the controls . . .’

			‘There really was nothing you could have done. Pilots can’t make blades separate from a Rolls-­Royce engine. This is not on you.’

			I turned away to let this sink in. What he was saying made sense, of course, but it didn’t explain why the Harrier had flipped over. We both knew that if it had simply pancaked back onto the ground, Jak and I would have ejected safely. But I did feel some relief, because for the first time I was getting an explanation I could rely on. Maybe this wasn’t actually my fault after all . . .

			That night, as I lay in the ward listening to my neighbour moaning as he tried to adjust his body position, I saw my hospital phone blinking in the dark. Military tradition has it that when someone dies on duty, there’s a massive piss-­up to celebrate their life and career. Back at Wittering, everyone from the Royal Navy and the RAF Harrier fraternity – pilots, former pilots, officers of all ranks, ground crew, the lot – had turned up to honour Jak, and the booze was flowing freely, as he would have wanted. 

			I started to get messages from my Harrier pilot mates, then station commanders, even air chief marshals and admirals, all telling me how great Jak was – which made me feel even worse – and thanking God that I was OK. To start with, the voices were serious and coherent; by the end of the evening, I could barely make out their slurred words against the barroom cacophony. As I lay there mulling over what Gazza had told me, it felt like I was listening to voices from another planet.

			 

			The following morning my lieutenant commander – my senior pilot – called. It made me quickly realise that, as far as the Royal Navy was concerned, it was business as usual, whether I had just ejected from a fighter jet or not. 

			‘Hello, Nath.’ His tone was clipped – the kind that some officers use to underline how busy and how important they are. ‘Hope you’re well.’

			‘Yeah, thank you,’ I replied slowly. ‘I’m in –’

			‘Just so you know, the accident investigation board has convened, and they want to get cracking tomorrow.’

			‘Oh, OK –’

			‘So I need you to get in a car and drive back to Wittering so they can meet you and do a preliminary interview.’

			‘I . . . I’m sorry . . .’ I stammered. ‘What are you saying?’

			‘Yeah, that’s it – get yourself to Wittering, if you can, please.’

			He was in full military mode, but rank and hierarchy couldn’t have been further down my list of priorities. I’d already turned down a visit from the secretary of state for defence during my initial admission. And, in any case, I couldn’t quite believe what I was hearing. 

			‘Can’t they come and see me here in the hospital? I’m still in the ICU, and I’m not sure the doctors will allow me to travel.’

			‘No, no, no – there’s a captain on the board, and I simply cannot ask a captain to go and see a lieutenant. That’s not how it works.’

			That was it, as far as I was concerned. I had never knowingly been insubordinate in my entire time in the Royal Navy, but everyone has a breaking point, and this was mine.

			‘Well,’ I said, ‘you can tell the captain from me to ram it. I’m not going anywhere to see them. If they want to see me, they know where to find me.’

			I got the impression from the stunned silence that followed that my message had well and truly hit the mark. Within a few hours I had them at my bedside, and later the admiral of the Fleet Air Arm, and a few other military bigwigs, all eager to talk to me. 

			Later that day some of my best mates, Scrabble and Scranners among them, turned up to offer a bit of morale-­boosting good cheer. They were under strict instructions from the nurses not to bring in any alcohol, and promised to be on their best behaviour.

			Also with them was another pilot we all knew as ‘Tinsel’. Always smiling, mischievous and full of energy, he was holding a bottle of something that looked like blackcurrant. He politely and earnestly asked the nurse whether it was alright for me to have it. Ribena, after all, is the perfect thing for hospital visits. 

			Yes, it was fine, she told him with a knowing look. 

			Then the others produced their own little bottles of the same health-­giving elixir, and stashed them away on the nightstand next to my bed. I joined in the banter: ‘Thanks, lads, but where are my flowers and grapes?’

			Long after they had disappeared I thought, ‘You know what, I could use some of that “Ribena” after all.’ And I wasn’t wrong. Bright-­red rum, red port, red whisky, you name it, just what I needed. ‘Good lads, good lads,’ I thought to myself, as I let the alcohol do its work.

			 

			Jak’s funeral was held five days after I got out of hospital. There was a huge turnout on an overcast day, with mourners filling the lovely medieval Fleet Air Arm Church of St Bartholomew at Yeovilton, and spilling over into the churchyard. Just about anyone and everyone from the Royal Navy was there, and even the toughest and strongest fighter pilots I know were in tears when his coffin was brought in. That was when I first got sight of Jak’s partner, Maria, and their six-­year-­old daughter, Jill. I knew I would have to meet them at some point and I had no idea what we might say to each other.

			I didn’t want to be at the front of the congregation – I felt it wasn’t my place – so I stood with those at the back, thinking about a man whom I did not know well, whom fate had determined I would be with in his final minutes. It was a strange experience to be around so many people who knew Jak far better than I did, and knowing that they were aware that I was the student pilot who had escaped without serious injury from the crash that had killed him. 

			Commander Tim Eastaugh, the Sea Harrier senior officer at Yeovilton, gave the eulogy for a fighter pilot he had known for years. He described Jak as a legend. ‘He was a character,’ he told us, ‘who was larger than life, and extremely humorous, but also totally unselfish. He was always the last to leave and totally dependable. With Jak, aviation was a way of life, he wouldn’t have felt complete without it.’

			Jak was buried with full military honours in the immaculate churchyard, where many other aviators lie, and we each stepped up to the graveside to salute him. When it was my turn, I stood to attention and, after saluting, stayed for a while, not saying a prayer but silently talking to him. Time stood still. I said I was sure that he would have some words of guidance for me . . . and then my mind blanked out, overwhelmed by the force of emotions swirling beneath the surface. I turned on my heel and stepped back.

			At the wake in the wardroom at Yeovilton, I met Maria and Jill and Maria’s mum, also called Jill. They could not have been warmer and more sympathetic as I shared my feelings of guilt and responsibility for Jak’s death.

			‘There was nothing you could have done, and you have absolutely nothing to feel bad about,’ Maria told me. ‘If, given the choice of the two of you, Jak would have wanted you to survive, so we’re just grateful that you’re alright.’ 

			Honestly, you couldn’t have asked for more understanding from a family coping with the shock of sudden bereavement. 

			Later that afternoon, something happened that I will never forget. Jak’s daughter had been running around at the wake, diving in and out of groups of people and generally letting off steam. When I got to the wood and glass-­panelled door on my way from the bar to the toilet, Jill was in the corridor, holding the handle shut, as small children love to do. 

			And that’s how it was when time froze. Both of us were holding on to the door and we were staring into each other’s eyes through the glass while, behind me, the wardroom came to a standstill. Jill had the fighter pilot stare, just like her father, and it was as though she was telling me I had shut a door on a part of her life. The feeling was unbearable as I looked at her and felt all those eyes on me from behind. Eventually my agony came to an end when Jill let go and pushed the door open. 

			I said thank you to her on the way through, as she ran off into the bar.
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