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‘Interesting to read a different viewpoint of that tragic Fastnet Race. Grayson’s recollection is moving: it reads like a roll-call of terror.’

Sailing Today

‘A grippingly clear insight into sea rescues. Fascinating.’

Yachting Monthly

‘You will be disappointed to finish.’

Australian Flying

‘There can be no more gripping an account of the highs and lows of life as a helicapter rescue pilot.’

Pilot Magazine

‘Thoroughly recommended.’

Fleet Air Arm Officer’s Association
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CIVILIAN ONCE MORE

‘So what do you do for a living?’

Around forty-five years ago I set out on a journey that would lead to me being able to answer with, ‘I’m a film pilot.’ The reaction so often became ‘What does one of those do?’ that I soon modified my answer to ‘I fly helicopters on movies.’ It serves as a good précis and usually leads to an enthusiastic conversation about the high-profile movies I’ve worked on.

However, over the years since leaving the Fleet Air Arm I slowly realised that the day-to-day job I was doing was so far outside most people’s experience that it shocked them. I was once at the engagement party of an old friend who was working in the City of London, and when a fellow guest enquired which bank I worked at I had to tell him that I wasn’t with a bank, I flew helicopters on movies. He didn’t come back with any response at all; he just looked quizzically at me and then turned on his heel and went to introduce himself to somebody else. I guess I’d taken him too far outside his points of reference and he didn’t want to deal with this strange creature who’d wandered into his comfort zone.

I never found a neat answer to the question, ‘How do you become a film pilot?’ Just like anybody who finds themselves in a job they love doing, there has been a bit of luck, a great deal of work and some hard knocks along the way. Most of all there has been a singularity of purpose, which meant that I was unlikely ever to be anything else.

Very few students can have experienced the sort of transformation I went through after a visit to the school assembly hall by a good-looking guy in overalls. He’d left the school himself only a few years earlier and was now returning, in what turned out to be flying overalls, as the holder of the Daily Mail prize for their Transatlantic Air Race of 1969. It had been a race that captured the imagination of the nation and made front-page news long before the internet was even thought of. In fact, we had only just installed a black and white television to watch Neil and Buzz walk on the Moon that same year. The swinging sixties had brought Mick Jagger and Marianne Faithful to the steps of our local court house in Chichester, a quiet cathedral town on the south coast of Britain, but I had been too young to understand that the world was rapidly changing.

The Transatlantic Air Race was all about getting a person from the top of the Empire State Building in New York to the top of London’s Post Office Tower in the shortest time possible. On the day, Lieutenant Commander Brian Davies AFC RN delivered his observer (the Navy’s term for a navigator) Peter Goddard in a time that trounced the RAF by exactly one hour. So it was that Brian made his triumphant way back to Chichester High School for Boys to tell us the story of his race. And so it was that I found myself sitting in the school hall that day asking myself, in incredulity, ‘That’s a job?!’

The concept of being paid to fly a machine captured my attention instantaneously. I now had a reason to concentrate in the classes on Maths, Physics and Geography. I was motivated with a capital ‘M’. I was too tall and gangly to ever have a shot at the cutest girls so distractions were minimal as I focused on becoming an aviator; a task I succeeded at in the month of my seventeenth birthday. Very shortly thereafter I became the youngest pilot to be accepted into the Fleet Air Arm. Along the journey to that moment I had nearly lost my way by assuming I’d be better off as an airline pilot, but the closure of the British Airways school for pilots and a kindly careers master had set me back on track.

The next eight years were rich, rewarding and most of all fun, starting with learning which uniform to wear for each occasion, which people to salute and which to expect a salute from. We went to sea in huge aircraft carriers, chased Soviet submarines in Sea King helicopters and relaxed in the fleshpots of exotic European and American ports with sophisticated young ladies whose parents were only too glad to see their daughters on the arm of a British naval officer.

By the age of twenty-five I was a highly decorated ‘veteran’ on the Wessex helicopter type that had carried Pete Goddard from Brian’s Phantom to the Post Office Tower. It’s a measure of my enjoyment of those eight years, and particularly of my time flying on Search and Rescue duties, that they warranted a book of their own: Rescue Pilot – Cheating The Sea.

It’s often said that a man spends his time in the military feeling like a civilian in uniform and the remainder of his life feeling like a military man in civvies. That’s pretty much how it’s felt for me except that ‘civvies’ for a helicopter pilot generally still involves uniform, usually with the four rings that denote the same qualifications as an airline captain.

In all other aspects the process of becoming a civilian was a strange and alien task. No longer did ‘daily orders’ dictate where I should be and at what time; this was now something I had to work out for myself. It was a transition that many of my contemporaries had avoided in favour of joining either Bristow’s or Bond’s, the two big helicopter companies that fed oil-rig workers out to the North Sea. In those companies, as I heard from time to time, the pilots were still subject to some form of daily orders, with a few differences, such as having a union representative to run to in times of grievance, plus the probability that they would return to sleep in their own beds at the end of their working shift. For the flying part of the job these guys were still working in conditions just as hairy as we’d experienced in the Fleet Air Arm, but with the added responsibility of carrying a full set of passengers who had not signed up to experience daring feats of aviation.

In the sleepy south-west of England my old mate Keith Thompson and I set about establishing a small helicopter charter company under the benign patronage of Roy Flood, a wonderful character who had the reputation of being one of the most successful used-car dealers in the country. You couldn’t run a successful business in an area of such sparse population without having a loyal clientele, and that was the first of many good lessons I learned from Roy over the years. Since Roy’s car dealership was called Castle Motors we named our new aviation enterprise Castle Air.

The aviation came naturally to us after eight years of the finest training the Queen’s purse could provide, but somebody had to pay for each hour of our civilian flying activities and therein lay the challenge. The staple fare for any small start-up helicopter company was pleasure-flying: taking people for what was often their first helicopter experience.

At a good event you could guarantee a queue for most of the day and it was fun to see the delight on each face as they left the earth vertically for the first time in their lives. Even when the greenhouse-like bubble of the cockpit became hot, sweaty and monotonous towards mid-afternoon, I consoled myself with the fact that I was getting to perform a landing every few minutes, whereas contemporaries who had chosen to go to the airlines for employment would only get to do that after about ten hours or more in the seat.

In March 1981 we moved our Bell Longranger helicopter the five short miles from the tiny hangar behind Roy’s palatial hillside home, across the top of our rural home town of Liskeard and down to land next to our sparkling new hangar, which nestled in a steep-sided valley alongside Castle Motors. We’d built the new facility quite literally with our own hands. I had learned to drive a JCB backhoe with some success and to weld large chunks of steel together with reasonable confidence.

The new hangar gave us the opportunity to add a Jetranger to what we could now call our ‘fleet’, plus it gave us a springboard to bigger and better things. High among these was a new contract to provide a weekend shuttle service to the island of Lundy in the Bristol Channel. Not only was that welcome bread-and-butter work, but it also gave me an experience that hugely motivated me towards wanting to do film work from the air.

It was early on a Sunday morning and I was by myself, flying the helicopter to the island. For a sea area that was almost invariably rough it was strange to see flat calm water below and a clear blue sky above. A few miles further out the overnight temperature inversion had created a shallow but dense layer of fog. Through that fog sailed a rusty and unremarkable coaster whose decks were in bright sunshine but whose hull was completely hidden. I marvelled at the ethereal effect created, which could so easily have been from a Pink Floyd or Yes album cover. There was nobody else aboard the helicopter with whom to share the experience and no camera to hand, so it felt like a very personal moment but at the same time an opportunity lost. More than anything I look back on those few minutes as being the catalyst to my constant quest thereafter to find innovative ways of making the ostensibly ugly look beautiful. There wouldn’t always be a helpful layer of fog but there would always be changing light, an interesting perspective or, as a final resort, the ability to use the sun for a stunning silhouette.

The local commercial TV station, Westward Television, was glad to have a helicopter company nearby and began to try us out on a few small jobs. One of the first was filming the start of a transatlantic yacht race. I was entirely at home in the flying environment over the sea and was able to use some of the basic filming techniques I’d learned during my last year in the Navy, when I’d been involved in the fly-on-the-wall BBC series Rescue Flight. It had been a ground-breaking project at the time, first shown in ten-minute segments on the national news magazine programme at six o’clock and later assembled into an hour of documentary on its own. Paul Berriff, the producer, had taken time to educate us on how a shot needed to have a beginning, a middle and an end, so I had already learned to keep 10 per cent of my brain thinking like an editor while the other 90 per cent flew the helicopter. As the years passed this proportion would gradually shift until it almost reversed, but for the moment I was happy enough to achieve the job safely and to return with footage that would make the cameraman – we didn’t use the term ‘camera person’ back then – look good at his job and make it into the local evening news. I could not have imagined then that Paul would give my film-flying career another major boost in the fires of Kuwait a decade later.

In the early 1980s 16mm film was still being used for news gathering and the standard of cameraman was, to put it mildly, poor. They all liked to claim years of experience in helicopter work, but the reality was more often that they’d been at the open door of a helicopter on just a couple of occasions in the previous decade. As I ascended out of Plymouth airport one day with an old and bold BBC man in the small cabin behind me, I received a strange call from air traffic control.

‘Are you aware that you’ve got a tail and it’s getting longer?’

A quick glance over my right shoulder confirmed that the source of the tail was my assigned compatriot, who was muttering to himself about a jam in the film magazine and was merrily rectifying the problem by discarding about 100 feet of 16mm celluloid into my slipstream. My expletives woke him up enough for him to quickly tear off the ruined material and toss it away before it had the chance to wrap itself around my tail rotor, in what might have been an ignominious end to my fledgling career as a film pilot and an otherwise happy life.

From that day forward my default setting was to assume that any camera operator who didn’t specialise in full-time aerial work would probably be overloaded by being airborne and would need constant vigilance. In later years I came to rely on the really good guys as an extra pair of eyes, but for the moment I had to assume that each cameraman had set out that morning specifically to kill us both, and I was often not far off the mark in that assumption.

The quality of footage we were generating in those days would make me blush with embarrassment now. It depended heavily on the ability of the operator to hold a heavy camera on his shoulder in a helicopter that I was keenly manoeuvring over the action beneath us. Most of them settled for a wide and general view (GV) of whatever the event might be as any attempt to zoom in tighter would result in a sequence too wobbly to be of use to the editor. Once I’d seen a few horrible shots make it to air on the local TV news I realised I had to improve the way I communicated with cameramen to give them the best chance of success. If I’d settled into a steady and smooth descent towards a yacht, then I would make certain the operator was aware of it so he could use a little of the zoom capability of the lens to accelerate the rate at which our shot ‘descended’. Conversely I would give him warning of an imminent need to increase power or commence a turn so that he could pull back on the lens to a wide shot and reduce the visual consequence of helicopter movement or vibration.

The opportunity to participate in a day of shooting a local documentary called The Sheep Walk gave me an early taste of how my job would take me to places and events I couldn’t have dreamt up. For some reason a local farmer had decided to recreate the habit of shepherds in days gone by to walk their sheep to better pastures. In his case he had amplified the issue by setting off from the very top of Britain with his flock some months earlier, periodically accompanied by a documentary crew. We were to shoot the last day of this epic adventure as the sheep arrived back at their home farm on Exmoor. I had been assigned one of the cameramen I respected and on the allocated day we worked well together to find the relevant flock and shoot the last hour of their triumphant march south. This was the first time I’d had to think more broadly than a handful of shots that would each look good in isolation on the evening news. I had to think about how the editor might assemble a sequence of shots to tell a story, and I began to realise it was part of my job to make that process as easy as possible for him.

We started on a high and wide GV to show the context of the barren moorland over which the sheep were travelling and then ‘found’ them with both the helicopter and the camera, so that the operator and I would simultaneously arrive at the lowest and closest point of our descent to the shepherd. Animals are always a challenge to shoot from a helicopter because you cannot predict how they will react to the excessive noise of the approaching machine. In this case the woolly walkers had presumably become immune to the noise of human toys after an earlier tramp through the large city of Birmingham and more than one long trek down the boundaries of a motorway, so they behaved impeccably and allowed us to get surprisingly close. I was also verging on the conservative side as I didn’t feel I would win many friends by scattering the flock to the four winds on the very last day of their adventure.

Having ‘established’ the location and the subject, we had given the editor a point at which to cut to a ground shot, and of course with the use of film the expression ‘to cut’ meant the actual use of scissors. We then began to capture other small sequences that might be useful in telling the story visually. For example, we ‘revealed’ the flock by approaching from low behind a small hill and gently rising up to show the sheep in the foreground. It wasn’t an easy shot to capture in the days before forward-looking camera mounts because I had to fly the helicopter sideways in order to allow the side-facing cameraman a clear look at the subject. While a helicopter will certainly fly sideways it doesn’t like to do that at any speed and protests by kicking its tail from side to side if it felt it was being stretched. I therefore had to feel the mood of the helicopter through my bottom, my hands and my feet, I guess much like a horseman, and not push the machine to the edge of its capabilities (or mine). Another factor I began to understand in how I flew was the need to match the speed and energy of a shot with the subject matter; the aerials on a documentary about sheep would look horribly out of place if filmed in the way I might shoot a powerboat race, and vice versa. I thoroughly enjoyed the day and realised, with every step on the steep learning curve, that there was more and more to learn.

Looking back on those first tentative days of filming I can see that I’d already begun to go beyond the realm most pilots occupy; I had started to fly the camera instead of flying the helicopter. However oddly I was making my vehicle behave, it was the elegant progression of the camera that mattered and not the elegant progression of the flying machine.

It was with a wry smile that I set off in 1981 with a photographer to record the first Fastnet yacht race since the disastrous event of 1979, an occasion still known as Britain’s worst maritime disaster. The contrast between the mountainous seas I’d done battle with that year, in my previous incarnation as a rescue pilot, and the beautiful summer’s day that greeted me in my new role as a film pilot, could not have been more extreme. I spent some of that flight quietly reminiscing to myself about the people lost and the people saved in 1979, but for most of my flight time that day I was occupied with developing a lifetime loathing of carrying stills photographers. Cameramen armed with the ability to capture moving imagery appreciate the smooth sweeping movements that a helicopter performs so naturally and effortlessly. Stills cameramen, on the other hand, like to hover in one place, constantly adjust that position and often ask you to move backwards. This uses maximum power, maximum pilot effort, inputs maximum vibration to the airframe and entices you into positions that can be dangerous. No chopper pilot ever enjoys being at maximum power above about 20 feet in a helicopter with only one engine and a tail wind; the whole thing is a recipe for disaster. I’ve studiously avoided carrying stills photographers at every opportunity since.

The really good guys are a delight because they understand the platform they’re shooting from, allow it to dance from one position to another under the guidance of a creative pilot, then press the shutter to capture the images they like as they pass, but most think they’re sitting on a noisy tripod and try to treat it as such. The technique of long hovering periods can also be dangerous for those on the ground or on the water. A hovering helicopter soon builds up a column of rapidly descending air which can knock a standing person or a yacht right over. Racing yachts certainly do not
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