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Introduction

Why write a book on aviation? Does the world need another book on flying? Probably not, and yet it is for one reason and one reason only I have decided to attempt to put into print a journey that I have been on for my entire life; not just during my working life, but since I was a child.

I have always had a strong interest in history and have always believed that as any good school teacher, politician or military commander would advocate, we learn from it. The following is based on what, in reality, has been formed from my own personal memoirs; but it also captures a time and places that in many instances no longer exists. History is, after all, what takes place today when we look back upon it tomorrow.

The reason for wanting to write this book was to provide a ‘record’; to attempt, as accurately as possible, to provide a view from within the aviation industry during a period of monumental change. It spans six decades, stretching from propeller-driven transport aircraft to composite, fly-by-wire and wide-body double-decker aircraft, plucked from the pages of science fiction.

There is an old adage that if you have five pilots in a room, you are guaranteed to get at least ten opinions! To be fair, the same can be said of engineers and cabin crew . . . Therefore, I will endeavour to record events as I experienced them at the time, and allow you, the reader, to make observations and conclusions from this journey yourself.

Over the years, I have probably worked with and flown with hundreds if not thousands of pilots, and one of the biggest drivers for me wanting to write this book was not because it is about me, but because it is about them. It will also allow those who have absolutely no idea what it is like to spend a lifetime in aviation to get a sense of what it looks, feels and smells like to be embraced by such a career. It is a way of life that wraps itself around you and enters every pore as you fall within its envelope.

The aviation industry, as well as being dynamic and diverse, is a way of life, and its similarities to maritime exploits of centuries past and present cannot be ignored. It brings with it travel, exploration, emotion and, ultimately, both joy and anguish.

I will admit I have struggled with writing this book, and several times wrestled with myself as to whether I should. There is something innate in all of us to protect ourselves from harm and criticism, and I have exposed, not only myself, but the very industry I care passionately about; I have, in effect, handed it over to be “picked over” by you, the reader.

Whilst various manifestations and draft manuscripts have been pored over by family and friends, I found very quickly that it is impossible to please everyone, and whilst some wanted more technical detail, some wanted less, and where some needed more aviation history, what was covered left others cold!

The realisation, then, at the end of the process, was that all I am capable of doing is sharing the times, the people and the aircraft that I had contact with. It is therefore a ‘snapshot’ provided by a single individual, and not a broad overview of an entire period in aviation history. It is personal and I hope that, if nothing else, this comes through as you turn the pages.

So, take a deep breath . . . as we embark together.


Chapter 1

Snow Blind

The lights of New York City bounce off the high cloud cover and ricochet along the Hudson River to my left as we descend towards the Sparta VOR (VHF Omni-Directional Range) beacon directly in front of us.

It is late in the evening in New York on a cold and frigid night in March. New York state is still gripped by winter’s grasp, having had significant snowfall earlier in the day. Ahead I can see more lights, bright and fluorescent, snaking up a ski slope. To the right of me and behind the wing stretches the Eerie Canal from Albany behind us in Upper New York state, and out to the west to Buffalo.

The clock by my right knee tells the truth: it is approaching 4 o’clock in the morning back in England and my body knows only too well it should be asleep.

The Airbus A340-600 is a long aircraft. It is what air traffic control terms a “heavy” and it is to be respected at all times, especially when operating onto contaminated runways that have patches of snow and ice. Our destination of Newark, New Jersey, is not generous in length and resides within a black hole surrounded by city lights.

I’d known before we left Heathrow what had happened earlier that day. That afternoon, after a brief nap at home in England, I had seen the news on television that an aircraft had slid off the runway at La Guardia into the perimeter fence. It was an MD-80 derivative, and pictures were being shown of it severely damaged at what appeared to be approximately 90 degrees to the original direction of landing, its nose section hanging over Flushing Bay. The news footage also showed extensive snow and ice on the ground.

The snow storm had moved on, however, and Newark had had all day to clear the runways and taxiways – although I always erred on the side of caution when it came to runway condition reports given by ATIS (airport operations broadcasts).

I tried, whenever I could, to give the first officer the choice of the handling sector on a trip; but on this occasion, knowing that an aircraft had already slid off a runway in New York that day, and the fact that the performance margins for the approach and landing into Newark that night were reduced, I elect to fly the sector. This was in no way questioning his ability, but simply acknowledging my own accountability as the captain.

I feel comfortable, warm and secure as we descend, crossing waypoints at the exact altitude, as instructed by New York air traffic control. The descent profile into Newark brings us in from the north, stepping us down in between approach and departure corridors for the myriad of other airports in the area.

We expect one of the parallel south-westerly runways and, consequently, are pulled off our heading as we approach Sparta to turn in a series of adjustments to the left onto an easterly heading, before finally being pointed in the direction of Teterboro, the whole time adjusting our speed and configuration.

We receive confirmation that the cabin is secure as we pass 5,000 feet, with the aircraft stable at 220 knots indicated airspeed. Manhattan grows in stature to my left, silhouetted against the Hudson River, the reflections stretching out towards us cut by lumps of floating ice.

We descend further and are cleared directly towards Teterboro. (The VOR beacon at Teterboro sits on the airport it serves.) Looking at the TCAS – the traffic collision avoidance system – on my navigation display, I can see other aircraft being fed into Newark. There is no sign of aircraft arriving or departing Teterboro airport.

The sense of speed can be measured now against the snow-covered landscape with black scars of buildings. Visibility is good, even though it is dark, as there is so much light from the towns and cities bouncing off the snow and ice. I can make out Newark Airport to my right, another black void in an ocean of light.

Cleared to turn right and intercept the localiser, we capture it straightaway and turn towards the runway at Newark. The glide slope captures and, with the landing gear rumbling down into its locked position, I call for the final stages of flap and disengage the autopilot. Final checks are called out and acknowledged as I settle into the rhythm of the aircraft.

I can feel the flexing of the wings as the small inputs I make are converted to control deflections using both inboard and outboard ailerons. The engines are spooled up to capture the final approach speed, and the slight drift is perceptible from the runway compared to the direction of our nose slicing through the freezing night air.

I start to narrow my senses into one thing and one thing only: the aeroplane. I know that I need to be at the exact speed on touchdown, with the right amount of rudder and aileron to remove our drift, and sufficient flare input to the elevators in order to arrest our descent without floating one foot above the runway in ground effect for the entire length of the runway. Brakes only work when the tyres are in contact with the runway.

The runway ahead has patches of snow and ice, which will resist braking effect and require full reverse thrust and anti-skid technology on each brake unit in order to slow us down sufficiently to safely exit onto a taxiway.

The last 100 feet, I find, tends to slow down, and time is distorted as everything is brought into sharp focus.

All looks normal, apart from the runway. For some bizarre reason the port authority who manage Newark Airport have de-iced the runway in lines . . . and the runway has black furrows scarring it.

We touch down, and immediately I crack the four thrust reversers into their gates and feel the spoilers killing lift from the wings and the medium autobrake pulsating as deceleration commences. I pull full reverse and we slow rapidly. I then back off from full reverse to avoid ingesting snow and ice, confident we are stopping in exactly the expected distance and, in turn, are able to take the expected taxiway exit.

Turning onto the snow-covered taxiway, we change to ground frequency on the radios and start our after landing procedures as soon as we have confirmed our taxi route; and as we trundle slowly along the parallel taxiway towards the terminal, I notice they have de-iced the surface in the same unusual way, with thinner black lines visible through the snow and ice.

Carefully turning onto the apron I follow the guidance and marshaller’s signals, finally setting the brakes to Park. I look up and see the same thin black lines etched onto the jet bridge and terminal building.

Unbeknown to me at the time, I have a retinal tear in my left eye, rendering me snow blind.


Chapter 2

DNA

Where do we start?

Nothing is random, or is it? Nature or nurture? Perhaps my DNA, passed through my forefathers, had already mapped out my life.

My grandfather on my father’s side, Ken Ford, had always been at sea, and returned after World War II to the cruise liners out of Southampton, serving as a steward on the Queen Mary. His survival of the war was put down to simply not being at sea during the conflict, coupled with not being hit by any of the bombs that fell on Southampton!

My great-grandfather on my father’s side, Andrew Ford, had an even more colourful maritime history. He had been in the 7th Dragoon Guards at the turn of the century, and had a habit of going AWOL (absent without leave) and absconding. This, in turn, would usually result in him being caught and suitably punished. He finally absconded from the Dragoons on the 4th March 1905 from Canterbury, and was listed as a “deserter”.

What does he do? He joins the Navy!

In those days, by the time the records caught up with you, you were well away, and the reality was the army and Navy did not really care if they pinched each other’s personnel. The trick was not to get caught.

Records show he was a leading stoker on HMS Cochrane based out of Sheerness, Kent, in 1907, and the records held in Kew, the public records office, show that in 1911 he was a mechanician in the Royal Navy.

In 1914, however, he left the Royal Navy and joined the Port of London Authority (PLA). He is listed as a fireman (stoker) on the Hopper. Everything was going very well for him, apart from the fact that war broke out and he knew he would be enlisted. So in order to keep one step ahead, he went to Portsmouth to rejoin the Royal Navy, which would have worked, except by then the Navy and army were talking to each other, the records had caught up, and he was promptly arrested as a deserter!

He ended up in Winchester prison and was given two options. Option A – spend a long time in prison. Option B – rejoin the army! So he joined the 1st Battalion Rifle Brigade, and Sergeant S/7535 Andrew William Ford spent the entire war in the trenches in and around Ypres and somehow, against all the odds, survived.

He was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal (DCM) which was announced in the London Gazette. The regimental history shows that the action took place on 3rd May 1915, about five miles northeast of Ypres.

The citation reads:


‘Ford, Serjt. A.W. S/7535 (1st Bn). D.C.M. 14.1.16. For conspicuous gallantry. When everyone in his trench on a front of some hundred yards had been killed or wounded, except himself and an officer and two other men, and the enemy were within two hundred yards in force, Serjt. Ford and his companions by moving up and down the trench and firing rapidly bluffed the enemy into believing that the trench was strongly occupied, and they held it until retirement that night. By their bravery and intrepidity they saved a break in the line which would have prevented the safety of the subsequent withdrawal. Croix de Guerre (France) 1.5.17.’ (London Gazette, 14th January 1916)



The reference to the Croix de Guerre is believed to be reference to a different engagement, where he is reputed to have saved a young French boy.

My father went to sea at the age of seventeen with the Merchant Navy. He soon concluded that this was not the future he wanted, however, and in 1955 he left the service. Knowing he would be called up for National Service, he realised that if he signed up for five years he could learn a trade and a qualification as an engine fitter. He promptly joined the Royal Air Force as a tech cert and spent the following five years in effect serving an apprenticeship. He spent time in Aden, and completed his last two years of service at RAF Swinderby, No. 8 Flying Training School, working on Goblin engines for the de Havilland Vampire.

When he left the RAF, he worked on mechanical plant equipment, before joining Farm Aviation in 1962 at Eastleigh Airport in Southampton, working on light aircraft – Piper Cubs and Austers mainly.

My father very quickly grasped the importance of qualifications and, in particular, licences after leaving the RAF, and having gained his original civil engineers’ licences, he joined Management Aviation1 in 1964 in Cambridgeshire. Management Aviation was based at Bourne Airfield, and we lived about a mile and a half around the corner at Caldecote.

His aviation career was about to take off, literally, and it was this environment I had been born into in 1960.

I clearly remember the rural location and open farmland that surrounded our cottage, the long warm summers and, of course, the freezing winters. And I distinctly remember sitting in the cab of a Land Rover that was in our driveway. On a trailer behind it was a mobile helipad, and strapped securely to it was a Bell 47. Even then, though I knew nothing about aviation, I knew that whatever it was and whatever it did, it was cool! I was about five!

I asked my father what the story was behind that memory recently, and he recalled:

“What we used to do, in fact, was use a Land Rover and a flatbed trailer, which the pilots would literally fly onto the back of. Once it was on the trailer, we would take the rotor blades off and shove them underneath the helicopter and strap it all down. Then it would be a case of taking it all up to, for example, Downham Market in Norfolk. When the fields were soaked with rain they could not get the tractors onto the fields to spray the potato crops, so the helicopters took on the job. We would stay up there, often for a fortnight at a time.”

My brother and I used to go to the village Sunday school, and on one occasion the vicar called in to check on us, at home, and asked our mother some ‘innocent’ questions, clearly concerned about our welfare. It transpired that when all of the children had been asked what they were having for Sunday dinner, everyone had reeled off descriptions of fine roasts and succulent meats . . . but my brother and I had said, “Bread and jam, as dad’s gone off again!” The vicar, worried that we had been abandoned by my father, was relieved to hear from my mother that the reality was we had our roasts when our father was back from a trip, regardless of what day of the week it was!

My father continued to gain knowledge and experience, seizing the opportunity to obtain a ground engineer’s licence for helicopters, and after a year working for Management Aviation, he joined the original Caledonian Airways that had been formed by a canny Scot, Adam Thompson. He joined to become a flight engineer on the piston engine DC-7C, a four-engine transport aeroplane built by the Douglas Aircraft Company.

I was intrigued as to what made him switch from being a ground engineer to a flight engineer at a time when, in rural Cambridgeshire, such a move would have been difficult. He told me:

“It was suggested to me by some of the pilots at Bourne. Because I was interested in certain technical problems with both fixed wing and helicopters, I would talk them into letting me go with them on air tests and observe. I was interested in the liaison between the engineering and flight side. I was conscious of the fact that you could get a defect that would manifest itself in flight, but did not manifest itself on the ground. So I thought, well hang on, if I can go fly with them, I’ve worked on it after all, and I can then help troubleshoot it. This was because it was always encouraged in the RAF that if you had worked on an aircraft, which I often did in Aden, they would encourage you to fly on the aeroplane. They would say ‘you worked on it, you come and fly on it.’ That was a good philosophy, and I never lost that approach.

“It was some of the guys, the pilots at Management Aviation, who said, ‘You like to get up and do these flights, don’t you?’ I told them I never had an aspiration to become a pilot, it never came into it. So they said, ‘Well, why don’t you become a flight engineer?’ Well in those days I thought, I don’t know as that is a job with any future in it, as they might be getting rid of flight engineers. I ended up with a twenty-five-year career flying as a flight engineer!”

He then told me that the ‘bible’ in relation to finding work in those days was Flight magazine, so he used to get that and wrote away to four different companies: BUA, Trans Meridian, Eagle Aviation and Caledonian Airways. BUA ended up being taken over by Caledonian Airways (or merged as the ex-BUA employees would argue!), and Trans Meridian and Eagle both folded. The only one to come back and offer him an interview was Caledonian Airways2. So he went for an interview at Gatwick, and managed to get a job at the end of 1965. And that is how he got into flying, as a flight engineer. He continued:

“When I joined Caledonian I did not have a basic operator’s licence for a flight engineer so I had to do the lot, a DC-7C course and an ‘O’ licence. What they did was they leased the aircraft from Sabena, the national airline of Belgium, so it was interesting getting a Belgian engineer talking to us and taking us through the intricacies of the DC-7C, and after three weeks take an exam!

“I was on the DC-7C for nearly a year, and then I was transferred to the Bristol Britannia, the ‘Whispering Giant’. I was on the Brit for about two years, and then we got the Boeing 707-320. It was whilst on the 707 I became what in those days they called a ‘check engineer’ – though I preferred to call it ‘training engineer’. I did not believe in the philosophy you were solely ‘checking’. Some guys were ‘check trappers’, and my opinion was I was there as an instructor, even though I was examining their ability to ensure they were doing what they were supposed to do as a flight engineer. It worked out alright.”

In 1966, my parents made Emsworth our home, as it was easier to get to Gatwick than from Cambridgeshire, and I ended up going to school in Portsmouth, catching the train daily to Fratton Station and then walking to Southsea.

I learnt the art of ‘fight or flight’ walking to and from school, as Portsmouth, for those of you who don’t know it, does have an edge to it. Wearing shorts, a school uniform and a cap did open you up to what was technically called, ‘a good beating’.

I began to read the streets, and knew when to cross or change route. Sometimes, however, you could not escape violence, and I found hitting out first would sometimes give you that split second to run like hell while your opponent picked himself up! Not something I am sure society or the police would endorse, but those of you who have grown up in big cities or naval ports will know exactly what I am talking about. It’s simply survival. Being able to read the streets certainly kept me safe over the years, especially down route.

The naval impact on the City of Portsmouth was still huge, even in the early 1970s. My grandfather, when he came back from Burma, set up a building company in North End, Portsmouth, and I believe at one time he had over fifty men working for him, rebuilding a smashed city. W. S. Powell Limited was plastered all over the Portsmouth Corporation double-decker busses, which I would sometimes jump on to avoid ‘a good beating’.

From our school in Southsea we would be marched across to the swimming pool near the Guildhall, and the area in between had numerous high-rise tower blocks. This was always an interesting journey, as on occasion the skinheads, who had not been able to decapitate you with a steering wheel lock (I was actually attacked with a steering wheel lock once, but he missed, and I could run faster), had developed what, for them, was a highly entertaining sport: dropping empty milk bottles from the higher levels of the tower blocks.

In order to avoid getting hit, we would string out, so as not to form a concentrated target area. The other saving grace for us was that skinheads did not have Norden bomb aiming equipment, and also were probably not very consistent in attending maths classes. As a result, they failed to understand the importance of timing with deflection shots. On occasion, however, if we heard the tell-tale sound of a bottle ‘whistling’ down, accelerating towards terminal velocity, we would simply run!

I remember the city pubs being boarded up, and all of the windows having plyboard attached, both inside and outside of the windows. There was a Royal fleet review scheduled and, as well as the commonwealth fleets all being anchored off of Spit Head, the US Navy were attending, and at any one time it was estimated a thousand US sailors would be ashore. It was bizarre seeing US Navy MPs cruising the city in jeeps that they had offloaded from the ships.

The police were at Fratton, Portsmouth and Southsea, and Portsmouth Harbour train stations turning the prostitutes around and making them get back on the trains to London. They, however, were getting off at Havant, and getting taxis back into the city. I guess the city council could at least claim to have done their bit in attempting to ‘clean things up’.

It should be clarified, however, that like all large cities all over Europe at the time, the vast majority of its inhabitants were decent people who worked hard at rebuilding their lives and communities post-war. I have a soft spot for Portsmouth and its people. It is what it is, and both it and your family roots become part of your DNA.


Chapter 3

The Original Unmins

1960-1978

Aviation is full of terminology, and ‘unmins’ is the abbreviated term for ‘unaccompanied minors’.

My brother and I, in the 1960s, were without doubt the original unmins, as we would often be shepherded onboard aircraft and placed in the care of cabin crew, before being transferred at the other end to often another aircraft and another flight. Or, as happened in New York on one occasion, being looked after by the ground engineer’s family in an apartment on Long Island. We stayed overnight, before being placed on a Pan Am Clipper jet service to Nassau in the Bahamas the next day.

Growing up, the memories I have are of travelling, constantly travelling.

Emsworth in Hampshire had now become home. This was because a year after joining Caledonian Airways, whilst driving back to Cambridgeshire after a trip, my father scared himself nodding off and nearly ended up embedded in an embankment! Anyhow, Caledonian Airways was a charter airline, and it was not until the taking over/merger with BUA, which was mainly a scheduled airline, that a semblance of stability (read ‘home’ stability) came into the picture whilst I was growing up.

Charter airlines were no different from Merchant Navy steam trampers, really, picking up cargo and passengers where they could. Caledonian Airways would pick up troop contracts or charters to Canada, for example, and agents would feed the airline work, depending on where the aircraft were at that moment in time. The work was, as a result, extremely varied.

Rhodesia made a Unilateral Declaration of Independence (UDI) (modern-day Zimbabwe), and this resulted in my brother and I ending up in East Africa, Dares Salaam, as our father was there as part of the ‘oil lift’ with the Britannia aircraft.

My father recalls:

“The British government had chartered us and we were based in Dares Salaam, flying into Lusaka and Endola. All the seats had been stripped out and we carried forty-five-gallon drums of either aviation fuel or diesel. We would land and be handled by the RAF. The government paid all of us crew £10 a trip – danger money! – and then when we got back to England they taxed us on it, which is typical!

“The company said we could bring our family down if we wanted, and I got a message to your mother. I ended up at Southend, with an aircraft on maintenance, and you all joined me to fly back to Dares Salaam with an empty aircraft.”

I remember the journey vividly, as my brother and I played football in an empty, stripped out Britannia crossing North Africa after having refuelled in Benghazi, Libya.

The two memories that stand out are, firstly, when my brother climbed to the top diving board at the hotel swimming pool and, being cheered on by an audience, dived in. The problem being, however, he could neither dive nor swim, and as he ricocheted back to the surface surrounded by bubbles, my father had to intercept him by diving in from the side. The second memory is of my mother being aghast when the currant loaves being carried on the heads of women in the market took off . . . currants having been thousands of flies!

Flying in the 1960s was still a dangerous occupation, and prior to my father joining Caledonian Airways, two DC-7s had been lost.

On 4th March1962, DC-7C G-ARUD was lost when it crashed on takeoff, with the loss of all 111 passengers and crew. The aircraft had crashed and caught fire in the jungle at the end of the runway, initially clipping a tree on the left bank before breaking up, with the majority of the wreckage on the left side of the creek (a tributary of the River Wouri).

The Flight Safety Foundation report I recently found on the internet states:

‘The heavily-laden DC-7 was making a night takeoff from Douala runway 12 in conditions of high ambient temperature and humidity. After a long takeoff from the 9350 feet long runway, it gained little height. Some 2300yds from the runway end, 500yds left of the extended centreline, the left wing struck trees 72 feet above aerodrome elevation. The DC-7, named “Star of Robbie Burns”, crashed into a tidal swamp and exploded on impact. The flight, a special charter flight on behalf of Trans Africa Air Coach of London, had departed Luxembourg (LUX) on March 1, 1962, arriving in Lourenço Marques (now Maputo), Mozambique on March 2. The flight left again on March 4, bound for Douala (DLA), Cameroon, Lisbon (LIS), Portugal and Luxembourg.

PROBABLE CAUSE: In spite of the very numerous expert examinations and all the tests on the ground and in flight, which the Commission of Inquiry has carried out or caused to be carried out, the state of the wreckage and its position in an inundated forest area have prevented the Commission from determining with absolute certainty the cause of the accident to DC-7C G-ARUD. The commission considers, however, that there is evidence to show that an elevator spring-tab mechanism may have jammed before impact. This jamming would have resulted in abnormal elevator control forces during the takeoff. Flight tests have shown this to be consistent with a prolonged takeoff run and a risk of losing height during flap retraction. Furthermore, the following features, all adverse, may have aggravated the circumstances in which the accident occurred: - the implementation of a procedure for gaining speed which was conducive to the aircraft being flown at a low altitude - the fact that a positive rate of climb was not maintained at the time of flap retraction which, in the SABENA procedure applied by Caledonian Airways, is not subject to any altitude limitation other than that of obstacle clearance - the presence in the co-pilot’s seat of a check pilot whose attention may have been attracted more by the actions of the first pilot than by the indications on his own instrument panel. The Commission had been unable to eliminate an instrument failure as a possible
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