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For Sophie









This book is dedicated to all the courageous, dedicated and skilled men and women involved in the liberation of Kuwait 1990–1991.


Especially those who made the ultimate sacrifice.
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Countless Royal Air Force squadrons, units and personnel served in the region from August 1990 to March 1991 and it is impossible to list them all. Almost 200 Tornado aircrew served during the conflict itself;1 these are just the main characters who feature in the book.


The reader should note that this book’s author, John Nichol, appears as a character described in the third person in the same way as the other participants.
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	AAR


	Air-to-air refuelling.


	ALARM


	Air-Launched Anti-Radiation Missile; used to attack enemy radar systems.


	AWACS


	Airborne Warning and Control System; aircraft designed to provide over-watch, battlespace management and monitoring across the area of the conflict.


	Boz pod


	The under-wing pod carried by the Tornado which dispensed chaff to confuse radar systems, and flares to counter heat-seeking missiles.


	Chaff


	The strips of metallic fibre ejected from the Boz pod which reflected enemy radar signals in an effort to avoid detection or break a missile lock. Possibly used in conjunction with a missile-break manoeuvre.


	CVR


	Cockpit Voice Recorder; the so called ‘black box’ which records all intercom and radio conversation in the cockpit.


	
CWP


	Central Warning Panel; the in-cockpit system that warns of an aircraft systems failure.


	DetCo


	Detachment Commander; each major RAF base had a senior officer as the overall DetCo in command of all aspects of operations and support functions. The Tornado unit on each base would have its own DetCo solely in charge of Tornado combat ops.


	GLO


	Ground Liaison Officer; usually an army officer attached to an RAF squadron to ensure liaison between the services.


	HAS


	Hardened aircraft shelter; the reinforced bunkers on airfields used to shelter aircraft from attack.


	HUD


	Head-up Display; a pilot’s in-cockpit display which projects crucial information so that it appears in his eyeline as he looks ahead, out of the cockpit.


	IFF


	Identification, Friend or Foe; an electronic system that is used to tell friendly aircraft from potentially hostile ones.


	IP


	Initial Point; the point that marks the start of the final run-in towards the target.


	LGB


	Laser-guided bomb; a munition which has been converted to follow laser signals precisely onto a target.


	MIA


	Missing in action.


	Missile break


	Aggressive manoeuvres an aircraft makes in an attempt to break a missile lock. Possibly accompanied by deploying chaff or flares.


	
Missile lock


	When an enemy SAM system targets a specific aircraft ready to launch and guide a missile in an effort to shoot it down.


	MRCA


	Multi-Role Combat Aircraft; the initial term by which the Tornado was known before receiving its name.


	NBC


	Nuclear Biological Chemical.


	NVGs


	Night-vision goggles.


	OLF


	Operational low flying; flying down to 100ft above the ground. Only allowed in very specific areas.


	Pave Spike


	The laser targeting pod used by the Buccaneer aircraft. Daylight only.


	PBF


	Pilot Briefing Facility; the reinforced building on an airfield aircrews would use to plan and brief missions.


	PGM


	Precision-Guided Munition; the overall term for any guided weapon.


	PLB


	Personal Locator Beacon; the emergency radio aircrew carry to use after ejection. When activated, it sends out a signal that can be homed in on.


	PTSD


	Post-traumatic stress disorder.


	QWI


	Qualified Weapons Instructor; aircrew who have completed an arduous course to become some of the most highly trained personnel. The role memorably portrayed in the Top Gun film.


	
RHWR


	Radar Homing and Warning Receiver; the in-cockpit system that warns a crew they are being monitored or directly targeted by a potentially hostile radar system.


	SAM


	Surface-to-air missile.


	SEAD


	Suppression of Enemy Air Defences; this could include anti-radar missiles or bombs to attack sites, or jamming aircraft to confuse enemy radars.


	Sky Shadow


	The pod carried by the Tornado under its wing which could jam some enemy radar systems.


	TFR


	Terrain-Following Radar; the forward-looking radar system which, when coupled with the Tornado’s autopilot, allowed the aircraft to ‘fly itself’, with the pilot hands-off the controls, in total darkness or bad weather.


	TIALD


	Thermal Imaging Airborne Laser Designator; the improved laser targeting pod rushed into service which allowed attacks by both day and night.


	TOT


	Time on target; the precise time bracket a formation was given to get its weapons on the target.


	Triple-A


	Anti-aircraft artillery, or AAA; intense cannon or machine-gun fire from the ground, using ‘tracer’ and explosive rounds which glowed in the darkness, giving the impression of a sparkling dome of light in the desert.
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THE RAF CLUB, PICCADILLY, LONDON 20 FEBRUARY 2016


The marbled halls of the Royal Air Force Club in London echoed with excited chatter. Old friends greeted each other with hugs, kisses, and the occasional tear; some had not seen each other since they had fought together many years previously. Amid the grandeur of the Churchill Bar, under the renowned wartime Prime Minister’s gaze, drinks were flowing, as were stories of battle, brushes with death, and friends who had made the ultimate sacrifice flying Tornados.


Upstairs, the staff prepared the grand dinner for 110 guests in the huge ballroom, with its mirrored panels and sky-painted ceiling. Polished silverware formed the centrepiece of each long table; legendary RAF aircraft, Spitfire fighters and Lancaster bombers, jostled for space with modern Tornado fast jets. Yellow ribbons, symbolising support of those MIA – missing in action – were tied around the vases. Off to one side, the Salon Orchestra of the Central Band of the RAF was rehearsing the theme tunes from suitably appropriate films – Those Magnificent Men in Their Flying Machines and The Great Escape.


A security team had already swept the building and armed police bodyguards kept a watchful eye on proceedings, and their two VIPs. The first, the United Kingdom Secretary of State for Defence, was enjoying a pre-dinner glass of champagne with the aircrew and their families. At 7pm, a teenage air cadet sounded her bugle to bring the bar to order and the second VIP, former British Prime Minister, The Right Honourable Sir John Major, stepped forward to speak. He was obviously in some pain, having undergone a hip replacement only a few weeks earlier, and was under doctor’s orders to rest. But it was clear to all assembled that he felt it was his duty to attend the event, however briefly, and address those he had sent to war in the Gulf twenty-five years before:




It is hard to believe that it is twenty-five years since the First Gulf War1 [which] was, without doubt, a just war. Twenty-five years ago we celebrated a victory of freedom over oppression. Tonight’s dinner is in honour of the airmen, soldiers and Special Forces who were prisoners during that conflict, which must have been a terrifying experience, especially for those who were, at the time, so young. They must have wondered what the future held, or worse – given whose hands they were in – whether they had any future at all.2





Although the dinner was the twenty-fifth annual reunion of the Gulf War prisoners of war, Sir John’s words rang true to every single member of the large gathering, especially those who had been at the heart of the 1991 battle to liberate Kuwait from Iraqi occupation.


Some of us had indeed survived being blasted out of hostile skies, been captured, tortured, and endured endless brutality as POWs. But a greater portion of the audience were our friends and colleagues who had shown astonishing bravery and skill, flying countless missions, night after night, under truly deadly fire. They knew what fate awaited them if they too were shot down; they had seen their battered and bruised colleagues paraded as prisoners on Iraqi television. They also knew that a number of their friends had been killed. Carrying on in the face of such adversity had taken a special kind of courage. Collectively, our lives had hung by the narrowest of threads; a situation none of us had ever imagined, or were really prepared for.





Back in August 1990, when Iraqi forces had invaded neighbouring Kuwait, none of us had any concept of what the future held. Few could have accurately pointed to either country on a map. More importantly, most of us who flew out to the Gulf that year had no real concept of armed conflict. We were Cold War warriors; some at that dinner had joined the military in the 1960s, a few years after the Cuban Missile Crisis had brought the world to the brink of nuclear Armageddon. Our primary concern through the 1970s and 80s was with the threat to Europe and the West from Communism and the Soviet Union. Our training was built around the threat of mass battles, mass casualties and, ultimately, the use of the nuclear weapons. The notion of fighting a focused, regional war in a faraway desert was simply unimaginable. In 1982, as the first Tornados were just entering service, a war had been fought to liberate the Falkland Islands after the Argentinian invasion and many lives had been lost. But at the time it was regarded as perhaps an isolated incident, and, while air power had been crucial, there had not been mass attacks with hundreds of aircraft in the skies at one time.


As a young Tornado navigator in the 1980s I was part of a truly vast, 310,000-strong military machine. The RAF’s Tornado force alone, which would eventually spearhead the defence of Saudi Arabia and subsequent attacks on Iraq, numbered around 430 bomber and fighter aircraft. The total size of the RAF was astonishing – nearly 94,000 personnel and 1,800 front-line and training aircraft.3 To give this some context, in 2020 the RAF had around 32,000 personnel and some 570 aircraft.


Regardless of our incredible military might, I had never truly believed the Tornado force would fight any war. We trained endlessly for it, but the reality was far from my mind. Our major focus was on the deployment of nuclear weapons, and, if I had ever taken off on that mission, there would have been little to return to. We were like firefighters who had never fought a blaze, medics who had never attended to an injury.


Then, in August 1990, the brutal Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein invaded his Gulf neighbour and everything changed. Hussein had thought the world would never intervene. His miscalculation would cost him and his nation dear. And the ramifications of the conflict he ignited still reverberate around the region, and the world, thirty years later. Within weeks of the invasion, United States President George H. W. Bush had built a near-total international coalition intent on evicting Iraq from Kuwait; hundreds of thousands of troops deployed to the region. The American and British military would be in the eye, of what would become, Operation Desert Storm.4





There was another group at the dinner in the RAF Club that night; the friends and relatives of those who had fought. Men and women who had sat at home, waiting for news. In many ways, theirs was the most heart-wrenching and lonely task, watching events unfold on TV, waiting to see if their loved one would survive. And a few listening to Sir John had received the dreaded ‘knock at the door’; military officers in uniform delivering the worst news possible, as the war drew to its close. The former Prime Minister made it clear he had felt a deep responsibility to those who fought, and those who died:




I have many memories of the conflict. A few days before the war started, I visited Dhahran and when I stood on a lorry to speak to the vast array of troops and airmen gathered around, I saw how truly young so many of you were. I knew – though you did not – that the war would begin two or three days later, on January 16.5 As it happens, that day was my son’s sixteenth birthday and, as I looked out at the sea of faces before me, I saw many who were barely older than him. As I spoke, my own son’s face was transposed on each one.


Nothing could have been a more powerful way of demonstrating – to me – the momentous task we were asking of you. Older men and women decide on war, but it is younger men and women who have to fight it, and risk their lives in doing so. And, sadly, lives were lost. Mercifully few – but even one is too many. I remember staying up night after night to receive reports – and this was the hardest thing to bear – to learn which, if any, crews had been lost. Never imagine that ministers do not share the tension of families sitting at home. We felt every single moment; not least since we were responsible for it.





His recent hip operation meant our principal guest speaker should only have stayed at the venue for around twenty minutes, but he spent considerable time chatting to the men and their families. He was particularly keen to seek out those who had lost a husband, brother, father or son and talk to them in private.6 Over an hour after his arrival, a bodyguard quietly reminded him he was not meant to be standing at all.


After his departure, the drink flowed and reminiscences became increasingly noisier. Hands were waved like wings above the silver aircraft tableware, detailing aerial skirmishes and close calls with death in the Iraqi skies twenty-five years before. Those of us who had flown just a couple of missions before being shot down (in my own case, a single op) were the target of light military ribbing by friends who had flown countless sorties in the face of deadly fire.


Before things got too riotous, the Secretary of State for Defence, Michael Fallon, who had come straight from a seventeen-hour flight from the Falkland Islands, stood up to speak:




Let me start by saying, it’s not simply an honour to meet you, but humbling too. Being Defence Secretary means having to take hard decisions that can put our people in harm’s way. That’s never easy. But it’s easier for me than it is for you – and your families. You have to carry out those political choices on the front line. And you have to face the consequences. You had to cope with something entirely new for your generation.


Since the First Gulf War, today’s men and women have grown used to the idea of serving in a combat situation. But for you who took part in that seminal conflict things were very different. We’d just emerged from the Cold War. You were trained to guard against the hordes who might suddenly emerge from behind the Iron Curtain. You were ever on the alert for nuclear escalation. Tense and terrible though it was, it was predictable. And this shadow boxing had gone on for decades. No one really expected things to change.


And then – seemingly out of nowhere – Saddam Hussein sent 100,000 troops crashing into Kuwait. And you found yourselves part of one of the biggest conflicts of our modern era – well over half a million people assembled in the desert. It was not that you were unprepared. More that it was so unexpected; so unpredictable. That must have come as a huge shock to your system. The sudden knowledge that this wasn’t a test. It was happening for real. Yet, despite all that, you remained undaunted. You adjusted. You adapted. You did us proud.


And let me make particular mention of [those] sadly no longer among your number. Their families – some I’m honoured to see here in the room tonight – need to know that we will never forget their sacrifice and service. Their names and their legacies will live on.7





A number of dinner guests were in tears as the Defence Secretary made his tribute to the fallen.





That reunion of colleagues who had fought above the deserts of Iraq was a momentous occasion, not least because it prompted a number of surprising realisations. As individual memories of the war, sometimes painful, often long buried, began to surface, it became obvious to me that, even after all those years, most of us still knew little of our companions’ true experiences during the conflict.


Indeed, I had never spoken, in any detail, to my fellow prisoners of war, or even my own Tornado Squadron friends, about their experiences of captivity or battle; their emotions in the face of fear and possible death. And I had never spoken at all to the wives or children who had waited at home, praying for husbands and fathers to safely return.8 The seeds of this book were sown.


Countless RAF, army and navy units were involved in the liberation of Kuwait and all served with courage and dedication. Nearly 50,000 British personnel deployed to the Gulf region. Of course, I can only tell the stories of a few, but I hope that their interwoven experiences will stand as a tribute to them all.


John Nichol


Hertfordshire


April 2021










PROLOGUE SEVEN SECONDS
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SATURDAY, 19 JANUARY 1991, THE GULF



Robbie Stewart stared into the hotel’s polished bathroom mirror at the grey stubble that spread down his cheeks and across his jaw.


He sprayed shaving foam into his hand and saw again the yellow-white explosion of flame with its vicious red heart. Robbie’s friend and fellow Tornado navigator Max Collier, and his pilot Nigel Elsdon, the Squadron Boss, had disappeared in an instant. Nigel had only been with them for a few weeks. Both had gone down on the first day of the war to liberate Kuwait from Iraqi occupation, although they were presumed dead there was no official confirmation.


Robbie’s own Tornado had been travelling at 600mph, trying to escape the storm of gunfire, when the radio call came to say an aircraft had gone in. At first, he had thought one of their JP233 runway-busting munitions had exploded. Then came the sickening realisation. ‘I knew immediately that the huge orange fireball was an aircraft, but there was no time to reflect, we just needed to get out of the target area.’1 Both men had gone; their Tornado strewn across southern Iraq’s desert floor.


Out of immediate danger, reality took hold. ‘It was just a hollow feeling that we hadn’t all made it, but there was nothing to be done or said.’ At first the barrage of deadly triple-A – anti-aircraft artillery, or AAA – streaming skywards had seemed almost like a novelty. Sparkling white and yellow lights cascading over the cockpit like a firework display. Robbie, the Tornado’s navigator, had felt strangely cocooned under the thick Perspex canopy. ‘You could see all this happening around you, but it’s calm and settled inside a Tornado with your helmet on. So quiet you feel isolated from the outside. I didn’t feel any fear, I was concentrating on the job. I had one task: to release the weapon at the right point, at the exact time.’


They were now two days into the air campaign that sounded the opening salvo to drive Saddam Hussein’s forces out of Kuwait, a sovereign state the Iraqi Republican Guard had invaded six months earlier. They had lost Max and Nigel on their first mission. Days later, they were about to face it all over again, now knowing beyond any doubt that death in war was real. Neither Max nor Nigel would be present at the next briefing. Nor would the grinning faces of other colleagues. The ‘Two Johns’, Peters and Nichol, had also been shot down earlier that first day, 17 January. All that had been heard of them was Nichol’s last cry: ‘We’re on fire. We might have to get out!’2 Then silence.


Four aircrew lost in the opening hours of the war.


As Robbie stood in front of the mirror, the intense triple-A barrage, the deadly, never-ending salvoes of exploding shells, the smell of sweat, the grunts, the concentration and exertion from the Tornado’s high G-forces all but swamped him. The enemy gunfire had been of unimaginable intensity and volume, and yet somehow they had sailed through it untouched as they attacked the airfield. They had gone to war for the first time ever, with an arsenal of real weapons under their Tornado, against a real enemy who wanted them dead. Robbie’s feeling was now very different from the adrenaline charge and apprehension of the first night. ‘England and my family seemed a long way away and I was about to enter a hostile country where people would be trying to kill me. Again.’


Until the first jets had been lost, it had seemed they were untouchable. He sighed and slid the razor down his bronzed cheek. Thank God for Tange. Talking to his wife – her name was a shortened version of ‘Tangerine’, her childhood family nickname – the previous evening had released the pressure. The vision of her sitting on their sofa in the snug living room of their Victorian cottage in the quiet Lincolnshire village of Coleby. The bench on the green opposite their front door, the magnificent tower and steeple of All Saints Church. The low hum and familiar smell of the Tempest Arms. ‘I’m safe, Tange. I’m okay,’ Robbie had told her. He knew that there had been relentless television coverage of the first raids. Tange would have seen reports about Tornados going down, but said nothing. The relief and delight in her voice had made his heart soar.


Robbie had not been able to stop himself from telling her what he had seen and her sympathy was overwhelming. He had felt tears brim. It was time to go. Neither said, but both knew in their hearts that this could be their last conversation. Some of his colleagues had already had their final words with loved ones. Her voice had carried in his ears as he had gone back to the bar to drink to Max and Nigel’s memory. The beers had the desired effect. He’d slept soundly. Only to wake up a few hours later knowing another mission loomed. Alcohol could not obliterate that. I can’t call her after every raid. It was too much knowing that every phone call might be their last.


Robbie’s young pilot Dave Waddington had also slept well, only to wake up with similar images of that first mission replaying endlessly in his head. Flying in total darkness, before the night had been lit up by the searing flames of the jet hitting the ground. Max and Nigel gone. ‘I had looked out over my left shoulder to see a huge explosion; a fireball spreading across the desert floor. I knew it was a jet, but I couldn’t quite rationalise what I was seeing.’3 Their Tornado cockpit had been largely silent on the flight out of the combat zone. ‘There wasn’t much chat, there was little to say. Just a horrible, sinking realisation that we had lost our colleagues and there was nothing we could do about it. The incredible elation of getting out of danger, having done the job for the first time, for real, was quickly consumed by loss. It was really hard to accept, but you knew it had happened because you had seen it with your own eyes.’


Dave listened to the sound of Robbie’s ablutions from their hotel bathroom. He was thankful to have such an experienced operator at his back. Their bond had grown over the many months they had flown together. At twenty-four, Dave Waddington was the youngest pilot on the Squadron. His navigator was forty-four, a silver-haired old hand, devoted to his wife and two teenage kids. Robbie’s quiet disposition complemented Dave’s flying skills, centring his focus on all that mattered – get in, release the bombs, get out. ‘I was amazed how calm I had been as I gave a running commentary to Robbie in the back seat. All I could see was sparkling lights streaming into the sky towards us. I didn’t think about there being three inches of explosive lead bullet behind it all!’


Their return to base presented them with a strange and disconcerting contrast. One moment they had been flying into furious gunfire, the next they were sitting in air-conditioned comfort amid the marbled columns of the Bahrain Sheraton Hotel, their designated quarters for the duration of the deployment in the absence of other military accommodation. They quietly drank cold beers, lancing the pain of their loss. ‘When someone is killed in action, there are rituals to be observed by the survivors. It’s a Royal Air Force tradition. Either fill up the guy’s bar book, or drink whatever he’s got in his room. It was very hard. We were drinking their beer and they weren’t coming home. We were toasting lost friends, but we all knew that we would soon have to do the same thing again.’


They were in a contest now, that was for sure, where you flew through a wall of bullets and a hail of missiles. Where you either came home or you died. Despite the casualties from the first sorties, Dave pushed away such thoughts. ‘I didn’t allow myself to acknowledge that I might be killed. I didn’t talk about it with my fiancée Claire. I didn’t write a last letter. I knew death might happen, but I didn’t want to acknowledge it was even a possibility for me.’ If his bond with Robbie was tight in the build-up to war, that first night had cast it in steel. ‘The reality of what we had been through hit us. The loss of Max and Nige started to come to the fore in a growing realisation that in the not-too-distant future, together, we would be going again.’


Dave yawned as he dragged himself from the Sheraton’s luxury bed. The frenzied conversations with other Tornado aircrew came back to him. Hearing their sortie descriptions. What their triple-A was like. What they had seen. Everyone was thirsting for knowledge, searching for a vital clue on how to survive what was coming next. He sat on the edge of the bed. In just a few hours he would be back up in the air. The memories of the cauldron of triple-A, the tensions and loss, resurfaced. ‘A nearby target had been hit by the Americans that turned night into day in a few seconds. I remember thinking, I can’t believe we are going to get through that. We had lost the Two Johns, Max and Nige, flown through a wall of lead and had a missile shot at us. There was no doubt in my mind the risks were very, very real and it wasn’t going to get any easier.’


‘Morning.’


Dave looked up as his friend and navigator flicked on the television, already pre-set to CNN 24-hour news. The American channel was the only one with reporters in Baghdad, showing the world the devastating effect of previously unseen precision attacks. It was real-time intelligence for everyone. There was something unreal about watching the reports of raids from the comfort of a hotel bedroom when they would be back over hostile territory in a matter of hours, bombing Iraq themselves.


Clean-shaven, showered and in crisply pressed flying suits, Dave and Robbie took the ten-minute bus ride to work in silence, via the causeway to the island of Muharraq and Bahrain’s airfield. Forty-eight hours after the first sortie, it was clear to Robbie that there had already been a tactical rethink. The Tornados were going in for yet another attack on the massive Tallil airbase in southern Iraq. But this time, they would be on their own with just the shroud of darkness for protection; no prior ‘softening up’ by American bombers. Instead, the thinking went, surprise would catch the Iraqis unprepared. Robbie was unconvinced. ‘To gain surprise we were not being supported by the usual myriad American aircraft suppressing surface-to-air missiles – SAMs – and radars. This way, it was hoped, we would avoid the wall-to-wall triple-A which we’d encountered on our first sortie. But I would have preferred the Americans accompanying us; to me, while the triple-A was a horrifying sight, the SAMs were the real threat.’


Instead, the eight-ship would provide their own airfield defence suppression. The first flight of four – call sign ‘Belfast formation’ – including Robbie and Dave, would go in and drop 20,000lb of high explosive on the gun and missile emplacements, demonstrating the immense skill that RAF crews had developed flying Tornados. A ‘loft – or toss – attack’ at night from low level was as dangerous as it got. Pulling up steeply from low level while the weapons aiming system calculated the exact point of release, the jet would accurately ‘throw’ its five 1,000lb bombs forward, towards the target. They were set to detonate over the heads of the Iraqi gunners, blasting shards of shrapnel through weapons and flesh. The hard part was then turning away from the target and manoeuvring the jet back down to low level, in total darkness and under fire.


Dave and Robbie had trained hard for this type of loft attack. Come in fast and ultra-low, pop up, lob the bombs, get back down to low level and bugger off. And thoroughly discourage the triple-A gunners from firing at the four-ship coming in behind with the vaunted JP233 weapons system, which would deliver surface cratering munitions and scatter anti-personnel mines to shut down Tallil’s runways and deter any Iraqi repair teams.


Dave and Robbie listened in the cool of the Operations Room as the briefing moved on to Tallil’s air defences. ‘We knew there’d be triple-A and we knew there was a Roland missile system on the airfield. We were very apprehensive. Dave and I looked at one another. We didn’t need to say much, we just looked.’ There was good reason to fear the Roland SAM. Hurtling out at over 1,200mph, its 9kg warhead threw out deadly fragmentation designed to gut aircraft and crew. One of the few foreign-made SAMs purchased by the US,4 the French-made missiles had taken down numerous Iranian jets during the earlier Iran–Iraq war. The operators in Tallil were old hands. Robbie and the others well understood its significance.


The Tornado at least had the Radar Homing and Warning Receiver. The RHWR was a key defence against any radar-guided missile attack.5 A small green screen on the right-hand side of both cockpits, it would give an indication, a ‘trace’, if a radar was looking at them, and from which direction. Cleverer still, it signalled the type of enemy missile system or aircraft. If a radar locked onto the Tornado, the RHWR flashed a line across the screen, a ‘strobe’, and delivered a high-pitched squawk into the crew’s flying helmets to warn of an imminent engagement. An even more urgent siren would sound if a missile was launched, accompanied by ‘MG’ flashing on the screen, indicating missile guidance. The RHWR was rightly considered a wartime ‘no-go’ item if it was not functioning correctly.


The intelligence briefing came to an end. Someone asked if there was any update on the Two Johns. There wasn’t. Just a reminder to check their own escape and evasion kits. Robbie felt for the tube of gold sovereigns worth around £1,0006 with which to bribe any locals, and the piece of paper – the so-called ‘goolie chit’ – which announced in Arabic that the bearer would receive a further £5,000 if a flier was returned to safety in one piece. In previous Middle East wars aircrew had been returned with testicles severed, and there was no indication that times had changed. Especially under the savage rule of Saddam Hussein and, more especially, given the rumours Robbie had heard of torture in Kuwait.


‘Our minds were even more focused now because of the losses. I was very aware of checking and rechecking everything – we made sure all the escape kit was correctly positioned to give us the best chance if we ejected into enemy territory. We were not just concentrating on the flying side of ops. We double-checked the search-and-rescue procedures but still wondered if we were ready for the worst.’ Some aircrew believed it might be better to perish quickly in the cockpit rather than slowly, at the hands of Saddam’s henchmen.


The loss of comrades had really pointed up the dangers for Dave, but he couldn’t let it affect him. ‘I compartmentalised it, put it out of my mind and kept my focus on our own mission. There was nothing else you could do. You can’t just walk away and say, “This is too dangerous.” There was also the naivety of youth, probably like our Second World War RAF forebears, you just tell yourself: “It will never happen to me.” ’


He filed out of the briefing with another crew in their formation whose attack profile took them right over the SAM site. ‘There was certainly some anxiety around; we were going very close to a Roland missile site which was a very real threat. I remember that the last thing I said to the other crew before we headed to the aircraft was, “Don’t worry about the Roland, it will probably get me before it gets you.” ’


They all grinned. But then Dave caught Robbie’s eye and saw a look of apprehension. They both knew what lay ahead. The odds might improve with the planned element of surprise, but Tallil’s air defences were still a very real threat. On the first night the Iraqis seemed to just spray their triple-A randomly into the sky. Intelligence suggested they had now lowered the elevation on their gun barrels to catch the Tornados coming in at their approach height of around 200ft.





Under a mid-afternoon sun the eight pilots and eight navigators drifted out of the briefing room and headed across the tarmac towards the mess tent for some dinner. On the first night there had been a buzz of anticipation mixed with nervous laughter along the benches and tables. Not any more, reflected Robbie. ‘The atmosphere was sombre. We all knew what the reality of this war now meant.’


Fliers and ground crew were all in this together. The Tornados belonged to everyone. The ground crew spent hours on them, carefully attending to every screw, bolt, cable, ramp and nozzle that held the £20 million machine together.7 To lose an aircraft was to lose a part of themselves. To lose their aircrew was unbearable. And it was a very real possibility. Two sets had already been left forlornly gazing into the Arabian dawn, waiting for their jets to return, hearing only the sound of the muezzin’s call to prayer. Among the engineers, the fitters, the admin staff and the logistics teams, the atmosphere was muted. Minds were focused.


Dusk was approaching as last-minute adjustments were made. Robbie found himself repeatedly checking every item of kit. The water pouches, the gold, the maps. He pulled out his small Walther PP from the leather shoulder holster and ejected the magazine, checking the eight rounds. He checked everything again then spotted his precious Ray-Bans on a table and, despite the looming darkness, stuffed them into his G-suit pants. The glare of low-level flying over the desert made them a necessity. One last time he went over the search-and-rescue procedures with Dave. Everyone else in the eight-ship was doing the same.


With their pockets bulging, G-suits tightly bound around their legs and thighs, the airmen picked up their helmets and ambled awkwardly to the waiting Tornados.


‘Crews walking.’ The message was sent out.


They were ready to take over the aircraft from the engineers. Robbie was pleased they were back in ‘F for Foxtrot’, which had carried them through the first mission unscathed. ‘We said farewell to the flying-clothing boys, who wished us well with some concern showing. The jet was just 50 yards from the Operations Room but we walked out like gladiators, our kit clanking and clanging. The five 1,000-pounders already had some graffiti along the side suggesting what Saddam should do with the bombs.’


White chalk messages from the ground crew were often scrawled across the long, dark cylinders: from One in the eye for you, Sad Man Saddam to the endearing Hi Sarah, Love Pete.8


The aircraft loomed menacingly in the shadowed lights of the shelter. The Tornado’s black nose contrasted dramatically with the desert pink of its body. Inside the sharply pointed cone was the ground-mapping radar that helped the navigator update the navigation system and identify the targets. Behind it the cockpit swept back over broad, muscular flanks. Intakes on either side of the fuselage fed air back to the powerful engine. The jet-pipes would roar, emitting yellow-blue flame from the reheat. Every fibre of its being yelled power. When the under-wing-points were harnessed with missiles, defensive pods and fuel tanks, and the belly with neatly arrayed bombs, there was no doubt what the Tornado GR1 was about. It exuded menace and meant business. The business of hitting the enemy hard. Fully armed, with its tailfin standing proud, it sent a message of dominance as it shuddered into the air. A war-fighter capable of raining fury upon its enemies, but it was graceful too.


The Tornado was neat and compact, and, for those like Robbie who had seen an aircraft or two in his twenty-five years’ service, very, very effective. ‘It had everything you could have dreamed of. Great navigation and targeting kit. It could fly at night, in terrible weather, at low level and hands-off. It really was superb, very modern.’


Laden with his helmet, escape equipment and G-suit, Robbie had walked past the sandbagged airfield defences, the tankers and other jets. ‘Approaching the dark shape of the Tornado in the gloom, bristling with a full weapons load, ready for war, made you contemplate what you were about to do. There was a palpable sense of apprehension, hoping to God we would survive what was to come but ready for the fight. We knew the drills and were eager to get underway. This was our job, it needed to be done. We pushed all other thoughts aside.’


He mounted the steps, settled into the navigator’s rear seat, which sat slightly higher than the pilot’s but with instruments in front obscuring some of his forward visibility. He went through the careful ritual of strapping himself into the ejection seat, then checked his watch. Forty minutes to take-off.


Dave completed his final checks on the 30-tonne machine9 that he was about to launch airborne under the twin thrust of its Rolls-Royce RB199 engines. He pulled himself up on the jet-pipes to check for any loose articles, then tapped the two under-wing 2,250-litre fuel tanks. He gave the pair of Sidewinder air-to-air missiles a good shake to ensure they were properly locked on. They would be needed if Iraqi fighters showed up. He then made sure that the safety pins had been removed from each of the 1,000lb bombs, knowing his touch would be the last before they became a screaming ball of shrapnel.


Under the shadows cast by the glare of the airfield lighting he reached up to the ‘Boz’ self-defence pod under the right wing, checking the chaff and flare dispenser.10


When activated, ‘chaffing’ would send thousands of tiny metallic fibres – 60 per cent glass, 40 per cent aluminium, and the thickness of a human hair – into the air. They were designed to reflect and interfere with enemy radar signals, confusing both the systems and their operators. The flares would be pumped out if targeted by heat-seeking missiles; they burned off at an intense temperature, hopefully providing a more attractive target than their jet engines.


Dave examined the Sky Shadow pod on the other wing that was programmed to electronically jam enemy radar systems. They had every possible countermeasure the Tornado was designed to carry. It was reassuring for Dave to feel they were all held firmly in place if he had to throw F for Foxtrot about. ‘In reality, the ground crew have already checked all this, then double-checked it, but we all did it again. Everyone had their own idiosyncrasies. I always gave the fuel tanks a tap to ensure they were full. They always were!’ Everything was in order outside the aircraft. It was time to board.


Robbie fitted his oxygen pipe, intercom cable and G-suit hose into the personal equipment connector then clipped it onto the side of his seat, plugging himself into the machine’s systems. He tightened the straps over his thighs and torso connected to the fastener over his stomach which held him firmly into the Martin Baker ejection seat. His hand brushed against the black and yellow-striped D-shaped ejection handles between his legs as he switched on the inertial navigation system, allowing the gyroscopes and sensors to start up their alignment process. He turned on the main computer and its monitors, and then the radios. Everything was working as advertised and the cockpit came alive with the green and red glow of the equipment. He took out the navigation cassette – the same type used to play music in a Sony Walkman – and loaded it into the main computer. It had been fed with all the information needed to navigate the route to Tallil and back, along with the precise co-ordinates of the target and aiming points.


Dave stepped back from beneath the towering fin that gave the Tornado its nickname, climbed the 9ft steps up to the cockpit and levered himself into the front seat. With his green flying helmet in place, he had the sharp, focused look of a jet pilot. It was the job he had dreamed of since he was seven. The ground crew fussed over him, pulling tight the straps on his harness. ‘Give Saddam one from us, sir,’ one said before climbing down and removing the steps.


Dave began his well-rehearsed start-up routine. ‘There was a comfort in the well-trodden procedures. As I lowered the cockpit canopy, I felt isolated in the Tornado despite the activity outside. We had left plenty of time in case we had any problems. As I went through the checks, my nerves started to dissipate as I became part of the machinery of war. It was exactly like a training sortie, but I knew it was for real.’


Dave found the cockpit spacious compared to other jets and the ejection seat quite comfortable. He used the electric motor to raise his seat an inch, and briefly scanned the ground crew activity. He too attached his oxygen, comms and G-suit into the personal equipment connector and snapped it in place.11 A glance at his watch told him it was thirty minutes to take-off. Plenty of time to sort out any problems. He rattled through the check list.


His cockpit was dominated by the circular moving map display right in front of him. On his left were the flight instruments, the throttles and lever to move the wings – back for low, fast flight; forward for take-off, medium-altitude flying and landing. His right hand gripped the control column – the ‘stick’ as it was generally known – between his legs while his left fell naturally on the throttles at mid-thigh level on the console. He paused, breathed in then looked up. The HUD – Head-up Display – dominated the cockpit front and centre. And rightly so. It was his primary flying instrument. When the Tornado was tearing along the desert floor at night, in thick fog or bright sunshine, the HUD projected speed, height, direction, weapon aiming and much more in green symbols on a glass screen.


To the left of the HUD was the Terrain-Following Radar display. TFR was the heart of the Tornado’s ability to fly at night and in poor weather at very low level. A radar swept the ground ahead and gave instructions to the TFR computer system which fed the aircraft’s autopilot.12 Once activated, the pilot would remove his hands from the controls and TFR would take over; the Tornado would ‘fly itself’ at speeds of up to nearly 700mph and just 200ft above the ground. In total darkness or thick cloud. It was an astonishing piece of equipment.


To the right was the RHWR screen, which would warn them of incoming missiles or radar detection. Dave rapidly ran through the checks then muttered a curse. The flashing cockpit ‘attention-getters’ were mounted left and right of the cockpit coaming, just above the RHWR and TFR screens, and flashed red if there was a problem, attracting the pilot’s attention to the Central Warning Panel (CWP) on his right. This, in turn, had more than sixty different captions which illuminated red for primary and amber for secondary-type warnings.13 A single illuminated word on the CWP indicated the problem, such as ‘FUEL’, ‘TFR’ or ‘OXY’. It was a bit like the alerts on a car dashboard, bar the fact it contained two captions that read ‘L FIRE’ and ‘R FIRE’, informing the crew their left- or right-hand engine had become an inferno. In the event of multiple failures, the CWP might ‘light up like a Christmas tree’; a really serious problem would trigger an accompanying siren.


They were an important part of the Tornado’s safety systems. Unfortunately for Dave and the engineers, F for Foxtrot’s attention-getters flashed for no reason, and couldn’t be cancelled. In peacetime, they would simply ‘crew out’ – leave the aircraft – as it was impractical to fly with red warning lights flashing. But the spare Tornado had already been taken. And leaving F for Foxtrot meant not going on the mission. Dave was caught between a rock and a hard place. ‘I knew I should really crew out of the jet; it was the correct thing to do and I certainly wouldn’t be facing the dangers ahead. But what would people think of me? Say about me? What was the right thing to do? It was a choice, a tension between doing what was acceptable or doing what was right. I didn’t want to let anyone down.’


The minutes to take-off were counting down. Dave felt his heart start to thud. He looked out at the engineer. ‘Any suggestions?’ he asked over the external intercom.


‘The only thing you can do, sir, is flip up the covers and take out the bulbs.’


A big, ballsy call. Flying fast and low at night into a sky full of gunfire was already risky as hell. To not be alerted to a problem which would normally be signalled by bright lights right in front of his eyes took them a whole lot further along the hazard spectrum. Dave spoke to Robbie over the intercom. ‘Shall we take the fault? The engineer said he can take out the bulbs…’


Robbie had his own attention-getters in the rear seat so knew they had a safety net.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Take it.’


‘Okay.’


Dave checked the various modes of the IFF. Crap! It wasn’t loading up. Now this was critical. It would be suicidal flying without it. IFF – Identification, Friend or Foe – was an electronic system used by the coalition fighters and ground radar to differentiate enemy and friendly aircraft.


The ground crew loaded, re-loaded, and loaded it again. Finally, they got it working. The engineer pocketed the bulbs from the attention-getters, gave the cockpit canopy a quick wipe then closed it once again. With all the technical glitches cleared, or at least overcome, it was time to get airborne.


‘Clear for engine start,’ Dave said. The engineer gave a thumbs-up and Dave flicked a switch. He listened as a pleasurable low hum became a rumble.14 The temperature gauges rose steadily from 6°C to 420°C. Even with the canopy shut and his helmet on, he could hear the powering jet engines and feel the shuddering vibration as they built to a roar.


The ground crew removed the chocks, Dave inched the throttles forward, rolled a few yards then tested the brakes by dabbing them and stopping. He taxied to the runway, feeling the heavily laden aircraft bump over the seams in the concrete. Deep blue-yellow flames glared at them from the afterburners of the other jets as they took off ahead. The Rolls-Royce engines generated 30,000lb of thrust, and burned around 600 kilos of fuel a minute at maximum power.15 Every last ounce of it would be needed to propel the lumbering Tornado off the ground.


Their aircraft shuddered again under the turbulence as jet after jet lifted off Bahrain’s friendly tarmac strip into the night sky. Dave lined up and carried out their final checks.


It was time to go.


His left hand eased forward the throttle. There was a surge of power as he pushed the engines into reheat, fully opening the jet-pipe nozzles and pumping fuel at incredible speed onto the engine’s hot exhaust gas, where it ignited in a sheet of blue flame, doubling the power and making a sound like thunder.


‘Engine’s good,’ Dave said, glancing at the gauges above his right knee. ‘Captions clear.’


There was nothing on the Central Warning Panel to prevent take-off. They both felt the aircraft quiver as the engines went through maximum dry power into reheat.


He released the brakes and the Tornado’s acceleration pushed him firmly back into the seat, as if a giant hand was pressing onto his chest.


‘Eighty knots, 100 knots,’ Dave called as they blasted down the tarmac.


The jet trembled, eager to fly, as the runway lights rushed by.


‘One hundred and thirty knots,’ Dave breathed. They were passing the last point at which their fully laden Tornado would be able to use its own brakes to bring them safely to a halt.


‘Okay.’


The speed in the HUD rapidly increased.


‘One hundred and eighty knots [207mph]. Engine’s good. Captions clear. Rotating.’ With the extra weight he gave himself a bit more speed then eased back the stick.


F for Foxtrot lifted off cleanly.


‘Gear up.’ He flicked the undercarriage handle to raise the landing gear.


‘Two hundred and fifty knots. Out of reheat.’


A moment later, they were climbing through 2,000ft.


The Tornados of Belfast formation sailed through the night sky above the silent waters of the Gulf, turning northwards. Dave focused on the task ahead, a mid-air rendezvous with their tankers at 15,000ft. Air-to-air refuelling at night in total silence and near total darkness was a challenge. Before Saddam invaded Kuwait back in August, barely anyone in the Tornado bomber world had attempted to thread a probe into a swinging drogue basket in a blackout. In the hit parade of piloting skill sets, it was second only to ultra-low flying. The previous night, seven out of eight Italian Air Force Tornados had been forced to turn back from a raid after failing to hook into the tanker drogue. The pilot who had refuelled carried on alone, pelted by the flak surrounding an ammunition dump north of Kuwait City, and dropped his bombs 250ft above the deck. He was hit by triple-A gunfire forty seconds later.16


The aircraft had gone down at 4.30am on 18 January and the crew were MIA – missing in action. The third Tornado to be lost in the first twenty-four hours.


Dave’s eyes scoured the darkness for the tanker. With a full war load the Tornado sucked up 60kg of fuel a minute in normal conditions at low level, ten times that in reheat. They carried enough fuel for perhaps two hours’ flying, for a mission that would last twice that. The plan was to refuel just before entering Iraqi air space, then top up again on the way home. After six months of intense training, Dave was ready for the challenge.


‘Eight miles. Heading two-seven-zero.’ Robbie was the one whose skills were needed at this point. He had identified the tanker aircraft on his radar and talked down the ranges and height on the approach, plotting a course to within a few feet of the hanging basket. It was not until Dave squinted through the darkness that he could finally make out the looming belly of the tanker. They ran through the pre-tanking checks, depressurising the fuel system and extending their refuelling probe.17


Dave slipped the Tornado to the right, stabilising a few feet behind their target. The red light under the tanker’s wing flicked off and he was cleared to join.


His concentration was all-consuming as he lined up the symbol on the HUD with the pod under the tanker’s wings. His grip on the stick tightened and so did his chest with every bump as they edged forward, making tiny corrections to keep aligned. The Tornado’s refuelling probe was extended to his right, but he wasn’t looking at it; diverting his focus from the looming tanker could be catastrophic. Instead, he was concentrating on flying his aircraft towards a precise point on the tanker itself, knowing that as long as he was accurate the probe – almost unseen on his right – would slip effortlessly into the basket.


Robbie had a far better view of the probe and basket. With the occasional word of guidance from the back seat, Dave’s concentration was only broken by the clunk of the probe engaging with the dangling fuel pipe. The feeling of satisfaction as he finally glanced to his right was strong.


But he couldn’t relax. Both aircraft were travelling at nearly 350mph, with the nearest Tornado just yards away.


From now on Dave had to fly in precise formation, anticipating any jolts that might rip their connection apart. He edged the nose forward, bending the hose back to trigger the flow of high-octane fuel. The ‘traffic light’ on the tanker’s wing turned green and Dave glanced down at the fuel gauge above his right knee. After a few minutes it showed they were once again ready for combat. He reduced power, backed away from the basket, manoeuvred to the left and joined formation with the other Tornados that had completed their own delicate night-time ballet.


For a brief moment he allowed himself to relax. He flexed his right hand, tingling and numb after gripping the stick so tightly, and fleetingly scanned the dark void below them. Get down, get it done, go home.


They slipped away from the tanker well short of the Iraqi border, swept the wings back and accelerated down to low level in radio silence. As they sped through the moonless sky, they completed the checks on their self-defence and attack systems. The Sky Shadow and Boz pods, and RHWR were all active. Dave set his armament safety switches to the ‘live’ position, ensuring their Sidewinder missiles, the 27mm Mauser cannons and the bombs were all armed and ready for instant use.18 The fuel tanks under each wing were pre-selected for jettison just in case an emergency release was needed to evade enemy SAMs or fighters. They checked all external lights were extinguished and did a quick review of the escape and evasion. Just in case.


The pilots in the eight Tornados had engaged their TFR systems and removed their hands from the controls. The jets now flew themselves on autopilot through the darkness. They were on parallel track, a strategy developed when flying hands-off on TFR and autopilot in poor weather or at night. The lead Tornado and his wingman followed two separate but parallel flight paths, around 2.5 miles line abreast, as if on rail-tracks, with the second two, also line abreast, around 5 miles behind them, creating a box-shaped formation, all proceeding just 200ft above the desert floor at 7 miles per minute.19 The crews relied on radar fixes along the route to keep the navigation systems accurate and to ensure the box remained separated.


Robbie had no way of seeing their comrades, but knew they were out there, on the same heading, bonded by the shared objectives, and shared dangers. ‘We descended, lights out, into the dark unknown, heading across the Saudi border. We were totally alone.’ He watched the moving map display tick off the distance, as they flew in, increasing speed to over 480mph. Then they were ‘sausage side’. They had borrowed the nickname for enemy territory from the avidly watched BBC classic Blackadder Goes Forth. The insanity of the First World War trenches was beginning to echo uncomfortably in the current conflict.


The readouts confirmed to Robbie that they were racing along at just 200ft, the Tornado’s TFR automatically adjusting their flight path to account for every contour and obstacle, but their sensory isolation seemed to insulate them momentarily from the hostile world outside the warm glow of the cockpit. ‘The night was pitch-black, so the only indication of our height were the numbers on the TV monitor. There was still no sign of any Iraqi resistance as we approached the target. I was relatively calm, bearing in mind what we were doing. Everything seemed to be going to plan. I had all the weapons systems checked.’


Up front, Dave had a strong sense of the aircraft powering through the night. His right hand rested on his lap, away from the control column, his left hovered near the throttle. Although he was poised to instantly take control if any problems arose, right now he was simply monitoring the systems. ‘Everyone was in the right place at the right time. We were moving towards the target and everything was calm. Our flight time over Iraq was about thirty minutes until we hit the target. I was relying solely on TFR, the aircraft flying itself. There were eight aircraft in the formation but it felt like it was just us out there. Everything was running on rails. No triple-A. All was well.’


Robbie checked their time on target. They were a few seconds behind schedule. Dave inched the throttles forward to increase the speed to 630mph to pick up a little time. The HUD now told them they’d hit Tallil precisely as planned.


In southern Iraq, it was just before 8pm on Saturday, 19 January 1991.





Back home in England it was 5pm and Robbie’s wife Tange Stewart was immersed in the final scenes of the seasonal pantomime, alongside some of the children from the local Sunday school where she taught. This Saturday in mid-January offered them one last, post-Christmas treat. It had become something of a tradition. Fortunately, her teenage daughter Kirsty had been on hand to help shepherd the chirruping youngsters onto the coach for the journey to the theatre in Newark. The dame’s buffoonery had the children in stitches, and their enjoyment of his saucy jokes was a welcome distraction from the terrible events unfolding some 3,500 miles to their south-east.


Earlier that day, she had penned another letter to her beloved husband after they had discussed the fateful mission where his Squadron Boss and their friend Max Collier had gone down:




To my dearest darling,20


It is the early hours of Saturday morning, sleep seems to elude me yet again. I am afraid last night’s news of Max and The Boss was rather a shock. I will buy a card for Max’s wife today and drop her a line on our behalf.


It is going to be a sunny day here and Kirsty and I are going to Newark for the pantomime. She is playing in the East of England Netball Tournament next Saturday. Tonight I am going to the Heavers for dinner; I don’t know that I’m very good company at present!


Well, darling, all our thoughts and emotions are with you, you are never out of our mind. The kids are coping well but obviously it’s difficult for them now. Keep us in your heart but do not worry about us. We have the Stewart grit.


Love you loads.


Tange xxx





Her thoughts drifted away from Iraq and back to the entertainment on stage. Suddenly, Tange stopped laughing. Overwhelmed by a dreadful premonition that Robbie was in terrible danger. She glanced at her watch. Nearly 5pm. She sat back and closed her eyes, trying to let it pass.


‘Are you okay?’ The woman in the neighbouring seat couldn’t keep the anxiety out of her voice.


‘Just… a little tired,’ Tange replied.


The woman smiled and patted her on the arm, doing her best to hide her puzzlement, and failing.


Tange was in turmoil.


When they finally managed to escape the theatre, every traffic light and junction on the winding road home seemed to hold them up. She dialled the Bahrain Sheraton before removing her coat. The receptionist answered politely and put her through to Robbie’s room.


No response.


Tange tried again and again, seven or eight times, with the same result.


‘I’m sorry, madam,’ the receptionist kept repeating. ‘There’s no answer.’


Tange glanced at her watch. She had a dinner date with friends across the green. On the way out she told her older son Scott to keep trying to call his father. ‘Dad would love to hear from you,’ were her parting words.


She hid her worries from the children, but could not ignore the dark fear inside. ‘My stomach was knotting up. I knew something wasn’t right.’





‘Ten miles.’


The jet was still comfortably flying itself as Robbie monitored the distance to the moment when Dave would take their Tornado into the loft attack profile to toss the bombs onto the target. ‘I was relatively calm, bearing in mind what we were doing. I had all the weapons systems checked and we started the attack run as planned. Our four-ship formation would complete the night attack from parallel track, lofting the 1,000lb bombs onto the triple-A sites from about 3 miles out. This should discourage the gunners from firing at the aircraft carrying the JP233 airfield denial weapons following behind us.’


In the front seat Dave was concentrating hard, his right hand ready to disengage the autopilot and take control of the jet, his left resting on the throttles, waiting to ram them forward and send the aircraft into a steep climb in order to ‘throw’ the bombs towards the airfield.


‘Five miles,’ Robbie called out over the intercom.21


‘Five hundred and forty knots [621mph].’


They were travelling at 10.35 miles a minute 200 feet above the desert.


Robbie made a rapid calculation. Just another thirty seconds. They were on time and on target.


He checked the weapons systems again. No flak ahead, no hint of danger on the warning systems. All quiet. Surprise was on their side.


The Tornados of Belfast formation started their final attack procedures. ‘Using the radar, I found and marked the first “offset” which updated the attack system. Suddenly, the RHWR indicated an unknown radar looking at us.’


Dave felt his chest tighten. The RHWR showed a powerful radar system searching from dead ahead, trying to acquire a lock. ‘We were just coming to the “pull-up point” and starting our weapons release procedure. Almost immediately we had a missile launch indication and a siren warning screaming in our ears. A missile was in the air.’


The RHWR continued its wail.


Twelve o’clock!


Dave knew it was the worst possible direction that a missile could come from. ‘Roland’ flashed up on the RHWR. It couldn’t be anything else. The best missile the Iraqis had was around 3 miles out, travelling towards them at a third of a mile every second.


They had just seven seconds to save their lives.


Seven seconds.


‘Missile launch!’ Dave said clearly and calmly. In an instant, he disconnected the autopilot from TFR and took over manual control. The green strobe on the RHWR was still pointing straight at them. Their headsets throbbed with the two-tone scream of the siren, confirming a missile was inbound.


Six seconds.


Now flying manually at over 600mph and just 200ft in total darkness, Dave snapped into a hard-left turn shouting, ‘Chaff!’ at his navigator. ‘All I could see was a flame like a very large firework coming towards me but once I banked the aircraft left, I lost sight of it.’


The Iraqi missile operators had them locked, and the 9kg hollow charge warhead was being guided onto them with pinpoint accuracy.


The warning, like a police siren, continued relentlessly, filling their helmets. Dave’s voice still sounded matter-of-fact and calm to Robbie. Their endless training had been there for a reason. It was now his pilot’s job to manoeuvre them out of trouble.


Five seconds.


‘Chaffing!’ Robbie’s right hand had moved a split second before he spoke. ‘As we turned, I hit the chaff button and the Boz pod blasted out clumps of metallic strands, trying to shroud our presence from the radar-guided missile. There was no time for any fear or panic. Our reactions were hardwired.’


Four seconds.


Dave fought to turn the aircraft, hauling on the control column in the darkness, eyes fixed firmly on the HUD. His only means of knowing what height they were at, what attitude the jet was flying in, if it was climbing or descending towards the ground. ‘We had a full weapons load and lots of fuel on board, so the Tornado didn’t turn very quickly. It was pitch-black, we were very heavy and I was totally alert to the fact we were very, very close to the desert floor. It was all happening in seconds. It was a trade-off between being hit by a missile and hitting the ground. And the latter was 100 per cent fatal.’


Three seconds.


Dave was making the hardest possible turn, pulling the stick as tightly as he could into his stomach. The violent manoeuvre, coupled with more chaff, gave them the best chance of breaking the radar lock, causing the missile to lose guidance and fly blind.


He just needed a bit more time. A second, maybe two.


‘Chaff,’ Dave said again, as if toasting his companion outside a country pub.


‘Okay… chaffing…’ There was a hint of urgency in Robbie’s reply as he coaxed the Boz pod to pour more metallic fibres into the sky.


Two seconds.


‘Okay,’ Dave responded, still trying to bury the stick in his gut.


Apart from their deep breathing, all was now silent in the cockpit. The missile was out there somewhere, but the hard turn had left them blind to its position.


One second.


Time crept by. The turn was nearly complete. Perhaps they had broken the lock?


Zero…


Robbie felt an enormous blast rock the Tornado. ‘There was a blinding orange flash as the missile exploded near the front cockpit.’


All Dave saw was searing light. ‘The cockpit was consumed by an enormous flash. Everything happened in just fractions of a second. I knew I was losing consciousness and I was trying to get my hands towards the ejection handle, but I just couldn’t move them.’


A secondary warning siren now kicked in. This time, a more urgent tone, like a submarine’s crash dive blast, signalling multiple aircraft systems failures.


Shrapnel shattered the canopy and enveloped the underside of the Tornado, shredding hydraulic and fuel lines, causing electrical failure and a massive fireball.


The sirens then ceased as the Tornado started to disintegrate.


Dave felt a hurricane-force wind buffeting his body.


He had one final thought. It’s game over. I’m going to die.










CHAPTER ONE THE BIRTH OF ‘THE FIN’
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1960–1990


Wreckage from Waddington and Stewart’s Tornado jutted out of the desert sand. F for Foxtrot’s death plunge had created a crater the size of a diving pool. The chaff and flare Boz pod lay at its edge, live flares still clearly visible, chaff dispensing port still open. It had somehow survived the crash intact, but the inferno had stripped away some of the sand-coloured paint, leaving a faint hint of green – its colour a few months earlier when the camouflaged jets had blasted across northern Europe’s forests and valleys.


It had now come to rest 200 miles south of Baghdad, and more than 3,000 from its natural habitat.


The Tornado had for almost a decade streaked through dark, wet nights and thick cloud, just a few hundred feet above treetops and valleys. A brainchild of the Cold War, it was able to slip below the radar, avoiding Soviet surface-to-air missiles, then suddenly materialise above an enemy airfield, ready to rain down destruction. But then, in 1989, the Berlin Wall had crumbled, and with it the great Communist alliance. The brilliance of the tactical nuclear bomber was about to be lost. The battle-winner had run out of enemies.





Robbie Stewart had joined the Royal Air Force in October 1965, six months before the birth of Dave Waddington, the pilot he would go to war with in a Tornado twenty-five years later. All it had taken for the teenage Robbie to decide where his future lay was a couple of flying lessons during the summer holidays. ‘I got hooked, and that was it. My career path was set.’1


Three years before Robbie joined up, the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962 had brought the world to the brink of destruction. The US ‘Defense Condition’ had been raised to its highest ever level: DEFCON 2. Strategic Air Command bombers were readied with nuclear weapons to ‘deploy and engage’ in less than six hours.2 Britain had also stood-to its nuclear forces – including the iconic ‘Vulcan’ bomber that Robbie would soon serve on – at fifteen minutes’ readiness. In the midst of the confrontation, an American aircraft, flying over Havana at what intelligence briefs had previously suggested should be above the range of any surface-to-air missile, had been shot down by a Soviet SA2 missile and the pilot killed. The same system had also brought down another American reconnaissance pilot, Gary Powers, two years earlier, under similar circumstances.


Disaster was averted when the Russians backed down and agreed to remove their nuclear missiles from Communist Cuba in return for America’s pledge never to attempt an invasion of the island. The Western allies breathed again and lessons were learned. A hotline was established between the White House and the Kremlin for direct communication in extremis. And it was now clear that flying incredibly high no longer guaranteed immunity from surface-to-air missile attacks.


To stand a chance of survival, the Vulcan and its V-Force cousins had been developed to fly fast and high in order to deliver their nuclear payload uncontested. The SA2 now clearly undermined that tactic and the Delta-winged bomber was subsequently ordered to fly in beneath the detection capabilities of Soviet radar. It wasn’t ideal. The 77-tonne, fully laden Vulcan was challenged by low-level flying; the forces this subjected it to induced metal fatigue, weakening its distinctive wing structure. The RAF decided that something fast, low and capable of operating in northern Europe’s grim climatic conditions was required. The search for a new breed of fighter-bomber had begun.


But, in the meantime, the V-Force had to continue its role of policing the Warsaw Pact airspace. The close proximity of atomic Armageddon hadn’t really featured in Robbie’s youthful fantasies, but that soon changed. ‘I had no notion of ever going to war when I joined up, but the reality of the Cold War became clear once I became a navigator on Vulcans. All the exercises we did, preparing for a global nuclear war, you really began to comprehend what it all meant. We all knew that if we ever took off in anger, it would probably be the end of me, my family and the world as we knew it.’


The potentially catastrophic consequences of such a conflict made Robbie and his companions hope and pray that no one would sink to such madness. But hope and prayer are rarely enough to create a place of safety in the international political cauldron. To replace the Vulcans, the RAF needed a fresh, new aircraft. An order for fifty F-111s, the latest low-level American nuclear bomber, was made then axed. Other initiatives came and went. Something custom-built was needed. And it wasn’t going to be cheap. Late 1960s Britain was being pummelled by strikes, debt, loss of empire and emasculated productivity. Hobbled by its ageing bomber fleet, the RAF wanted a top-performing, cutting-edge jet that could keep the Soviet threat at bay. If Britain’s moribund aircraft industry was to survive, it had to break away from the American monopoly and seek like-minded allies with whom to meet the challenges of the new era. European ones were the obvious – indeed only – option.


In March 1969, Britain entered with gusto into a partnership with Germany and Italy, who also wanted to move away from American dependency and enhance their own industrial base. The concept of the tri-nation ‘Multi-Role Combat Aircraft’ (MRCA) was born. Britain envisaged a twin-engine, two-man machine that would cost around £1.6 million per airframe.3 She would build the rear, the Germans the middle and the Italians the wings. The RAF and the Luftwaffe would take 420 each, the Italians 100.


The spirit of optimism surrounding the 1969 ‘memorandum of understanding’, its detractors said, could not possibly last. How could you build three different components in three different countries in which no one spoke the same language, and where one was still using measurements in inches and feet? Then there was the far-fetched idea of assembling all the bits and pieces like a child’s Meccano set. How were the Italians going to get their wings to Germany when neutral Austria and Switzerland had barred all overland transportation of military equipment?


Then the Italians insisted on the aircraft being a single-seater. They didn’t have any trained backseat navigators in the entire Regia Aeronautica. The Germans were reluctant too, but the argument that two pairs of eyes and hands were better than one, with the solo pilot’s workload being partly blamed for the high loss rate of the Luftwaffe’s single-seat F-104 Starfighter, won the day. By 1970 all were on board with the idea of two engines and two seats.4


A highly complex and innovative design began to take shape. It would have variable-geometry ‘swing-wings’. Swept fully forward, the wings were optimised for low-speed flight and manoeuvrability. Swept fully back, the Tornado resembled a dart and was capable of high-speed low-level flight carrying a heavy weapons load.


It would be truly ‘fly-by-wire’; the pilot’s physical inputs into his controls would actually be sent to a computerised flying system and then digitally on to the aircraft control surfaces. The computer systems ensured that the Tornado’s handling characteristics remained almost constant regardless of speed and wing-sweep position. By the standards of the day, it was straightforward to fly and a smooth, stable weapons platform.5 In the era before the existence of composite metals, the MRCA was to be constructed from 71 per cent light alloy, 18 per cent titanium and 6 per cent steel.6 The clear underside could carry a substantial arsenal. Its cockpit was laid out with plenty of room for the aircrew.


With success vital for all three governments, the pressure was mounting. The MRCA label also had to be dealt with. No one falls in love with an acronym. Being fast, low to the ground, nocturnal and stealth-like, Panther seemed a credible choice, but that was also the name given to the legendary Second World War German panzer, and a household lavatory cleaner of the time.7 Tornado, on the other hand, was the same word in all three languages and created the evocative image of a force of nature that could strike with immense power and devastation.


It was an era before any form of ‘night-vision goggles’ (NVGs) so it would be impossible to fly the aircraft manually – visually – at low level in darkness. The key to the aircraft’s success was the installation of the highly sophisticated Terrain-Following Radar system, or TFR, for low-level penetration. Originally developed by the British company Ferranti in the early 1960s, it swept the flight path ahead of a fast jet, registering the landscape and even obstacles like power lines, allowing it to fly at a near-constant altitude above whatever man or nature could throw its way.8 The radar returns were processed to calculate the changes in the terrain, then fed into its flight computers and harnessed to the autopilot allowing the jet to fly itself, with almost no input from the crew, and maintain ground clearance at a constant height of 200ft, soaring over any terrain at high speed in pitch darkness or thick cloud. Blending into the landscape or ‘terrain hugging’ meant the Tornado could hide from enemy radar, reducing its vulnerability.


But the Tornado would be nothing without the power capable of complementing these other advances. On the face of it, building a jet engine was now relatively straightforward. Just get it to suck in the ambient outside air, squeeze it, heat it with ignited fuel and chuck it out of the rear pipe a great deal faster than it came in, and you could achieve remarkable thrust. The Americans were currently dominating the market, but this was a European project. It was time for the boffins at Rolls-Royce to show that Britain could still produce the innovative and the incredible. It was also a moment for the three nations to unite at the frontier of risk.


In 1970 everything depended upon Rolls-Royce’s concept for the Tornado’s engine. But it only existed, thus far, on paper. Each power plant had to produce 16,000lb of thrust when reheat was engaged for take-off. It had to swallow the huge influx of fuel necessary to produce the energy it took to lift a fully laden bomber. If they failed to conjure up the RB199 from scratch, the whole project would fail.9


Smaller than existing engines yet with more strength, it made the complex journey from the drawing board into action in four years and the RB199 demonstrated it possessed the heart of an elephant and the speed of gazelle.





Tange Webster had been warned to stay away from RAF officers. The older girls at the teacher training college in Lincoln had told her the flyboys might appear a dashing bunch in their smart uniforms and fancy jets, and, yes, they had a bit of spare cash and the whiff of heroism that came with being the vanguard against the Soviet threat, but they rarely hung about. At the student union dance in 1967, however, she actually found trainee officer Robbie Stewart pretty down-to-earth and, in his quiet way, really rather charming.


Four years later, when Tange turned twenty-four, they married and moved into the village of Coleby, with its primary school, two pubs and a church whose foundations went back to Saxon times. Robbie was flying out of RAF Scampton, a half-hour’s drive away, with 27 Squadron, the unit with which he would later go to war. As the pleasantly warm summer of 1974 stretched ahead of them, Tange’s walks around the village began to shorten with the breathlessness of third trimester pregnancy.





Seven hundred miles away, it was a humid afternoon on 14 August at Manching military airbase in West Germany, not far from where Messerschmitt 109s had been assembled in their thousands four decades before. Designers, engineers, mechanics and military observers now gathered to witness what they hoped would be a step change in aircraft dynamics.


The massive fin of the Tornado, in its smart red and white livery, immediately caught everyone’s eye. Vital to stabilise and steer the bomber through waves of turbulent low-level air, it was as distinctive in its way as the Spitfire’s elliptical wings, or the Lancaster’s proud nose. For many, it would give the shiny new aircraft its nickname: ‘The Fin’.


German, Italian, British and the odd American eye looked on with interest, as did the binoculars and the camera lenses of the Soviet enemy the Tornado was designed to defeat, from somewhere beyond the surrounding pine forests.


The aircraft’s components had been concealed beneath tarpaulin and transported 55 miles by road from Munich. Its designers had managed to keep the prototype, P01, hidden from scrutiny, and they were determined to do so until the last moment. Given that its maiden flight was to be here in Germany, it was agreed the pilot would be British. It fell to Paul Millett, formerly of the RAF and the Fleet Air Arm, to take the controls.


After climbing the ladder to P01 and strapping himself in, Millett patiently waited as the two chase jets took off, ready to examine the newcomer at close quarters in case any issues arose mid-flight.


Under clear but muggy skies Millett taxied P01 to the runway. The sound of air molecules being ripped apart filled the deep green forests as he ignited the RB199s. The roar increased to a crescendo as fuel was poured onto the Rolls-Royce engines, throbbing with anticipation at getting airborne for the first time. The livery became a red and white blur as he powered down the runway.


Millett found the aircraft’s nose eager to lift at 120 knots. Too eager. He held P01 down, forcing it to gather more speed. The needle passed 160 knots (184mph), he eased back the stick and lifted smoothly into the air. He left the landing gear down as they climbed, in case an emergency landing was called for.10 But all was well. Then it was time for the Tornado to look like a real combat jet. The undercarriage tucked neatly up into the broad fuselage as it powered effortlessly through the south German skies. Millett levelled off at 10,000ft then settled down to 300 knots (345mph). He was impressed. ‘It flew as though this was the environment it had been built for.’11


There were gasps and one or two tears as the Tornado, with a chase jet at each wingtip, flew low past the spectators waiting on Manching’s airstrip. The wheels liberated themselves once again from the fuselage. The handling on the approach to landing proved to be precisely as the designers had told Millett it would be. This machine flew beautifully at low level.


He took it for a low-altitude pass, then came back round. ‘It feels as though it’s on rails. You just sit with your hands and feet off and let the aircraft fly itself.’ Thirty-three minutes after taking off, its wheels kissed the tarmac once more. ‘It really felt like an aircraft that had been flying for many years. For a first flight it was something tremendous. The handling was perfect,’ Millett said. ‘It cannot be improved upon.’


He might have heard himself echoing the first pilot to fly the Spitfire prototype in 1936, when he said on landing: ‘I don’t want anything touched…’12


There was relief all round. The British aerospace and defence industry was rescued, the Germans had set the seal on their engineering prowess, and the Italians had secured a host of proper manufacturing jobs.





Robbie Stewart, like many others in the RAF, had a vague notion of the Tornado’s maiden flight, but he wasn’t counting his chickens. Many such projects had got this far before now, and failed. Just days before the Tornado’s first flight Robbie was back in his Vulcan, 50,000ft above the North Sea, monitoring Russian maritime activity. The world felt like an unsettled place. Richard Nixon had recently resigned as US President. Willy Brandt, the West German Chancellor, had also quit over the revelation that his personal assistant had been spying for the Stasi, East Germany’s intelligence service. Then the Turks invaded northern Cyprus. Spiralling oil prices were crippling the West’s economy, and the Soviet Union seemed to be seizing the ascendancy in the competition for global supremacy.


Robbie still got back in time for the birth of his son in late August, and had a few weeks with Scott before he was back on duty with 27 Squadron, flying halfway round the world to Midway Island in the South Pacific, downwind of China, following a recent nuclear test by the People’s Republic. The Vulcan also undertook the ‘nuclear fallout detection’ role – otherwise known as ‘sniffing’ – collecting air samples for analysis. There were upsides. The return leg home took in a refuelling stop in Hawaii. ‘We had a chance to swim at Waikiki Beach; life wasn’t all bad.’


His wife Tange understood the realities of service life. Robbie would be there one minute and gone the next. ‘I would get the odd phone call in the middle of the night and Robbie would disappear off on exercise for days, sometimes weeks, on end. It was the middle of the Cold War and the world sometimes seemed a dangerous place; but that was all part of our lives.’


Robbie’s training roster also seemed to demand an unusual number of cold-weather survival courses. ‘I hope you never find yourself in the desert,’ she once joked. ‘You’ve not done the course!’





As the 1970s progressed, the Tornado began to take shape. With all three nations in harmony, the development site outside Munich grew to a workforce of almost 200 people. Three decades on from the Second World War, there had been a few stony silences in the office shared by a veteran German Luftwaffe colonel and a similarly aged RAF squadron leader.13 Into this somewhat frosty atmosphere was thrown the snippet of information that both had been fighter pilots, one in Messerschmitts, the other Spitfires. Conversation became a touch more animated when it was discovered that each had fought in the same campaign over northern Europe in the latter stages of the conflict. Logbooks were produced, dates aligned and in no time at all the whirling, twisting and twirling hand gestures favoured by fighter pilots revealed that they had indeed shared the same airspace, though fortunately neither had been on the receiving end of the other’s bullets. As one onlooker dryly observed, they were clearly both lousy shots.


No matter. A lifelong friendship had begun, with the Tornado at its heart. Their business now was to help develop a jet that could fly very low, and very fast. Because it had to. The Soviet defences arrayed against it were numerous and formidable. The most advanced surface-to-air missiles, anti-aircraft guns, radar and fighters. But the Tornado could dip out of sight while travelling at 600mph, 10 miles a minute, armed with the deadliest explosive device mankind had ever invented.


The Tornado project was no longer on the Cold War sidelines. The Russian spymasters in the KGB reportedly viewed it as a very serious threat. One of their top agents in West Germany, Manfred Rotsch, was also head of planning for Messerschmitt-Bölkow-Blohm, the German company building Tornado,14 and was ordered to pass on everything he could get his hands on. The Soviets pretty much got the lot. And it didn’t improve their humour. The West, the KGB discovered, was building a weapon of unsurpassed excellence. The decaying British Empire, the recently defeated Germans and even the haphazardly Communist government of Italy had formed an industrial union. It was all unfathomable to the Soviet mind. But Tornado, the Moscow comrades were told, was a problem. Even the Russian word for it – Smerch – suggested something subversive. The bristling defences of Eastern Europe were said to be vulnerable. And this was very serious. They had to know more.


Manfred Rotsch was put on notice. Find out everything you possibly can about Smerch.





In 1975, a year after the Tornado prototype took to the air, Dave Waddington also flew for the first time. His uncle owned a sharp-looking twin-engine Piper Aztec, and Dave was asked if he wanted to fly. ‘YES!’ was the immediate answer. His excitement grew as he was allowed to sit in the co-pilot’s seat. He strapped himself in, trembling with anticipation. The feisty Lycoming piston engines roared as the Aztec sped down the runway. Dave watched the grass rush past as the wheels bounced beneath him, then the vibrations disappeared and they rose into the sky. After they had climbed to a few thousand feet, his uncle asked Dave if he wanted to take over. The 9-year-old’s reply was unequivocal. Yes please! He reached for the control column, listening intently to the instructions. ‘I was smitten. I wanted to fly. That was my dream.’15 Dave set his heart on becoming a pilot. A fast-jet pilot.


It would be many years before he would get his hands anywhere near the Tornado, which, in the words of British Prime Minister Harold Wilson, was ‘one of the wonder birds of aviation’. But his words were barely out of his mouth when the nascent bomber faced the kind of cross-examination that could cast it into the oblivion suffered by many other promising British projects.


It was 1975, and the first solely British Tornado prototype was about to take wing.16 The gunmetal grey skies of Lancashire had cleared by the time test pilot Paul Millett eased back the control stick and felt P02, the second Tornado to be built, launch itself into the blue with familiar ease. They passed over the green fields and marshland that spread to the sandy banks of the River Ribble below.17 The picturesque cottages of the nearby village of Fylde shrank as they climbed.


Perfect flying weather.


A blaring alarm interrupted Millett’s momentary reverie. Flashing attention-getters and an illuminated caption on the Central Warning Panel suggested a serious fault. Low oil pressure. High temperature. A jet of flame surged out of the right-hand engine.


There was a lengthy silence in the cockpit.


‘Okay, Dave, what do you reckon?’ Millett’s fellow test pilot was in the back seat.


‘Can’t see anything wrong from here,’ came the reply.


Millett waited a few seconds. The temperature continued to build. He throttled the right-hand engine all the way back to idle. The Tornado had more than enough power to fly on one. Easily enough to switch to plan B and ask the tower to check for any visual damage before making a precautionary landing. P02 slowly descended. Then there was another thump, followed by a big bang. Both sets of eyes swivelled left. Flame now blazed out of the remaining engine, which had just ingested a large seagull. More flames danced along the fuselage.


Millett immediately shut down the left engine, and slammed the right from idle straight into reheat to gain maximum power. There was an uncomfortable silence as it failed to respond and the altimeter continued to unwind. The Tornado was sinking fast towards the marshland surrounding Warton. The Ribble was no longer a ribbon. The buildings below them were rapidly increasing in size.


The altimeter passed through 500ft.


The only engine functioning was still refusing to deliver any power.


Millett scanned the gauges. What could he do?


Both pilots knew that their options were limited.


Prepare to eject?


And leave the second Tornado ever built, the British Tornado, to bury itself in the Lancastrian marshland?


Three hundred feet.


At least the altimeter was functioning flawlessly.


Fingers brushed the yellow and black ejection handle between their legs.


P02 was doomed.


Time to bail out.


The aircraft rocked and shuddered. Then the right-hand engine burst back into life and P02 soared skywards.


It had been a very close call.


The incident did much to inflame the inevitable detractors around any new aviation project. But P02, despite a few hair-raising moments which included a partial snapping of the tailfin during spin trials, soon began reaching notable landmarks, including a top speed of 809 knots (930mph).18


By July 1979 the first dual-control RAF Tornados rolled out of Warton, ready for instructing new pilots, though the fanfare was muted. During treacherous weather conditions a few weeks earlier, P08 had plunged into the sea 44 miles off Blackpool during a test flight involving the hazardous ‘loft attack’ profile. It could be dangerous work at the best of times, and was made worse in this instance by the mist and drizzle over the Irish Sea. There were no survivors.


Despite this fatal accident, the first of many, the Tornado was accepted into service three years later. And while it would certainly suffer a number of ongoing technical issues due to its cutting-edge technology, the aircrew and ground crew worked together to ensure that most tasks were completed as planned. The RAF finally had a fighter-bomber that could hit a target accurately night or day, no matter the weather.





Robbie Stewart noticed a bit of a difference going from the nuclear-armed Vulcan to the Tornado GR1. ‘The Tornado had everything you could have dreamed of for the time. Computerised flying systems, navigation and targeting kit. It could fly at night, in terrible weather, at low level, hands-off. It really was superb.’ One of its primary roles was as part of the nation’s nuclear deterrent. For Robbie, as a navigator checking his target maps to be used if the Cold War ever turned hot, the idea was deeply unpleasant. ‘You checked to see where the target was; what built-up areas it was near. That was quite a curious feeling, knowing if you ever launched, you’d be destroying a huge area. And that the world would be changing beyond recognition.’ If the target was more distant, such as in western Poland, the aircraft might carry a single WE177 nuclear bomb under the left shoulder pylon and an extra, third fuel tank on the right.19 At shorter range, the Tornado could carry two WE177s, bringing the explosive power of many Hiroshimas.


Along with its TFR, only used at night or in bad weather, the GR1’s other key attribute was the crew’s skill – flying manually and visually, fast and, at 100ft, far below enemy radar or, in a combat situation, even lower. No autopilot had this function so they had to become highly drilled at skimming above rugged terrain trusting their expertise to the maximum.


Fast-jet flying at 100ft and at high speed anywhere near built-up areas was forbidden across most of the UK and all of Germany, so there was no better place to practise this crucial skill than the wilds of Canada, with its deep canyons and jagged peaks. It was a real challenge and the cost in aircraft and aircrew lost bore testimony to the dangers. But those dangers had to be faced and overcome if the pilots were to fly the Tornado through the layers of Soviet air defence, beneath the searching radars, to ensure no missiles or anti-aircraft artillery (triple-A) could be guided onto them. The practice presented a real and deadly challenge, and the crews loved it.





John Peters had also had a childhood love of flying, and was now a pilot who delighted in nothing more than to be behind the controls of his Tornado. Especially when the RAF was really putting the jet through its paces, practising ultra-low-level flying, or ‘operational low flying’ (OLF), across the lakes and canyons of Goose Bay in north-east Canada. Usually, the only low-flying aircraft found there were the Beaver seaplanes that took sports anglers for a fortnight’s holiday with some outstanding fishing in remote log cabins surrounded by millions of acres of forest, and the occasional bear. With not many souls about, it was also a fine place for some of the most breathtaking and challenging aviation.


Unrestricted by the low-level flying limits of Europe, the Tornados could tear along at ultra-low level and around 700mph in very testing conditions. A key piece of advice was not to go ‘too low’. Since a lake’s surface mirrored the sky, more than one pilot had become disoriented and dived straight in.20 For pilots blessed with great vision, Goose Bay provided the clearest atmosphere they’d set eyes on. No pollution or heat haze, just 50 miles of crystalline visibility, unheard of in the Old World.


But for pilots new to Canada like John Peters, when flying over the rock, lichen and smaller and smaller trees of the northern tundra, it could be lethal. ‘As the trees begin to imperceptibly decrease in height, there is a real danger of believing that you are flying too high, so you adjust the position of the aircraft lower in the sky to restore that familiar picture. If you are not careful you can find yourself being drawn closer and closer to the ground as the trees, which are normally around 50 feet high, shrink to as little as 10. It is a well-known optical illusion of low flying and everyone is made aware of the potentially fatal dangers.’21


The Tornado crews enjoyed some of the most exhilarating flying they ever encountered. John Peters soon discovered that one particular 15-mile-long canyon rapidly narrowed as they sped between the sheer cliff walls. It had been named ‘Star Wars Valley’ after Luke Skywalker’s unforgettable route to the heart of the Death Star. For John, it was the ultimate challenge. ‘You have to roll the Tornado onto its side and pull hard, sweeping the wings forward to increase manoeuvrability and squeeze the aircraft around the sheer walls of rock. Finally, you have to say: “No, no further,” yank the stick back and pull out. It’s sheer seat-of-the-pants flying.’22


The concentration needed was so demanding that pilots could barely look anywhere else but straight ahead and the navigator had to do the rest.23 It took a lot of practice to have the confidence to push the aircraft down to 100ft, the height of two rugby posts. But if it came to war, to survive the Soviets’ highly capable air defences in daylight, they were going to have to fly even lower.


It was exciting and exhausting work, which increased in intensity when done on the autopilot coupled to the TFR, which for those in the front seat provided the strange sensation of being on an out-of-control rollercoaster. TFR meant that night-time or low clouds no longer limited RAF attack aircraft. Britain now had the capability to attack at any time of day on any day of the year.24


‘With the computer autopilot flying the jet, I would sit with my left hand resting on the throttle and my right lying uselessly in my lap, twitching towards the stick every time I saw a rock looming up from the ground below.’


Peters glanced intently at the tiny display screen of the TFR’s ‘E-scope’ which showed an image of the ground in front as the radar in the Tornado’s nose swept the terrain of the flight path ahead. ‘As the jet soars over a ridge, prompted by the TFR, then plunges down into an unseen valley, our anti-collision lights reflect back from a solid wall of thick, grey cloud. The navigator hunches in the back with only my running commentary to brace himself for the next lurch as the jet twists, soars and swoops, following the terrain as if glued to it.’25 The jet could continue on TFR for as long as it liked until the pilot moved the paddle bar on the stick that cuts out autopilot to get back onto manual control.


If the Tornado could fly through thick fog, over mountains and at night, it needed to have something special to deliver – other than a nuclear bomb – if it was truly going to make an impact. The new aircraft had been designed to be ‘multi-role’, from nuclear and conventional bombing to reconnaissance and even, in the guise of the F3 variant, interception.





In the first few hours of any Cold War conflict, the Tornado’s role would be to prevent the enemy from using their airfields, and the unique JP233 ‘runway denial munition’ was specifically designed to meet its profile for fast, below-the-radar attack. Developed during the 1970s, the JP233 was designed to render the Soviet runways built in East Germany or Poland unusable for critical operations with a barrage of cratering weapons and anti-personnel devices.26


Each JP233 contained thirty runway-cratering munitions weighing 57lb, designed to penetrate the surface of a runway before then exploding and causing massive ‘heave distortion’ to the surface area. The blast would force the tarmac upwards in a great spew of broken rubble. To discourage anyone seeking to make repairs, a further 215 anti-personnel bomblets followed on small parachutes, designed to pop up on three legs and arm themselves, detonating if disturbed. A final kicker was that a number of the munitions would continue to detonate randomly for some hours after lying dormant. It was a vicious weapon.


A Tornado could carry two of the 2.5-tonne JP233s, so a single raid by eight jets brought the potent mix of 480 cratering bombs and 3,440 anti-personnel bomblets. It was a brutal and effective method of airfield operating surface denial, with one ‘slight’ drawback. The scientists who developed it required the Tornado to fly straight and level down the runway, at around 200ft and 520mph, which, the aircrews observed stoically, greatly increased the possibility of being shot down.


And the Tornado demonstrated its versatility with other crucial tasks. The GR1A reconnaissance version could sneak behind enemy lines and record images of troop movements, defensive positions or bomb damage. It utilised a revolutionary infra-red video system which allowed image collection by both day and night. It was able to see the heat signature of aircraft on a runway or the heat trace of recently departed jets. This also meant that it was much harder for troops to conceal weapons that required engines, such as giant rocket launchers.27


Then there was the adapted Tornado F3, the air defence variant designed to track, intercept and, if necessary, shoot down hostile intruders. If lacking in the manoeuvrability of other, purpose-built fighters, it could still occupy a significant role as an interceptor.





Dave Waddington’s passion had remained undiminished throughout his school years. He joined the RAF straight after his A-levels and by 1988 had fulfilled his dream of flying fast jets. He knew that they were Cold War warriors but felt any major conflict unlikely. ‘The idea of global thermo-nuclear war didn’t really enter your mind. We were certainly a deterrent, but the feeling was that if the Cold War ever turned hot, it would be so catastrophic as to be unimaginable.’ Anyway, there was too much fun to be had flying, alongside a packed social life, to think about Armageddon. ‘The Tornado was cutting-edge technology, I was just twenty-two and flying the RAF’s most modern, capable fast-jet aircraft. Being on a frontline squadron was simply amazing – the ethos, the camaraderie, the training, the lifestyle was everything I’d hoped it would be. I was living the dream.’ Part of that dream was finding himself on the front line, even with only the most distant prospect of conflict.


Nuclear war moved several steps further away one Thursday in November 1989 when the collapse of the Berlin Wall heralded the beginning of the end of the Soviet empire. There was a question mark over whether the RAF would ever be needed for combat now that its chief adversary was gone. What was the point now of the Tornado, primed to break through enemy defences that no longer existed? No one knew what the future held, except the near certainty that the ‘peace dividend’ would mean the military establishment faced huge cutbacks.





Seven years earlier, in 1982, Dave Bellamy had joined up after reading about the RAF’s new generation of fast jets. At the age of eighteen, he went straight onto the Tornado as a navigator. ‘I loved the aircraft and really enjoyed flying it, even if the prospect of any real conflict was remote.’


With the Cold War over, Bellamy could read the tea leaves. A devastating blow to the Tornado force was announced to Parliament just a week before Iraq invaded Kuwait in summer 1990.28 The RAF was to reduce from 90,000 personnel to 75,000, with the closure of four bases in Germany and the loss of six squadrons. For Dave, ‘it was a depressing possibility, so I had decided to leave the RAF early and handed in my notice’. Costs for training a navigator ran into the millions, so his contract meant he would still have to serve another two years. And take a pay cut. That was fine by him. He wanted a new challenge.


Under the government’s ‘Options for Change’ proposals, the British Armed Forces were to be cut by almost a fifth. Gordon Buckley, one of the RAF’s top five Tornado pilots in terms of hours flown, was among those who faced an uncertain future. He was based at RAF Laarbruch in northern Germany and his Squadron was in line for the chop. ‘When the Iron Curtain slowly crumbled away I really wondered what our role in the RAF might be. I certainly didn’t imagine we might soon be fighting a major war.’


Despite the looming cuts to RAF strength, and perhaps because of them, families like Robbie Stewart’s felt that by the summer 1990 they deserved a really good holiday. Scott was now sixteen, and their aircraft-mad daughter Kirsty was about to reach her teenage years. The Bavarian foothills of Germany’s highest mountain, the Zugspitze, and its forest of conifers offered the adventure-loving Stewarts the ideal location.


The Stewarts packed the car and drove from Lincoln, across Europe then down into southern Germany to camp at Garmisch. The host town of the 1936 Winter Olympics sat in a breathtaking bowl of snow-capped mountains. It was early August, the sky was deep blue and the air fresh. They took the train to the high station. Robbie was in good spirits as they clambered out of their compartment and prepared to embark on the hike to the Zugspitze’s 10,000ft peak.


Then something caught his eye at the station gift shop.


In large black letters, an English newspaper headline declared:


‘SADDAM INVADES KUWAIT’
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