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A Fast-Jet Pilot’s Memoirs
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Introduction

During my life as a pilot in the RAF, and my subsequent business career running a consultancy company, I have often been asked what it was like to fly in fighter/fast-jet aircraft. I have always found it impossible to give a short, succinct answer without either appearing glib or patronising. In a single phrase to describe the pilots and navigators flying fighter or fast-jet aircraft, two movies have given rise to the accolade of ‘Top Gun’.

I refer to the original film, Top Gun, and its sequel, Maverick. These movies were written around the US navy training programme based at that time at Miramar, near San Diego. Red Flag was the title for the separate US air force training programme that was bigger in scope and size. Writing this account of the first RAF participation in this USA war game—Exercise Red Flag, and my ensuing flying career in the Buccaneer, I have, for the most part, remembered the events and also used my scant diaries and my RAF pilot’s logbooks, plus some of my erstwhile colleagues for other references.

I have tried to make this memoire of interest not only to those aviators and aficionados who follow stories of flying, but hopefully to interest those with little or no experience of life in a military organisation, who are prepared to be excited by discovering the risk and reward elements inherent in military fast-jet flying over different countries around the world.

The life of a fighter/fast-jet pilot and navigator in the RAF can be difficult to understand for a civilian; one flies most days putting one’s life at risk, yet trying very hard to minimise the dangers, and yet being cognisant that, statistically in peacetime, every year some fifteen of one’s colleagues are likely to lose their lives. That statistic was true for the 1970s, and in times of conflict, it might increase dramatically.

We all, including our ground crews and other support staffs, were aware of the risks; despite that, the camaraderie and sense of fun prevailed to make life very enjoyable. The technological aspects of the machines and the tactics used with them may be obscure to readers who have not worked in a military flying environment.

So, I have tried to provide a simplified account of some of the science involved, bearing in mind that what was cutting-edge technology in the 1970s has been overtaken by developments in digital processing, computer software, sensors, aircraft design and manufacturing techniques.

I go on to include the events covering the five subsequent Red Flag exercises in which I took part during my 12 years of flying the Buccaneer. I spent my time on, in calendar order, 16 Sqn, 208 Sqn, 237 OCU, XV Sqn, and finally 16 Sqn again. The period goes from 1972 until 1984, when I left RAF Laarbruch in Germany to start a ground post at the Ministry of Defence covering new developments in air-to-ground weaponry.

If I have inserted something incorrectly, please accept my apologies. I do mention some names of aircrew and civilians, but there is insufficient space to mention all of those who helped me along the way, or those who had a strong influence on events in which I was involved. It has been my intention not only to describe my flying experiences, but to try to explain to non-service people something of the tactics and technologies then present, as well as many of the places visited, and the social life available during those times.

My story reveals something of the attitudes and customs prevalent in the 1970s. Some of the tales may be found to be a little controversial by today’s ‘woke’ attitudes. From memory, I cannot recall any real malicious or discriminatory behaviour by my comrades in arms, although the language often used was at times, a little fruity.

I came from a military background, where my father served in the Royal Navy before and during WWII as a chief petty officer on destroyers, my mother served as a wren until she met my father. In addition, both my grandfathers served in the Royal Navy, with Chief Skipper Lawrence Scarlett receiving a DSC and Bar for his time serving in both World Wars as a skipper of an auxiliary minesweeper, and with Chief Petty Officer Ernest Ager serving on destroyers in the 1890s, before being recalled to serve in submarines during WWI. My father’s younger brother was killed flying the Lancaster bomber in 1943.

This is my personal account of my time serving in the RAF during those periods when Exercise Red Flag was a repeated challenge for me and my colleagues.





Flying the Buccaneer During the Cold War
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The Author Serving on Number 16 Squadron in 1972

During the 70s and the 80s, we were flying in the height of the Cold War, Germany was split in two by the ‘Iron Curtain’ and we were often on ‘Quick Reaction Alert’ (QRA), with a requirement to be airborne within 15 minutes of an alert being sounded. The Buccaneer squadrons were tasked with providing support to a ground war by using conventional weapons in the air-to-ground role, and also with providing an element of nuclear deterrence by loading the Buccaneers with nuclear bombs when on QRA.

In practice, this meant that in any month, I would spend 24 hours on QRA in the specially protected QRA area at least three times; and for one of those 24-hour periods, I would also have to cover a Saturday, a Sunday or a public holiday. There was a very vigorous procedure to follow in the event of a call-out, and we had to be practised in the various levels of escalation, leading up to mission release.

Mission release is the military term for authorising the aircrew to taxi, take off and fulfil the task or mission, including full authorisation to drop the weapons on the targets. That said, in the unlikely event of a war commencing, and then subsequently being stopped early, there was also a procedure for recalling the aircrew on cancelling the mission. If the alert hooters sounded, even if we were asleep in our bunks near to the aircraft, we were required to be ready to take off within 15 minutes of the call-out.

Occasionally, I awoke to the strident sound of the alarm at 4 am, hurriedly dressed and stumbled out to the aircraft as the ground crew, similarly aroused, were waiting to strap us in and, if the alert was for real, to start the engines. Once, I rushed out in the dark to find that the tarmac path to the aircraft was covered in iced rain, but before I fell over, a wise old Flight Sergeant was standing at just the right place to catch me!

We would then sit in the cockpit, going through stringent NATO release procedures until we were stood down. For the record, we were never released to fly with nuclear weapons on board unless the real war occurred. Fortunately, peace prevailed during that time, and we were not called upon to fly in the nuclear role. Would we have carried out those tasks if called upon? I am certain that, even knowing that Armageddon might result from the actions of others, plus our own contribution, all of us would have done our duty.

During those times, and speaking of equal opportunities, whilst recognising that selection to one of the many roles possible in the RAF was limited in practice to those fortunate enough to be able to apply and sufficiently capable to pass the aptitude tests, the only criterion for each squadron and RAF station member, regardless of race, colour, background or upbringing was whether they were good enough to do a difficult and dangerous job. The bar had been set pretty high by those before us from WWI and WWII.

During the Cold War, the bar was set even higher, and we were evaluated against it by the NATO tactical evaluation teams to ensure that we would execute our tasks successfully against the potential Warsaw Pact threat. The aeroplanes and their equipment had moved on apace from those of WWII. Designed in the 1950s and 1960s, the fighter/fast-jet aircraft that we were flying were complicated beasts with inherent flaws that would catch out the inexperienced and unwary; supersonic flight at low level was possible, and on-board systems were becoming ever more sophisticated.

The aircraft of the day could be dangerous to operate ‘close to the edge’. They were not equipped with digital processing systems, and one did not have the benefit of ‘fly-by-wire’ software to keep the unwary from putting such aircraft into unsafe flight parameters. Some aircraft and, sadly, some aircrew were killed when departure from normal flight occurred; in most cases, the aircraft could spin or enter a manoeuvre that was not recoverable via the pilot’s inputs on the controls.

Furthermore, the performance of air-to-air and ground-to-air missiles was becoming ever more capable and thus more threatening, particularly in environments where ‘air superiority’ was not attainable. Air superiority is another military term to describe a situation where one side in a conflict can safely conduct air operations without having to deal with threats to the aircraft from the enemy’s air forces or from its ground forces’ surface-to-air missiles.

There are degrees of air superiority, from parity with the other side to total air supremacy. In war, there is normally an initial phase where air superiority has to be established by attacking the opposing air and ground forces and destroying or negating their capabilities to the point that there is very little danger to attacking aircraft.

For example, in WWII, during the Battle of Britain, the RAF squadrons that defended the UK foiled the German effort to establish air superiority, thus delaying a seaborne attack and eventually causing the Führer’s cancellation of the invasion of Great Britain. There remains the possibility of creating temporary and local air superiority for short periods of time, but this requires the complicated employment of other forces and time-critical resources from a range of air and ground assets in a highly coordinated fashion.

This is achieved by sending air assets including fighters, bombers, electronic warfare systems and missiles targeting air-defence and ground-to-air sites in a time-critical period so that the attacking aircraft may have relative freedom to operate for a short while.

In order to survive without air superiority during the seventies and eighties, the emphasis was placed on very low-level flying. One of the many benefits to be gained from flying the Buccaneer was that it was a two-seat aircraft, with a pilot in front and a navigator behind. The two seats were slightly offset to allow the navigator a forward view just to the side of the pilot’s ejection seat in front of him.

During the 1970s, flying alone at extremely low levels and very high speeds without today’s modern avionics was a hard task for even the most accomplished and experienced pilots. Together, the two-man crew could share the workload and execute more arduous missions, with a better chance of surviving, particularly in the typical weather patterns to be found in northern Europe.

On a Buccaneer squadron, we were formed into constituted crews, so that team-work and close co-operation, and a deep understanding of what each crew member was capable of would inevitably result. Flying most often with the same person developed trust and crews usually quickly became good friends. The demands of the job caused each crew member to appreciate each other’s strengths and weaknesses in a short period of time.

We did not fly with the same crewman all of the time, because there was a training task for new members of the squadron; leave of absence and or sickness or training newcomers all might impact on the constituted crew principle, but the preferred pairings prevailed most of the time. In a war scenario, it would be most important to fly together with one’s chosen crewman.

I use the phrase ‘crewman’ because to my knowledge there were no females flying in RAF fighter/fast-jet aircraft at that time This situation was to see a welcome change with female pilots and navigators introduced into fast jets during the nineties.

Before I go on to cover that first Red Flag (August 1977), and to give the reader some idea of what it was like to be in flying in the cockpit of a Buccaneer, I now describe a series of five sorties undertaken later that year. We were conducting a trial to improve the accuracy of the Buccaneer and crew in delivery of 1,000 lb retarded bombs.

The 1,000 lb bomb offers the destruction of a circular area on the ground covering roughly a radius of up to more than 400 feet; this also depends on the relative hardness of the target, measuring between soft earthworks up to reinforced concrete of variable thicknesses. The bomb was originally designed to be a freefall ballistic weapon, fitted with a tail from which little stubby wings protruded to aid stability in freefall. Delivered from low-level, a different tail section was required.

This had fins for stability but also included a parachute that was deployed automatically after release from the aircraft. In this case, the aircraft would fly ahead of the weapon and be out of the fragmentation envelop when the bomb exploded. Fragmentation envelope is a term to describe the radius of destructive effects upon weapon detonation. The standard required was to either hit the target, or to achieve a result within 140 feet of the aim-point.

Every weapon released in practice was scored and each squadron had a monthly weapons table posting the results for each crew in ranking order; competition was always pretty fierce. Over several years of trials, there had been more than a few disappointing results where targets had not been hit sufficiently closely, and Air Vice Marshal Philip Lageson at No 1 Group, the RAF organisation that controlled not only the fast-jet squadrons but also the Vulcan bomber force, wanted to find out what was going wrong.

We needed to identify whether there was an issue with the bomb and its retard tail section, or with the aircraft release system, or whether our ballistic calculations were in error. It was also possible that a combination of these factors was in evidence.

Starting in December 1975 serving on 208 Sqn, I had flown with several navigators, but in April 1977, I was fortunate to have been crewed with a navigator named Sqn Ldr David Wilby, who, though several years younger than me, was vastly more experienced, having flown the English Electric BI8 Canberra, and having served on RNAS 809 Sqn in the Buccaneer, flying off the Royal Navy aircraft carrier HMS Ark Royal. He had also been an instructor on the Buccaneer conversion squadron. We had formed an excellent partnership and together had become one of the senior crews on 208 Sqn.

It was 22 June 1978. In Scotland, the weather was exceptionally fine, with excellent visibility; one hundred feet below me, the ground appeared to rush past at 580 miles per hour, or 500 knots in aircrew parlance. We were on a mission to see if we could improve the results when dropping 1,000 lb retard bombs. The twin Rolls Royce Spey jet engines in Buccaneer number XX900 screamed as they burnt some 300 lbs of fuel per minute: pounds weight being the measure employed by the RAF.

To give you some idea, with a specific gravity of 0.8 for aviation fuel, this then equates to roughly 170 litres of fuel per minute. The hungry Spey engines working at about 87% power then thrust the big aircraft through the somewhat turbulent autumn air. We were carrying 4 x 1,000 lb retard bombs in the bomb-bay, and 4 x 4 lb practice bomblets in an underwing store called a ‘CBLS’. The bomblet is roughly the size of 3 beer cans in length and about 6 inches in diameter; it has little folded platelets that distend when released to provide some drag to make the bomblet fall behind the aircraft.

Upon impact with the ground or the target, a small charge releases a puff of smoke for the range observers to triangulate the impact position and to translate that into a score using a clock reference together with a distance from target centre. Over the intercom between pilot and navigator, I could hear both of us breathing as we kept our microphones on for instant communication. An hour before, we had taken off from RAF Honington in Suffolk and flown at medium to high level to transit to Scotland before descending to low-level (250 feet Above Ground Level—AGL); again, this is a standard RAF term to describe a minimum height to which the aircraft can be flown in the UK, but only when flying over designated low-flying areas.

Throughout, as I followed the ground contours whilst keeping the distance as close to 250 ft as possible, we constantly searched the skies for other aircraft, firstly to ensure no collisions, and secondly to be aware of any other fast-jet whose crew thought that they might sneak up on us and claim a missile or guns kill. We had determined that we were on track and on time for the first weapon release.

Using the ‘Radio Telephone’ (R/T), we obtained clearance from the Range Safety Officer (RSO) to prosecute our attack. As we closed within the range weapons area, a designated firing range near Tain just to the north of Inverness, whilst descending to one hundred feet (AGL) and accelerating to 500 knots, I said, “Go live.”

“We’re live,” replied my navigator, David Wilby. With 30 seconds to go, I carried out a quick check of the fuel state and a general look over the 112 cockpit instruments or indicators to check that nothing was amiss; I then selected the bomb-door open and felt the slight twitch as the door rolled around under the fuselage and exposed the four 1,000 lb bombs in the bomb-bay. Keeping our Buccaneer level, I checked our speed, 505 knots, then our height, 100 feet above ground!

A quick blip of the airbrake brought us to within a knot or so of the desired 500 knots, as I watched the projection of a target marker in the ‘Strike Sight’ (Head-Up-Display, or HUD) march along the ground towards the target. Meanwhile, in the rear seat, David had been making his cockpit checks and inserting the settings for the HUD.

We had estimated a crosswind element that would affect the flight of the bomb, and this had been entered by David as a factor in the HUD settings. I made sure that my weapons switches were positioned correctly, as did David. Having been cleared to ‘go live’ by the RSO over the R/T and having visually confirmed that we were attacking the right target, I then waited until the target marker just reached the target and immediately pressed the release trigger.

The 1,000 lb retard bomb left the aircraft, with us feeling a very slight movement of the aircraft as it was relieved of the weight of the bomb. Moments later, the parachute attached to the bomb deployed, retarding its speed, and allowing us to move well ahead of the weapon. We flew on past the target, waiting for the recorded score to be passed over the radio by the RSO.

“Bomb-door closed,” I said.

Moments later, we heard the RSO transmit, “DH”—a Direct Hit!

Three more runs were conducted, resulting in two more DHs, and one score of twenty-six feet. Returning to the weapon effects from a 1,000 lb bomb, a DH ensures that most targets are destroyed or severely damaged; a score of twenty-six feet is well within the acceptable distance of 140 feet; note that at this closer distance, a hard target like a tank would be totally destroyed and a bridge with a thick reinforced concrete arch would suffer enough damage to collapse.

We thanked the RSO, called up the regional air traffic control for flight clearance, and pulled up to height under Visual Flight Rules (VFR) and flew back to RAF Honington, avoiding civilian airways. Prior to the trial, we were unsure whether the error was caused by something about the way in which the bomb was released from the aircraft, or whether the aircraft weapons system was faulty, or whether the retard tail system was a problem. We were now satisfied that our prior identification of the problem was correct and that by modifying the bomb aiming point, it was solved.

Our flight time was two hrs twenty-five mins, thus demonstrating the range and reach of the Buccaneer in that we had been to Scotland and back during nearly two-and-one-half hours of flying. Later, in the squadron crew room, we discussed the results with Flt Lt Pete Ritchie, who was one of the squadron’s Qualified Weapons Instructors (QWI).

Several of the squadron crews had very recently taken part in a trial with the Royal Aircraft Establishment (RAE) based at Farnborough, to measure the attitude at which a Buccaneer carrying two wing-tanks flew when flying at speeds of 450 kts to 500 kts. The previous calculations had been based on a Buccaneer without wing-tanks; the addition of the tanks caused the aircraft to fly with a slightly higher nose-up attitude leading to errors in the weapons tables used for setting up the HUD for attacks.

Attitude was the term that we used to describe the angle at which the fuselage was pointing with reference to the horizontal. Our immediately previous attempt at Tain Range had resulted in a close pattern of 4 bombs scoring a mean of 178ft at 6 o’clock, meaning that of a stick of 4 bombs released in a timed sequence, only one of the bombs would fall near the target.

In that case, hardened targets would survive, although troops on the ground and in the open would suffer quite badly. Based on the revised attitude data from the scientists at RAE, Pete’s subsequent calculations had given us new settings that forecast we needed to be 180 ft closer to the target at release. We had just proved the new settings to be correct and that the issue had nothing to do with the way in which the retard bombs were deployed. AVM Phillip Lageson subsequently visited the Sqn to thank us, saying, “He knew that there was something wrong and that we would find out what it was.”

However, in the two years before that range trial, we had been given many other tasks to achieve! Number 208 Squadron was based at RAF Honington, in Suffolk, and was one of the squadrons belonging to Strike Command. The squadron’s motto was ‘VIGILANT’, and the crest showed a sphinx in the background, reflecting the role that the squadron had served previously in the Middle East.

[image: Ornate blue military standard featuring a crowned crest with a central lion, floral border, and text panels marking historic battles, conveying honor and tradition.]
The 208 Squadron Standard

The squadron had been reformed and equipped with Buccaneer aircraft in June 1975 under the wise command of Wing Commander Peter Rogers. After three years flying in West Germany, I had been posted from No 16 Sqn based at RAF Laarbruch in West Germany to arrive at 208 Sqn in November 1975 where I was pleased to find that we had many interesting and varied roles to perform.

Our initial flight commanders were Sqn Ldr Peter Jones (Operations), Sqn Ldr Graham Pitchfork, (Navigation and Nuclear), Sqn Ldr Mike Bush (Weapons), and Sqn Ldr Bill Aspinall (Qualified Flying Instructor—QFI). All were very experienced on either the Buccaneer or other fast-jet aircraft having served in previous operational tours.

As a result, urged on by Mike Bush, our tactics were developing further to meet our operational needs, and this involved some novel ways of operating the Buccaneer. The squadron environment was very refreshing after a tour in RAF Germany. The flying was much more varied, whereas the typical sortie in RAF Germany had been a low-level sortie lasting some 2 hrs and carrying out 2 Simulated Attack Profiles (SAPs) followed by a 15 mins bombing detail at Nordhorn weapons range before recovering to land.

By contrast, each sortie on 208 Sqn was packed with: First Run Attacks (FRAs) and more than one bombing range practice, some Air-to-Air Refuelling (AAR), simulated combat against the UK air-defence forces, and simulated attacks both over land, and, often against Royal Navy ships over the sea. The first run attack was important to practice, because in war we would not have the opportunity to identify the target by overflying it.

We had changed from the early 1970s tactic of flying in battle formation, where the lead aircraft and the deputy lead would fly in line-abreast at a distance of 2000 yards, with number twos flying closely in arrow, to flying in Card, where we were all separated from each other by more than 2000 yards. This separation placed us as though we were at the four corners of a playing card; giving us excellent vision over a large area.

To make it more difficult for enemies to detect us by listening-in on our radio frequencies, we also dropped all R/T communications within the formation apart from threat and evasive action warnings. This was achievable because we mostly flew as constituted crews and constituted pairs and constituted four-ships; in so doing we became accustomed to each other’s habits and flying tactics so little communication of what we were about to do was needed, just some sort of visual signal like dipping a wing or momentarily changing the power settings of the engines. We were well-versed in our standard techniques and practices.

We soon became used to operating over land and sea and flying in different operating environments, particularly Norway and Denmark, also over the North Sea and the Atlantic, and at times in Germany, Belgium and Holland. We practised overland navigation and simulated attacks on a variety of land targets, and, particularly for our longer-range Scandinavian support role, in-flight refuelling (AAR) with Victor Tanker aircraft.

Over the sea, we would conduct practise offensive missions against the various North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) naval forces. We were practised at dropping bombs, firing rockets and playing the part of offensive forces attacking the UK to give the interceptor forces practise at defending the homeland. We were also equipped with the ability to carry an early mark of the Sidewinder missile for self-defence against air threats.

The Sidewinder missile, designed and built in the USA, was a heat-seeking rocket powered flying missile that could be fired from many aircraft types. The seeker head had an infra-red sensitive detector, and digital signal processing to enable it to lock on to a variety of heat sources, especially the jet exhaust gases from jet engines; this gave pilots the ability to ‘Fire-and-Forget’, always provided that before firing, the missile had indicated lock-on by emitting a ‘growl’ conveyed by the intercom into the crews’ headphones.

The growl was designed to give us a firm indication that the missile seeker head had found the heat source from the target and had locked on sufficiently well to chase the target until impact, or near impact with an explosion from a proximity fusing device. Another useful equipment fitted to the aircraft was the Radar Warning Receiver (RWR) that enabled us to detect the presence of a radar whose operator might be looking for us.

Our navigators could use it to measure the bearing of any such threat, and the radar frequency upon which it was operating. Identification of the frequency used enabled us to know whether the radar illuminating us was a search radar, or a targeting radar and also whether the radar had ‘locked on’ to us and was about to fire a missile at us. In the air, we might detect several radars at once, friendly and enemy, so identification against a known database of radar equipment was paramount for safe routing.

We also had to practise our ability to drop nuclear weapons as a contribution to NATO’s strategic mutual deterrence stance. We never flew with live nuclear weapons but could carry a simulated version that was equal in size and shape, together with a special weapons panel situated in the rear cockpit for selecting the settings in the air for the weapon.

The aircraft was a very complicated machine compared to previous aircraft in RAF service, and our squadron engineers had to work hard to keep the Buccaneers serviceable for our variety of roles, and considering the practicalities of working with machinery designed in the 1950s and developed during the 1960s, they did a remarkable job.

Another fun task was a detachment to Decimomannu in Sardinia. The airfield there belonged to the Italian air force and was funded by three nations. The Italians provided 70% of the funds, with the German air force adding 20% and the RAF the remaining 10%. Thus, the base commander was Italian, the number two I/C was a German, and the third I/C was from the RAF.

It was a large airfield with accommodation blocks provided for the three nations’ aircrews; the RAF block also contained a bar which had a sign outside, beautifully painted by one pilot, with the name: ‘The Pig and Tapeworm’. You may imagine the caricature scene illustrating the name painted on the sign. The purpose of the detachment was to give the fast-jet squadrons the opportunity to drop inert 1,000 lb bombs on the weapons range at Capa Frasca, on the north-western side of the island.

Squadrons generally went there for more than two weeks. There was good weather, with sunshine, sandy beaches, very cheap wine and food in abundance. On 17 August 1976, I flew there with my regular navigator at that time, Flt Lt Phil Ford, in Buccaneer XT 275 and the hi-lo sortie took two hrs ten mins. Having settled in, the squadron competition for the best weapons score could begin.

Each weekday saw flights of four aircraft taking off for their weapons detail, before recovering to the airfield in echelon starboard formation and breaking off to the left to land in a stream at a safe separation from each other. You might be amused by the fact that take-off clearance from the air traffic control centre was not given until each aircraft had confirmed over the R/T that the ‘canopy was closed and locked’ given with an Italian accent emphasising the ‘ed’ syllable of the last word.

Sometime before, an Italian had taken off in a Lockheed 104 Starfighter only to lose the canopy in flight, suffering substantial damage to the airframe; and so, learning from experience, the Italians insisted on this check, but only at Decimomannu. I flew fifteen sorties during the detachment, delivering the weapons from a variety of attack profiles. Each morning before flying, we had a dedicated cook named Enrico providing us with a delicious breakfast omelette at the squadron crew room, cooked as only Italians can.

On the 18th of August, in Buccaneer XV 163 with Phil Ford, we had to abort the flight soon after take-off, because on selecting wheels-up immediately after getting airborne, we had three ‘red lights’ on the undercarriage indicator. The standard procedure was to slow down and select undercarriage down; if the lights changed to ‘three greens’ then having burnt off some fuel to achieve a satisfactory landing weight, one would land immediately.

This we did, and on the next day, the 19th, we got airborne in the same aircraft for the same fault to appear, so we followed the procedure again and landed after 20 mins. The fault this time was a hydraulic leak that was soon repaired.

The middle weekend of the detachment offered an opportunity to explore some of the island, and on the Friday night, some of us went off to a beach on the east coast in an aircrew transit van, collecting a good supply of the local wine on the way.

Sqn Ldr Pete Jones, Sqn Ldr Brian Parsons, Fl Lt Jerry Dent, Flt Lt Ken Evans and I were fortunate to find a long beach with golden sand that was totally deserted. There we pitched our tent, picked up driftwood for an enormous fire, and caroused our way through the Friday evening, having barbecued much meat and some fish provided for us by the catering section back at the base.

Saturday and Sunday was devoted to sunbathing, swimming and walking around the neighbourhood. We were delighted to find that the cliffs near the beach had lots of small turtles walking slowly around and feeding on the vegetation. We did have to travel back to pick up more supplies of wine and beer each day! On Sunday evening, a very relaxed group returned to the base, ready for the next week of intensive weaponeering.

[image: A man sitting on the beach near a makeshift shelter, wearing swim trunks and appearing to interact with a colorful object.]
Weekend on the Beach in Sardinia

The following Friday, we went into Cagliari, the nearest town, and enjoyed some local food in one of the many restaurants. On other evenings, a lot of us went into the ‘Quadri-National’ Mess, run by the Italians, to enjoy excellent Italian food and then play bridge afterwards, fortified by flaming Sambuca, the local digestif.

On the 2nd of September, Phil Ford and I returned to Honington in XT 271 via a hi-lo flight lasting for 2 hrs 40 mins. As ever, we were met at the squadron crew room by our spouses and dependents, all pleased that we were back safely and keen to hear about the experiences.

[image: A black and white photograph of a group of uniformed military personnel, standing and sitting in multiple rows in front of an aircraft.]
Number 208 Squadron in 1977





The First RAF Participation in Exercise Red Flag

As opposed to the US navy exercise called ‘Top Gun’, which was then based at Miramar, Exercise Red Flag was the USAF training vehicle for operational aircrew to learn how to survive in a war.


Background to Exercise Red Flag

Early in 1977, the Royal Air Force accepted an opportunity to undertake a peacetime mission; to take part in Exercise Red Flag. Bigger in scale and scope than the US navy exercise called ‘Top Gun’, Red Flag was a US air force exercise designed to give aircrew, as far as possible, the experience of a realistic war situation and provide them with the opportunity to learn how to survive in a war. As a result of the invitation from the USAF, in August 1977, we flew out to the USA, to Nellis air force base, Nevada, to be part of the very first non-American squadron to take part in the exercise.

Red Flag came about mainly because of the lessons learnt from the United States war in Vietnam. Subsequent analysis including a research project in the USA known as Project Red Baron revealed that aircrew either survived their first ten combat missions and went on to survive many more, or they were killed during those first ten missions.

Possibly because of the growing emphasis on more advanced airborne radars and missiles during the 1960s and a drive for better avoidance of aircraft accidents, the USAF aircrews flying in Vietnam had not been exposed to much prior air-to-air close combat training. The conclusion derived from such analysis was that there existed a very steep learning experience during those early flights.

Providing an exercise that gave aircrew the chance to learn such lessons in peacetime, thus avoiding learning in actual combat conditions, became a vital need. During the early 1970s, General Dixon, together with his staff and advisors, decided to base the exercise at Nellis air force base. General Robert James Dixon was a four-star general and command pilot in the United States air force who served as commander, Tactical Air Command from 1973 to 1978. He also served simultaneously as Commander-in-Chief (C-in-C) of US air forces for both the US Atlantic Command and US Readiness Command.

He and his staffs chose to use Nellis air force base near Las Vegas. To understand its size and complexity, Nellis could accommodate upwards of 300 aircraft for operations. The Nevada desert was relatively unoccupied, and the designated range area provided lots of space for the construction of make-believe airfields, Surface-to-Air Missile (SAM) sites, railway depots, army convoys and more.

Establishing an area known as the range complex, within a space of some 190 by 111 kilometres, bull dozers and other machines were used to create suitable images on the desert floor. Additionally, some real SAM sites, either captured or procured from a variety of sources, were installed in the designated weapons range area to provide added threats to the airborne defending forces. Redundant armoured vehicles, old trains and old trucks were also placed to provide realistic targets for weapons attacks.

Added to the existing Nellis AFB facilities, a large operation was set up to comprise three organisations, a ‘Blue Force’, a ‘Red Force’ and a ‘White Force’. The Blue Force was to attack the targets in the desert; the Red Force was to defend the targets; the White Force was to monitor and assist in assessing the performance of Blue Forces and Red Forces.

The Blue Force tasked squadrons of aircraft to attack the artificial targets whilst defending themselves from air and ground threats. Some air-defence squadrons were sent to Red Flag to provide counter air operations to defend the Blue Force aircraft from the Red Force. The Red Force consisted of highly trained pilots who were to fly an aircraft that in some respects resembled the Soviet Union MIG 21 aircraft; the US F5 Talon. Known as aggressors, they were trained to use typical Soviet tactics in defending the range area from interdiction sorties conducted by the Blue Forces.

The White Force was to use radar and IFF (Identification Friend or Foe) data, weapon-aiming film, participant debriefs, and TV and other records from the ground-to-air missile sites to assess the tactics employed and to judge whether participants had conducted their tasks properly and accurately. In addition, the White Force had to validate whether the aircrew flying as the Red Force had achieved ‘kills’ on Blue Forces. Participating aircrews were assigned for two weeks on each exercise.

As Blue Force participants, they would fly into Nellis and operate from there for two weeks. Exceptionally, other squadron aircrew
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