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Restraint? Why are you so concerned with saving their lives? The whole idea is to kill the bastards. At the end of the war if there are two Americans and one Russian left alive, we win.

General Thomas Power, Commander-in-Chief Strategic Air Command, 1957–64, in reply to a suggestion that SAC might hold back from bombing Soviet cities in the early stages of a war
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‘You have control,’ said the voice in his headphones.

‘I have control,’ Amos acknowledged.

‘And if you screw up your landing at Kindley I shall be really quite vexed. Not that you will, of course. Still, must put on a good show for the Yanks.’

Amos smiled into his oxygen mask as he let the Vulcan climb out of Goose Bay, Labrador towards their planned ceiling of fifty thousand feet. Typical Muffin, he thought, glancing almost affectionately at the man beside him in the left-hand seat who was so close their shoulders were touching. Wing Commander ‘Muffin’ Mewell DFC and bar was thirty-eight, which to Amos made him old enough to have seen the ice sheets retreat from Guildford and mammoths wander the South Downs. In fact, in RAF terms he was even more venerable. Mewell had actually flown with 617 Squadron on the Dams raid in 1943 as a twenty-year-old navigator and soon afterwards had applied to be retrained as a pilot. He had eventually been shot down and remained a PoW until the war’s end. Now, sixteen years later, the Vulcan’s captain was leaning back in his seat with his eyes closed.

Sitting shoulder-to-shoulder in the cramped compartment immediately behind the cockpit were the three crewmen. For this trip a fourth man had been added: the aircraft’s crew chief. Strapped uncomfortably into his ad hoc seat on the floor, he would be responsible for supervising refuelling and any maintenance on the trip but would not be allowed on the actual exercise. Now Viv, the nav plotter, came on the intercom with a course correction that would take them slightly east of Halifax with a clear run over yet more empty ocean almost due south to Bermuda: some twelve hundred nautical miles. He added that the other three Vulcans in their flight were airborne and following. Amos confirmed the correction and tilted the great white delta a few points to port as it climbed. Once they had levelled off well above any transatlantic commercial aircraft he could go to autopilot, although he was too keyed up to relax much. He had snatched an hour’s sleep on the five-hour first leg out from Scampton to Labrador while ‘Muffin’ was flying and now here he was, a mere stripling of twenty-four, in charge of one of Britain’s most potent and charismatic nuclear bombers for as long as the captain slept. This was not a time to make an ass of himself.

Amos could still hardly believe his luck in having been swept up in a chain of events that had begun several months ago, and about which he had known nothing until almost the last moment. Like so much else currently affecting Bomber Command the chain had begun with a NATO panic. Half a dozen years ago, with the Cold War getting colder by the week, Canada and the United States had suddenly realised how vulnerable they would be to attack by nuclear-armed Soviet bombers flying directly in over the Arctic. The decision was taken to build lines of radar installations stretching across the North American continent to provide advance warning. Together these electronic barriers constituted North American Air Defense Command, or NORAD. In theory, the system would have afforded some three hours’ warning of an attack. In practice, it had to be tested. Hence this exercise, Operation Skyshield, the second of its kind, and this time the RAF had been invited. The RAF decided it could spare eight Vulcans. Skyshield II had been planned for mid-October 1961 and by September all eight aircraft had begun intensive training in the area around the Orkneys. They flew up almost daily from Lincolnshire to practise co-ordinating their electronic countermeasures and determining the exact extent to which their radar defences interfered with each other and at what heights and ranges.

Then within days a flu epidemic struck, affecting RAF personnel all over eastern Britain, including the crews practising for Skyshield II. Replacements were quickly drafted in from other squadrons. As a qualified Vulcan co-pilot Flight Lieutenant Amos McKenna had suddenly found himself ordered to report to RAF Scampton on temporary secondment. And so it was that a bare month later he was sitting in the right-hand seat of XJ786 heading for Kindley Air Force Base in Bermuda from where, in a couple of days’ time, he would be taking part in a mock attack against New York.

The plan was for four of the Vulcans to approach North American airspace from the south and the other four to do so from the north, in rough mimicry of what Soviet bombers might do from Cuba as well as from their Arctic bases in the Kola Peninsula near Murmansk. His own flight had left Scampton in advance, having that much further to go. The other four aircraft, having first deployed to Lossiemouth, were due out next day. They, too, would fly to Goose Bay, from where they would launch their own attack the day after that. Amos had never been to Bermuda but ‘Yourshout’ Maybury had told him to pack a pair of swimming trunks in case he got the chance of a quick dip: one of the perks of having struck lucky. None of his mates destined for Labrador in mid-October was thinking of swimming.

This leg was a mere three hours of monotonous flying and he had to make an effort not to emulate his senior officer slumped and dozing in the seat next to him. Amos had long discovered that he was susceptible to crossing time zones. On the morning’s flight across the Atlantic from Scampton to Goose they had gained four hours: taking off at 10:30, the four Vulcans in his group had landed at noon in time for lunch and a rest while the aircraft were refuelled. He had made sure to limit his liquid intake, first-rate bladder control being a prerequisite for V-bomber pilots; but the food had been generous and he felt a certain drowsiness descending. The time was now 15:20 local, getting on for half-past seven in the evening according to his body clock. He scanned the instruments in front of him, an automatic check as unconscious as a tic. They were now at their planned altitude, as Viv suddenly confirmed over the intercom. He reached down by his left thigh to the autopilot control panel between the seats and found it hidden beneath the sleeve of Muffin’s flying suit. Once, on an exercise to an air base in Nebraska, he had flown in one of Strategic Air Command’s huge B-52 bombers whose cockpit (Amos recalled wistfully) was the size of a tennis court compared with that of the Vulcan. He brushed his superior’s sleeve aside and set the autopilot, trimming for level flight at a cruising speed of Mach .85.

Somehow the hours passed. The trouble with flying so high was that there was nothing to see, a lack of visual interest that was anyway not helped by the cockpit’s restricted vision. After an interminable period the headphones in his cloth helmet at last clicked and ‘Bunny’ Carmichael, the air electronics officer (or AEO) sitting a few feet behind him, announced that he had made radio contact with Kindley. Immediately afterwards Viv gave Amos a slight course correction and told him to begin his descent. As they lost height the sun, seen through an increasing thickness of atmosphere, became a deeper orange and seemed to sink. It was getting on for 18:00 hours local on 12 October: even in Bermuda the nights were beginning to draw in. He found himself looking forward to dinner. Kindley AFB was, of course, an American base on a British island and the Yanks usually did themselves remarkably well when it came to eating; indeed, both the food and the quarters were generally a good deal cushier than their equivalents back home.

As he altered course to bring them in from the east he suddenly glimpsed the islands out of the porthole window beside his head: a little green archipelago set in an otherwise unbroken expanse of wrinkled gold.

‘I presume that means there’s an evening breeze blowing down there,’ said Muffin unexpectedly at his side. Had the canny old bugger actually dozed off at all? Amos wondered. ‘I’ve flown into Kindley five or six times now, and on a couple of occasions they brought us in from the west. It doesn’t much matter to us because we’ve got nearly ten thousand feet of runway to play with. Did I ever tell you I once landed and stopped a Vulcan in two thousand feet?’

‘Is that a challenge?’

‘Certainly not. You do your landing how you like. There’s plenty of space and a bit of a headwind. No point in wasting a chute. That’s the great thing about American runways: they’re so long one can practically run out of fuel just taxiing from one end to the other. Take your time. We’re the lead aircraft. The others will follow. You realise ‘Bing’ Cross will be lurking?’

‘What?’

‘Yes, God knows what he’s doing here. Apparently this exercise on Saturday is going to be a very brassy occasion. Just about everybody you can think of with scrambled eggs on his cap will be lurking. But you can bet Bing will be watching us arrive. So squadron’s honour at stake, and all that. Now, do you want me to call out some heights and speeds for you?’

‘Roger that.’ Amos put the presence of Bomber Command’s C-in-C to the back of his mind and concentrated on his circuit over the sea. Behind him, he knew, the other three Vulcans would be strung out with a three-quarter mile safety margin between each, setting up for their approach directly into the setting sun. With a little turbulence over the ocean and with gear down and air brakes out he was at 132 knots, just above the stipulated safe minimum speed, as the end of the runway slid beneath the aircraft. He held his breath as a hundred tons touched down like a marshmallow settling into custard. Jammy sod – he thought to himself – pulling off a greaser just when needed. Keeping half an eye on the edge of the speeding runway through the circular side window, Amos held XJ786 straight down its centre, nose high, using the huge delta wing to act as an air brake. In this attitude both pilots had no forward vision at all other than of the sky, but their attention was anyway fixed on the instruments. As the speed bled off Amos gently lowered the nose until the nose wheels touched and they rolled out towards the designated turn-off.

‘Well, I don’t know. Anyone might think you were getting the hang of it,’ Mewell observed as though he was an instructor in a Chipmunk and Amos a student doing his first circuits-and-bumps. Amos smiled into his mask, recognising this as praise.

Soon, drawn up neatly on the flight line, the all-white Vulcans stood out among the American aircraft parked nearby. They looked particularly futuristic against a squadron of propeller-driven B-50 Superfortresses: basically Second World War-vintage aircraft now relegated to weather reconnaissance. As always, the British bombers excited attention. It was not only a matter of their looks: rumours of their fighter-like agility had preceded them. As the newly arrived airmen disembarked, crew buses were ready to meet them and take them off to their quarters.


*



Ninety minutes later, having showered and changed into the mess kit they had been ordered to bring with them, the Vulcans’ crews assembled in the officers’ mess. The base commandant and the redoubtable Bing Cross were already standing by the bar, drinks to hand. Air Marshal Sir Kenneth Cross had taken over from Sir Harry Broadhurst as head of Bomber Command a couple of years earlier, and like his predecessor had a brilliant war record as a pilot. With his greying moustache he looked every inch the popular image of an RAF veteran, but there was nothing old-fashioned about the Soviet threat he was facing. He had resolved to meet it by instilling an unprecedented degree of alertness in his men that was much appreciated by his American counterpart in SAC. The tension generated by his stern insistence on discipline and constant exercises had percolated to even the least willing corners of Bomber Command.

Now, making his excuses to his American host, he marshalled the twenty RAF men into a quiet corner of the mess for a brief word before dinner.

‘You may be surprised to see me here,’ he said. ‘The astuter among you will deduce it’s a measure of how seriously we and our American and Canadian colleagues are taking this Skyshield exercise on Saturday. It’s obviously of vital importance for us to discover just how good NORAD’s radar defences really are. A sneak attack by the Soviets would be devastating. It could even be decisive. As you know, next year we will have that advance-warning radar system of our own at Fylingdales, which will join Thule and Cape Cod to give us longer warning. Even so, they will only buy us minutes. So what I want to say, chaps, is “Vigilamus” – which I gather is to be the motto of the Fylingdales station. For those of you who’ve forgotten their Latin, that means “We are watching”. And you can be damned sure we shall be on Saturday.

‘A word of warning. You are not to speak of this exercise off-base. From the Bermudans’ point of view your visit is just a routine mission, nothing special, all right? And as for my own presence here, it is, quite simply, denied. I am not here, gentlemen – is that clear?’ There were murmurs of assent. ‘Oh – and one final point. If it doesn’t seem an odd thing to say in the circumstances –’ the Air Marshal cast a glance over his shoulder and lowered his voice ‘– good luck on Saturday. May Bomber Command show our allies who’s boss when it comes to acting the part of the Soviet air force. OK then, enough of this. We should get back to our hosts.’


*



Saturday morning found the four Vulcans airborne once more, on a north-westerly heading for New York City. XJ786 was the designated lead aircraft, for no better reason than that Wing Commander Mewell was the ranking senior officer. Today he was flying and Amos sat attentively waiting for Bunny Carmichael to announce the first radar contact and possible hostile engagement. Although too seasoned in exercises of all kinds to feel particularly excited at the prospect, the Vulcan’s entire five-man complement was nevertheless tensely aware that both squadron and national honour demanded an exceptionally professional performance.

The previous afternoon Amos and most of the other crewmen had managed to get their swim at Clearwater Beach. (‘See?’ said Yourshout. ‘Don’t tell me it wasn’t worth bringing your trunks. You owe me a pint.’) The rest of the day had been spent in getting the Operation Order off by heart, planning tactics and routes, and all with an eye to the forecast weather. The whole exercise might well have been top secret as far as the Bermudans were concerned, but on-base at Kindley even the mess cat would have sensed there was something major brewing. Apart from anything else all non-military aircraft along the American north-eastern seaboard would be grounded for twelve hours as from Saturday at 06:00. This included everything that could fly, from private planes to airliners. Such a drastic restriction was enough to make it internationally evident that a military exercise of unprecedented size and importance was taking place. Amos and his comrades were betting that the Soviets would be tipping off every agent and sleeper they had on the ground to go out and observe today.

What this ban on civil flying meant was that any other aircraft the Vulcans might encounter would belong to either the American or the Canadian air force, which simplified things. However, the Vulcans were not alone in masquerading as Soviet bombers. Large numbers of Strategic Air Command’s B-47s and B-52s would be doing the same, though at lower altitudes. Altogether there would be hundreds of military aircraft in the air at every level, with the constant danger of collision. For that reason scrupulous altitude separation was vital. But that was not the sole reason why all civil aircraft had been grounded. The incoming bombers would be using their full range of ECMs or electronic countermeasures equipment to try to block NORAD’s radars as well as that of the fighters sent up to intercept them. This would not only include powerful jamming signals but also ‘chaff’: strips of foil dropped from the bombers to confuse radar. For much of today, thousands of square miles of American and Canadian airspace would be crackling with electronic interference that risked swamping any civil airliner’s navigation and communications systems and sending it wildly off-course.

Fourteen hundred miles to the north the other four Vulcans from 83 Squadron would be taking off from Goose Bay and flying for an hour eastwards out over the Labrador Sea. There they would rendezvous with SAC’s assembling armada of bombers before the whole lot turned westwards again as though they were Soviet intruders that had just crossed Greenland and were approaching Canadian airspace. The Vulcans were expected to continue south-westward at high level as though launching an attack on Montreal and Ottawa, then turn back to land at Loring in the very north-eastern corner of Maine, right on the Canadian border.

For the Vulcans flying up from Bermuda, the course of XJ786 and its three companions was plotted to cross New York City, then to head north-eastwards over Connecticut, Massachusetts and Maine, approaching Loring via Portland and Bangor. They were long sorties: both flights of Vulcans would be covering about two thousand five hundred miles each, more than five hours’ combat flying with all crews maintaining maximum alertness.

The strange thing was, Amos thought, that although dropping nuclear bombs on people was the ultimate physical assault, the process involved was almost entirely electronic. They were about to run the gauntlet of every airborne defence the Americans and Canadians could muster, with real fighters trying to achieve radar lock-on to real bombers and ground-to-air missile batteries doing likewise. Thousands of tons of steel and alloy would be hurtling about the sky, all trying to intercept or avoid each other at supersonic closing speeds; yet nobody in the Vulcans was likely to see or hear a thing. They were up at fifty thousand feet or higher with lousy visibility from the cockpit and none whatever in the compartment behind, which was kept in darkness so the three backward-facing technicians could read their various cathode ray tubes and dials.

‘AEO to Captain,’ Bunny Carmichael’s voice suddenly broke into Amos’s reflections. ‘We’re two hundred nautical miles off New York City. We’ll have been under surveillance from their early warning radars for some time now. I’ve gone to Red Shrimp and Blue Diver. Both on line and normal.’

‘Thanks, Bunny,’ said Muffin.

Red Shrimp was a powerful noise jammer that would hopefully confuse the ground radars, while Blue Diver was designed to do the same to missile-guidance systems. Although no-one was going to launch missiles today, the radar technicians at the sites would nevertheless be doing their best to achieve lock-on and additional ECM noise would reduce their chances.

‘We’re about to trigger the Texas Towers L-band early warning, Skip,’ said Carmichael. ‘And we’re just joining the bomber pack.’

‘Roger.’

The Texas Towers stood in treacherous waters far offshore, one on the Georges Shoal, east of Cape Cod, the other on the Nantucket shoals, south-east of Rhode Island. Both radar stations were directly linked to USAF bases, so quite shortly the incoming bombers could expect attention from jet fighters out of bases like Montauk on Long Island.

‘What aircraft do we have below us now?’ asked Muffin.

‘Four layers. B-52s at flight level three hundred, B-47s at two hundred and one hundred, and more B-52s down at about twenty. My guess is those big guys at the bottom of the heap will go down still further and try to sneak in on the carpet. Yes – they’re losing height. Down to fifteen hundred feet now.’

‘Roger that.’

‘Christ, these scopes are a mass of contacts. It looks like Piccadilly Circus on Cup Final night,’ Carmichael said. ‘Deploying chaff now.’

Amos knew that the AEO would be releasing packets from the launcher beneath the port wing together with reels of ‘rope’, lengths of metal foil that unwound and floated upright in the air, held vertically by a little square of paper that acted as a miniature parachute. Beside him the wing commander triggered his intercom switch.

‘Captain here. Good luck everybody. You heard what Air Marshal Cross said the other night. Today we’re the bad guys, so let’s give the Yanks something to think about while 83 Squadron take care of the Canucks up north. Bunny, keep us informed as we go.’

The briefing had warned the crews out of Bermuda to expect radar contacts by defending American interceptors once they had crossed longitude 65º W. Yet that was a good four hundred and fifty miles out into the Atlantic from New York City, a return trip to base of at least a thousand miles: a great distance for a single-seat fighter even without having to climb to meet the Vulcans at their level. Amos didn’t imagine that the layers of SAC bombers beneath them were any more worried yet than he was. When they did come, the first fighters would be those with the longest range: F-101 Voodoos from bases like Dover in Delaware, Suffolk on Long Island and Otis on Cape Cod. As the bombers neared the coast the Voodoos would be reinforced by F-102 Delta Daggers (known as ‘Deuces’) and F-106 Delta Darts (‘Sixes’) from Westover in Massachusetts and McGuire in New Jersey.

From the AEO’s regular updates the layers of bombers beneath the Vulcans were increasingly engaged as they neared the coast. It was not easy to guess what was going on with any precision since the mass jamming of the radar and radio frequencies was so intense. Bomber pilots counted themselves as ‘downed’ if the radars of either an interceptor or a ground missile battery achieved ‘lock-on’ for more than ten seconds. It was not until they were less than thirty miles from New York City that Bunny reported radar contact by a fighter coming up very fast behind the Vulcan but still some eight thousand feet below. He switched on the radar in the aircraft’s tail that warned of anyone closing in from behind while putting out a fresh barrage of chaff. Almost immediately contact was lost.

‘He’ll have us on visual, though,’ Muffin said to Amos. ‘But he’ll be closing quite slowly now. Less atmosphere up here and he’ll be aware of all the fuel he’s already burned from a scramble start.’

‘We’re currently at flight level five-sixty,’ said Amos. ‘Voodoos, Deuces and Sixes can all get above fifty thousand feet.’

‘Worried?’ asked Mewell with a sidelong smile.

‘He’s quite close,’ broke in Bunny. ‘He’s about half a mile to port, a couple of thousand feet below. He’ll be able to see us.’

‘Mark 1 eyeball,’ was the captain’s rejoinder. ‘Best of all systems. In real combat he could try to shoot us down with his cannon. Let’s depress him a little.’

With that Mewell put the Vulcan into a tight turn to starboard and began jinking this way and that. The vast delta wing got enough purchase on the thin atmosphere for everyone aboard to feel the Gs building up. Almost at once there came a triumphant cry from the AEO.

‘You’ve lost him, Chief. We’ve out-turned him easily. OK, confirmed, he’s now seven miles away and descending fast. Just falling out of the sky.’

‘Bingo’d, I’ll bet. He’ll be watching the fuel gauges every mile of the way,’ said Muffin with satisfaction. ‘Viv, give me a course to take us back round and directly over the city and then pick up our route to Boston. Rusty, I want to bomb New York.’

‘OK, Chief.’ This was Maurice Irons, the nav radar, the third man in the back whose job was essentially that of the old-fashioned bomb aimer, aided by some highly sophisticated radar targeting equipment. ‘There’s too much jamming going on to get a good fix.’

‘Can you do a visual with your T.4 sight?’

‘Roger. Good vis today. Long Island to the right. Manhattan coming up . . . Yup. Right on target. I’ve got a picture of that.’

‘Captain, stand by for new course.’

As the Vulcan swung away to starboard to follow the coast Muffin said, ‘Bloody good, Rusty. That’ll give the Yanks something to worry about. We’ve just dropped a hydrogen bomb plumb spang on Central Park. Think of us as radical landscapers. The twentieth century’s answer to Capability Brown.’

‘Who?’ said a voice.

‘Three contacts closing fast from behind,’ broke in Bunny. ‘Two a couple of thousand feet below, one on our level. No lock-ons.’

‘Can I break right?’

‘Go-go-go.’

Once again the wing commander threw the aircraft into a steep bank.

‘He’s overshot. He’ll never get back. Mach 1.4. His turning circle up here will be forty miles if he’s lucky.’

There was unmistakable boyish elation in the young man’s voice to which Amos felt himself respond. Bloody hell, it wasn’t every day that you won a dogfight high over New York with the best fighters the USAF could deploy. Over the ruins of New York, too, since your aircraft had just blotted the city from the map . . . It was definitely not the moment to worry that big Soviet bombers like the Tu-16 ‘Badger’ and the Tu-95 ‘Bear’ might in theory also do what they had done, even though neither aircraft could climb as high as the Vulcan and nor were they anything like as manoeuvrable. The chances were they would be shot down. But then, in the general confusion it only needed one to get through.

‘AEO, any sight of our own lads?’

‘Hard to tell, they’re putting out so much rope and chaff. Two were behind us, eleven and fifteen miles, I’ve lost the other. It could be this blip I’m getting way up at sixty thousand. Must be. Nobody else can get up there except for one of their Canberras or B-57s or whatever they’re calling them, and this is a bigger return. Has to be a Vulcan but it could be a rope image and they’re some way off now. They’re all jamming like mad. Probably helped our own approach.’

‘Thirty miles to Boston, Skip,’ called Viv.

‘Right, we’ll bomb that, too. Get that, Rusty?’

‘Roger.’

‘AEO to Captain,’ Bunny broke in. ‘I’m in contact with Loring. We’ve got a divert, we’ve got a divert. Loring’s no go, socked in, mist and rain. Vis twenty per cent and falling. We’re diverted to Plattsburgh. Course correction coming up.’

‘Roger that. But we’ll just wipe out Boston first.’

‘Where’s Plattsburgh?’ Amos asked Muffin.

‘Northern New York State on Lake Champlain, up near the Canadian border. About eighty miles south of Montreal, as far as I remember. I’d guess a couple of hundred miles north-west of here. SAC station, if it’s the one I’m thinking of. Just bombers. Dropped in there once a few years ago on some exercise or other. So many bloody exercises you can’t remember where the hell you have been.’

‘Or why.’

The wing commander shot Amos a glance, his eyes above the oxygen mask unreadable. ‘There is no why, Pins. You just do it.’

Uncertain as to whether he had just been upbraided, and mildly unnerved by his superior’s sudden use of the nickname that had followed him from his student days at Cranwell after an embarrassing episode involving an ejector seat, Amos was relieved when Viv broke in at this point with the course correction and warned Plattsburgh of their approach. The air traffic controller there would give them altitude instructions a hundred miles out. This was the distance from their original destination where the exercise would have been deemed to finish for the Vulcans.

‘All ECM suspended, Skip,’ said Bunny. ‘No hostiles near us. I think they’ve called it off.’

Twenty minutes later XJ786 touched down beside the lake on runway three-five at Plattsburgh AFB. The other three Vulcans followed in the next fifteen minutes, their white triangles emerging from the clouds as traffic control slotted them between returning B-47 bombers and Boeing KC-97 tankers. There were even some fighters screaming down to land with puffs of tyre smoke.

‘Strewth, what a caper,’ said Muffin as he let Amos taxi in and park. The men swiftly completed their post-flight checklists. ‘I’m knackered. Getting old.’ Yawning, the wing commander removed his cloth helmet and ran his hands through hair that was already showing silvery strands. ‘Well done, lads. Good stuff. One day you can tell your kids you wiped out New York City and Boston – but not before the Official Secrets Act expires or you’ll be sent to the Tower. Right, we’re unexpected guests here, so best behaviour and all that jazz. And don’t rub their noses in it – we’re all on the same side, don’t forget. Plus we’ve still got a lot more flying to do in this country in the next few days.’

In the excitement of Skyshield Amos had almost forgotten that before they could return to England they would be flying sorties in an exercise called Big Photo. They hadn’t been briefed on this yet but had gathered they would be pitting the Vulcans’ ECM equipment against ground radars that the Americans had set up to mimic Soviet SAM missile sites. Well, tomorrow was another day. As they disembarked they could see that Plattsburgh was unmistakably a bomber base. The B-47s were coming home like weary crows at the end of a long day. They learned later that some of the crews had flown in for Skyshield from Europe as well as from bases all over the US, and thanks to air-to-air refuelling many had been airborne for the best part of twelve hours. They, too, were disembarking unsteadily and filing into buses. Beneath the grey sky a cool breeze blew the scent of burned kerosene and carried with it the sundry moans and blasts of aero engines. It was a scene familiar to airmen everywhere. XJ786’s crew handed each other’s flight bags down before themselves climbing stiffly down the yellow ladder to the stained concrete.

‘The thing about life in the RAF which the adverts don’t mention,’ observed Bunny, ‘is that you never know where the fuck you’re going to be sleeping from one day to the next. Life’s just one long camping trip.’

‘Never mind the sleeping – oh wow!’ said Rusty Irons with a sigh of pleasure as he pissed against a still-hot tyre. A small cloud of vapour drifted up. ‘Bloody desperate, I was. You can’t beat a Jimmy Riddle after a sortie.’

Just then, to everyone else’s relief, a crew bus drew up and they climbed aboard.


*



Once they had showered and changed out of their flying gear, the crews of all four Vulcans met up to compare notes. The results surprised even them. Each of their aircraft had registered radar hits but none for a lock-on long enough for them to be ‘downed’. All had successfully evaded their attackers by effective use of ECM. They had just heard that the four Vulcans from 83 Squadron had also been diverted from Loring, in their case to Ernest Harmon AFB in Stephenville, Newfoundland. There was no news yet of how they had got on in the exercise, but the results of the flights up from Bermuda were both triumphant and sobering. The four bombers had managed to ‘invade’ the seaboard of north-eastern America and, in a real war, could have obliterated several of its major cities.

‘Shit-a-brick, it’s back to the drawing-board for someone,’ Mewell observed. ‘Not for us, though, and definitely not tonight. Time to sample SAC’s hospitality, don’t you think?’

The next day RAF and USAF crews alike were amused by the reports on the mess TV of what Skyshield Saturday had looked like from the ground. It had evidently been plane-spotter’s heaven as the waves of bombers at varying heights were met by the milling gnats of fighters. The sky had echoed to the constant thunder of jet engines and sonic bangs. More than one panicky radio station had reported a Soviet invasion. Citizens old enough to remember Orson Welles’s 1938 radio play The War of the Worlds swore they had seen squads of short, squat creatures in metallic uniforms massing in the fields of Connecticut. When Sunday morning dawned it looked as though Christmas had arrived early. The countryside and hedgerows of the eastern United States glittered and sparkled beneath many tons of the tinsel-like filaments of chaff and strands of ‘rope’ that the hundreds of aircraft had deployed.

On Monday the 16th came news that the weather at Loring had cleared, and Amos and his crewmates regretfully left Plattsburgh for the next exercise. They made sure the four Vulcans put on a bit of a show for their poor benighted SAC friends by doing what B-47s couldn’t do, which was to take off in pairs, fighter style, leap into the air and climb steeply out at an angle that would not have disgraced a single-seat interceptor. They turned to starboard over Lake Champlain for the short hop to Loring leaving trails of dark smoke that disappeared into the grey overcast.

At Loring they met up with their colleagues from 83 Squadron, who had themselves just flown in from Newfoundland to take part in the next exercise. It emerged that one of their Vulcans had been ‘downed’ by an F-101 Voodoo over Canada on Saturday; the other three had got through. In all, seven of Bomber Command’s aircraft had successfully penetrated North American airspace. Washington, Baltimore, Philadelphia, New York, Boston, Montreal and Ottawa: gone. The men looked at each other.

‘I blame the Founding Fathers,’ said Bunny Carmichael. ‘America was colonised from the east, so most of their principal cities are strung out along this side of the continent, aren’t they? Big mistake. As my old nan used to say, ‘Never put all your eggs on one seaboard.’

‘What was she, then, chorus girl at the Pentagon?’

‘Nah, she couldn’t kick high enough because of the arthritis.’

The jocularity concealed a slight feeling of anti-climax among the men from Scampton. It was further intensified by the complete absence of any kind of official debriefing. This was most unusual in the wake of an exercise. Apart from their own success, how had all the others done? The hundreds of B-52s and B-47s and B-57s, any of which was capable of delivering nuclear weapons? Silence. Like Plattsburgh, Loring was also an SAC station, and the only information the Britons could glean came from chatting with their opposite numbers from the American bomber crews. Not surprisingly, a lot of the bombers at lower altitudes had been intercepted and ‘killed’, but many hadn’t, in particular some of the B-52s that had gone in lowest of all.

‘I’m not surprised you guys got through if you were up at fifty-six thousand, for Pete’s sake,’ said one B-52 captain. ‘That’s gotta be cheating.’

‘That’s the height we were told to fly at,’ Wing Commander Mewell said pacifically.

‘Yeah, sure, I didn’t mean you were out of order, just that it was unrealistic. Those Vulcans of yours can fly far higher than anything the Russkies have. We’re told no Bear or Badger can make more than about forty-five thousand.’

‘Maybe the Soviets have something in the pipeline we don’t know about.’

‘Well, I sure hope to Christ you Brits aren’t going to sell them Vulcans like you sold them jet engines after the war.’

‘Ouch.’

One of 83 Squadron’s pilots reported that he’d been chatting to an F-102 pilot in a bar at Ernest Harmon. The Vulcan man, in common with all his fellows, had made no visual sightings himself but the pilot of the Deuce had spotted a Vulcan from below. ‘He was tracking a B-52 and saw us about twenty thousand feet above him. His reaction was “What the eff is that effing thing up there?” and tried a snap-up attack but said he just about fell out of the sky in the attempt.’

‘Theoretically we could have gone higher, you know,’ said Mewell mildly. ‘One of our guys tells me he managed to slide up to around fifty-eight before getting within early warning cover.’

The USAF man merely shook his head before brightening. ‘Sure, but if that had been a real attack we’d have gone to missiles. This base, Loring? We’re the biggest in SAC. We store nukes here and we’re ringed with Nike Ajax sites. You stick a nuclear warhead on one of those mothers and it doesn’t matter if it misses you by a few hundred feet. It’s still going to make your eyes water, right? Anyway, we all showed up on their screens from the moment we were airborne on Saturday.’

‘Of course we did,’ Amos broke in. ‘But as I understand it the point of the exercise was to test NORAD, which isn’t blips on radar so much as what you do about them. Surely North American Air Defense means, well, defending against an incoming enemy. Speaking for my own lot on Saturday, none of the defenders could reach us, not even your Sixes, and we were briefed that they’ll hit Mach 2 at forty thousand feet and are good to reach well over fifty thousand.’ Amos was embarrassed to intercept a warning glance from his senior officer and subsided.

‘Yeah, well, like I said, if it had been for real you guys would’ve been taken out by missiles, ECM or no ECM.’

‘You hope. You don’t know our ECM.’

The next night a cocktail party and supper was held at the Officers’ Club to welcome the RAF detachment. The day after that, using Loring as their base, the eight Vulcans flew various sorties in which they tested their equipment against simulated surface-to-air missile sites as well as making radar bomb scoring attacks on American targets at which hits and misses were very accurately measured electronically. A ‘highly classified’ aura surrounded the whole venture. From the airmen’s point of view, it was just another exercise and the results were none of their concern.

From then on the RAF crews gave themselves up to fraternising with their USAF colleagues. The final social event of the British visit to Loring was a return party they threw for their American hosts: a binge involving the usual ritual exchange of shields and plaques, squadron ties and badges. On 20 October, somewhat reluctantly, the Vulcans flew back to Scampton. All crews agreed it had been an ace exercise, but once back home they were very surprised not to be debriefed on the mission in the usual fashion. It was obvious to them that certain sectors of NORAD had been found wanting, which seemed worthy of mention. At the very least they expected Bomber Command’s research branch would be eager to know a good few particulars of the Vulcans’ performance. However, it appeared the USAF were sitting on all the results and from then on official silence blanketed the biggest joint exercise in which the RAF had ever taken part.a


a See Appendix 1, p. 207.



Within twenty-four hours Amos was returned to his old squadron and memories of Skyshield II were swiftly buried by fresh exercises. After another year’s co-piloting he was sent off to No. 230 Operational Conversion Unit at Waddington to be turned into a full-blown Vulcan captain. Somewhere around that time he heard on the grapevine that ‘Muffin’ Mewell had been promoted group captain and had been given command of Wearsby station in Lincolnshire. The next few years passed in a haze of kerosene smoke and the endless daily rehearsals for heading off a third world war, and Skyshield II became just another fading memory.
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As he pedalled along, Amos was once again struck by how beautiful an airfield could be. In the clear light of an early Lincolnshire morning the gently rolling fields in the distance were darkly marked with lines of elms emerging from a stealthy ground mist: familiar shapes without which no English landscape would ever be truly complete. This hardening panorama, he now decided, performed the same function as the background of a Renaissance painting. There, behind the rallying men and horses, gorgeous with flags and harness, a far-off river might wind placidly past unheeding villages and olive groves. Here, the pale tower of the medieval church in Market Tewsbury five miles away seemed equally unwitting of the engines of war marshalled in the foreground. And just as an art-lover could read a painting’s iconography and marvel at details of sword and armour, so could an airman’s heart lift at the sight of the great ghost-white bombers on their dispersals like pale cattle caught sleeping at dawn. Yet human ingenuity had designed them to spring into the air within minutes and fly faster than the footprint of the sun.

Lately, Amos had taken to starting the day with a visit to one of the airfield’s remoter corners. There was seldom anyone about although, as on any active station, there were always sounds of industry from some quarter. This morning it was from the crews working overnight in one of the vast hangars to bring a Vulcan back to serviceability. On the cool, still air as he passed came the distant chugging of a mobile generator and the faint screech of a power tool. His cycle tyres whined softly over the perimeter track’s ribbed concrete. Out here, where less than twenty years earlier bombed-up Lancasters had waddled from dispersal, the expansion joints between the sections of pavement were still filled with bitumen. Nowadays, spilt kerosene and the searing heat of jet engines too easily dissolved or burned such tar fillings so out on the pan all the old joints had been reamed out and replaced with concrete. This perimeter road, however, remained a fossil from the Second World War, still functional in these chill and perilous times.

This and associated trivia freewheeled through Amos’s mind as he cranked his bicycle along in the growing light. Off to his right stood an immense black water tank on tall iron legs with cross-​bracing, another relic from the previous war. It still functioned as an emergency supply and had always been a useful point of reference for pilots on final approach. Ahead of him there now appeared the figures of a military policeman and his Alsatian dog returning from a night’s patrolling of the inner perimeter fence. He braked to a halt as the man raised his hand in slightly more than greeting.

‘Morning, Corporal. Quiet night?’ He handed over his F.1250. There had been a security scare recently.

‘Morning, sir. Thought I recognised you. Quiet enough, it’s been.’ The immaculately blancoed white webbing of the man’s belt, holster and shoulder strap gleamed in the early light. As the policeman bent his head to read the ID Amos could see beads of dew on his service cap’s white top.

‘And how’s Air Dog Bonzo this morning?’ Amos addressed the question facetiously to the Alsatian. ‘No Russky spies to get your teeth into?’ The animal merely fixed him with a blank, killer’s gaze. There was a dusting of dew on its back and mud had oozed up between its toes.

‘Thank you, sir.’ The MP handed back the folder. ‘Long way from married quarters, sir.’

‘You married, Corporal?’

‘Not quite, sir.’

‘Just you wait. You’ll soon find a bit of distance essential now and then.’

When the guard and his dog were dots on the track behind him Amos turned in at the edge of the woods that screened the fire dump equally from the personnel on base and from the occasional British taxpayer travelling the B road a couple of hundred yards away beyond the airfield’s high outer fence. A favourite destination of his, the place drew him as the archaeological site it was. Less than two years previously RAF Wearsby had been a Fighter Command station. Then, after welling anxiety in Whitehall and Washington about the Soviets’ ability to deliver a nuclear strike, Bomber Command had taken up residence instead. The Airfield Construction Branch had worked night and day to lengthen the main runway and build a series of individual operational readiness platforms leading off it so that each bomber had immediate access to it for scramble take-offs. The crews had been busy right up to a month ago building blast pens, hardened aircraft shelters and the reinforced bunkers where Blue Steel nuclear bombs were stored. The two previous squadrons had flown off in their Hunters to Jever and Gütersloh in Germany and the great delta-winged V-bombers had moved in, three of them brand new from the Avro works, their anti-flash white finish smelling of fresh cellulose. Since the strategic catchword these days was ‘deterrent’, they were facetiously deemed to constitute part of Britain’s Great White Deterrent, a phrase which the service had reliably downgraded to Great White Detergent in honour of the novelty value of washing powders like Omo and Tide. The very word detergent brought with it an air of modernity, a suggestion of effortless efficiency.

In all the recent hectic activity at Wearsby the station’s fire dump seemed to have been overlooked. Tucked away in its distant corner, it remained an oasis immune from the new Ministry of Aviation’s world of strategic urgency. It simply went on giving a last home to the victims of mechanical failure, pilot error and sheer bad luck. Lincolnshire – like much of East Anglia – was dotted with airfields of all kinds and despite Wearsby’s nuclear status it was also a Master Diversion Airfield, guaranteed open all year
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