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To my wife, Ann, for your help and necessary constant encouragement.

To the Royal Navy, for my education.

And to the memory of many friends lost along the way.
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Foreword by
Sir John Treacher KCB

I am pleased that David has decided to record his brilliant flying career, which was well and truly launched when his first squadron embarked in the aircraft carrier HMS Victorious in which I was serving at the time. 

His natural ability was quickly recognised and he was soon selected for advanced training as an air warfare instructor and then for the Empire Test Pilots’ School.

It was not long before British Aerospace realised his potential and the navy was happy to have him become chief test pilot of future developments. 



Admiral Sir John Treacher KCB

Commander (Air) in David Eagles’ first embarked squadron in HMS Victorious; Captain of the aircraft carrier HMS Eagle; retired as Commander-in-Chief, Fleet




1

Start Up

My flying career started in the library of Mirfield Grammar School, in the West Riding of Yorkshire, in the middle of 1953. I was studying Geology at A level but had become aware that I would have to join one of the services for national service, either before or after university. I began to consider which of the three services it should be and I came across two paperback books in that library. They were Fleet Air Arm and Ark Royal, published by the Ministry of Information in 1942 and 1943, and they were full of pictures of pilots in sheepskin-lined jackets leaning into the wind as they made their way up a heaving flight deck to man their fighters. I still have these books and they still give me the same feelings I had then: ‘Where do I join?’
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HMS Indefatigable in Portland Harbour during 1954.

After much letter writing, form filling and interviewing I arrived at the Naval Air Station at Lee-on-Solent and began the uncomfortable experience of becoming a naval airman 2nd class and a national service upper yardman. There were twenty of us in that intake and after a week of kitting out and square-bashing we joined the Fleet Carrier HMS Indefatigable in Plymouth. 

Indefat, still bearing the scars of a kamikaze attack from her time in the Pacific nine or ten years earlier, was now a floating classroom for training all manner of entries into the Royal Navy, including the national service entry of would-be Fleet Air Arm fighter pilots.

For the next six months we sweated through courses on seamanship, anti-submarine warfare, communications, navigation, parade training and how to be a naval officer. Much of our time was spent tied up to a buoy in Portland Harbour and it was there that I was to get airborne for the first time in uniform, when we were given a single air experience flight in an RAF Sunderland. The grand old aircraft landed inside the harbour and took us on a run along the south coast at low level, circling over Calshot to let us see the three Princess flying boats on the bank there, two cocooned and one apparently in flying order. 
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En route to Pensacola in June 1954. Left to right, back row: Miller, Bradbury, Caine, Smith, Harvey, Hopkins, Hawes; front row: Ogilvy, Phillips, the author.

Indefat also gave us some sea time and was involved in exercises in the Atlantic and the Mediterranean, so as well as bouts of seasickness we felt as if we were getting closer to the action. During this time their lordships at the Admiralty realised they weren’t going to get their money’s worth out of us in the two years they had us in their power. Therefore they changed the rules and announced that if we wanted to continue with our dream of becoming Fleet Air Arm pilots we must sign on for a four-year short service commission. All twenty of us signed. I had left the comparative comfort of West House, Mirfield, where I lived with my father, Richard, a tool-maker with a Brighouse engineering firm; my mother, Nellie, the daughter of the Rastrick barber; and two sisters, Jean and Josephine. 

These were the days of the Cold War and Britain was broke after her efforts in the Second World War. The Americans offered several European countries, including Britain, the Mutual Defense Assistance Program (MDAP), to boost NATO capability against the growing Soviet threat. This programme assisted with rearming and with military training. And so it was that when, in June 1954, we graduated from our upper yardman training programme as fully fledged midshipmen, ten of us were fortunate enough to be sent to do our flying training with the US Navy, starting in Pensacola, Florida. As luck would have it, the only ship that could get us to the States in time for the start of our course was an all-first-class affair, the Cunarder RMS Media.

On the Media we met six more Royal Navy officers who were travelling to the same course and who were all lieutenants who had graduated through the Naval College at Dartmouth. In the US Naval Air Station at Pensacola, the lieutenants were accommodated in the bachelor officers’ quarters in comparative luxury, while we short service midshipmen messed with the American Naval Aviation cadets. 

The Naval Air Station at Pensacola was, and still is, a massive organisation. It has its own deep-water harbour where carriers can get alongside, a large airfield, extensive living accommodation and university-standard lecture theatres. Within 30 miles there were several other outlying airfields and the American training system moved the students from one field to another for the various phases of basic training. We did our preflight training at Mainside, Pensacola, training to solo at Whiting Field, formation flying at Saufley Field, bombing, gun firing and deck landing from Barin, and instrument flying and night flying at Corry. The aircraft used at all these bases was the North American SNJ, or Harvard as it is known in the UK. And the size of the operation was huge. At Whiting Field alone there were more Harvards on the line than we had aircraft in the whole of the Fleet Air Arm. Where the UK was sending, on average, fifteen students into this programme every six months, the Americans were injecting thirty a week! 

The preflight training at Mainside was riveting for that first four weeks before flying. The organisation picked you up into a fast-moving, highly disciplined, and very professionally run training machine. As part of the familiarisation with the SNJ our twenty-strong group was taken to an engine-running familiarisation pen. Here, in a Dutch barn arrangement, were about ten Pratt & Whitney R-1340 radial engines, which powered the trainer we were shortly to use, each mounted on a steel frame and operated from a small control panel behind a protective glass window. On this rig we were to demonstrate that we understood the start-up procedure and the means of control through the throttle and the propeller pitch lever. We stood in line waiting to be called to a vacant rig, watching impressive fires being produced by over-priming, and the whole scene produced an ear-ringing din. 

The American training system was quite different from that in RAF Training Command, where those from our course who stayed back in the UK were trained. With the US Navy, each phase of training consisted of a set number of flights, each of which was pre-planned to the nth degree and with a printed form for each sortie (see opposite). 

Each sortie lasted on average one hour twenty minutes and no matter how much experience a student had or how well he was progressing, he would be put through every facet of the sortie as written up. We learned from our fellow students being trained by the RAF that if they were learning fast, they would move through the syllabus at a higher rate and would go solo earlier. Here in Pensacola, you didn’t solo until you had done the requisite nineteen trips. 

The SNJ aircraft was a great trainer. We each had to pass a blindfold cockpit check before our first instructional flight, to demonstrate familiarity with the position of switches and controls. I remember my first sortie, watching the stick and various controls being moved by the instructor in the back seat and the instrumentation that we had been studying in books, finally moving, and I had that uneasy feeling that this was all going to be too difficult. By flight three I was keen as mustard. It was, I suppose, a fairly complicated aircraft for an initial trainer, with propeller pitch control and retractable landing gear from the beginning, but it demonstrated well all the features needed in basic flying training (see colour plate 1).

One of the American cadets had been a top-dressing pilot before joining the programme. He became the talk of the town one day when, with his instructor in the back seat, he had an engine failure on the climb out after take-off and he immediately rolled inverted and pulled through, back to the runway! They made it but the word was that his instructor couldn’t speak for days. 
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A typical flight report during pre-solo training.

The social life during the course was as riveting as the flying and the American government paid us all a small cheque monthly to bring our pay up to the same level as the American cadets. On the weekend after ‘cheque day’ we would cash them in at the cash desk of the San Carlos Hotel in downtown Pensacola and often take one large room there for five or six of us to bed down in if the night’s activities were extended. On one such night, at about three in the morning, the door of the room burst open and in came the hotel detective and a couple of uniformed policemen. ‘OK,’ said one of the cops. ‘Which of you guys is Horatio Nelson?’ We had all signed in with the usual ‘Mickey Mouse’ or ‘Winston Churchill’ signatures, and Nelson’s signature was the nearest to the registration number of our car, which was parked facing the wrong way on a one-way street!

Another indication of the quality of the training programme was the Americans’ approach to crosswind landing training. There was a dedicated airfield in the area for this subject, Choctaw, which had six runways arranged as a hexagon so that you could select the crosswind angle you required from whatever direction there was wind. 

After the pre-solo and aerobatics phase we moved to Saufley Field, where we flew formation training sorties for a month – twenty-three sorties. We were arranged in flights of six, plus one instructor with nerves of steel. We graduated from two to four and finally six-plane exercises. At Saufley we had to do spells of duty out on the airfield controlling taxiing traffic at a taxiway intersection, and to deal with the calls of nature the base had placed an outside loo alongside the taxiway. Inevitably, a taxiing aircraft left the taxiway one day and clipped the said convenience with its wing tip. The subsequent aircraft accident report, under ‘Remarks of the Administrative Authority’, read, ‘When ya gotta go, ya gotta go.’

Our move to Barin Field in January 1955 put us into the SNJ-5, which had a deck hook, and here we had the unforgettable experience of training for deck landing. We had fifteen flights of ‘field carrier landing practice’ on a satellite airfield, with our instructor at the runway touchdown point signalling with ‘bats’. My progress in this phase was slow – I was always uncomfortable with getting so slow on the approach. The normal approach speed for the SNJ was 80 knots, slowing to 75 knots on finals. Here we were approaching at 70 knots and hanging on the prop on the finals turn. When the batsman gave the ‘cut’ signal, the instruction was to chop to idle power and simultaneously hit full forward stick, quickly followed by full back stick as the aircraft dropped to the deck. The debrief from the instructor after my final field practice trip made it fairly clear that he didn’t expect me to make the grade on the trip to the ship the following day, but the whole exercise went like clockwork and I did my six deck landings without a waved off approach; ‘6 for 6’ – a point of huge pride. I was so adrenaline-fired by the experience that after my sixth landing a crewman had to jump up on the wing and remind me that that was my lot. Time to get out and let the next guy in! The ship was the USS Monterey, a Second World War wooden-decked, small escort carrier that the US Navy now used only as a training ship (see colour plates 2 and 3).
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Formation training at Saufley Field, Pensacola, in November 1954.

Also at Barin Field, we had our first taste of air-to-air gunnery against a towed banner target. The SNJ-6 had a 0.5in Browning machine gun installed externally along the engine cowling, with the breech protruding into the cockpit and firing through the propeller arc through an interrupter gear. We had to ‘hand charge’ the gun (i.e. cock it) by pulling back on a simple handle on the breech as we turned in for the first live run, and the noise and smell of cordite when the trigger was pulled was stirring stuff. The gunsight was a simple fixed cross but the whole arrangement worked well and I ended up with a respectable score. Later, in Venoms and Hunters back in the UK, air-to-air gun firing was to be my favourite occupation. 

There were two or three aircraft on the line (out of thirty or forty equipped with guns) that had suffered a malfunctioning interrupter gear and had achieved a neat ½in hole through one propeller blade. Where this hole had been safely central to the blade, the other blade was drilled out to balance it, and you could tell from the ground when one of these was in the circuit, the usual unmistakable whine of the Pratt & Whitney R-1340 having an additional whistle. 

Bombing, also in the SNJ-6, was a different story for me. We had to track the target from a 30-degree dive, pull out of the dive at a given height and ‘pickle off’ the bomb three seconds after starting the pull-out. My US marine instructor, who circled the target at the pull-out height to confirm that we obeyed the minimum height rules, wrote, ‘This student may be a gunner but he’s no bomber.’ The weapons and deck-landing phase was completed in thirty flights over two months and was the most satisfying period in the whole programme. We found that the basics of flying the SNJ were now becoming second nature, and we were now able to superimpose new skills on top. 

A memory of the Barin phase is of stopping at an isolated bar on the way back to the camp one Sunday night after a day at the beach; it was a well-known, scruffy, one-storey watering hole. Among those sitting at the bar was a customer who had clearly had more booze than was good for him and he was in a violent argument with the barman/owner, who had obviously just refused to serve him any more. The barman turned his attention to us new arrivals as the drunk stormed out. A few minutes later there was an enormous crash as a large truck drove in through the wall behind us, reversed, revved up and roared off down the highway we had just negotiated. Piqued, apparently, at the unsympathetic service. 

For the final phase of basic training, and still on the SNJ, we moved on to Correy Field for the basic instruments phase and night flying. The instrument flying exercises, carried out ‘under the hood’ (a canvas cover that cut out all external view), called for a lot of deep concentration and heartfelt muttering – the other end of the spectrum from weaponry. We had four or five set patterns to learn to perform, controlling simultaneously speed, height and heading changes to tight limits. An example is shown below. 

The sorties here lasted for two and a half hours on average and were flown from the back seat with no outside visibility. Very dehydrating. Then, finally, night flying, a new adrenaline-charged sport. I remember doing my one and only wheels-up approach on this exercise, thankfully realising it before round out and calling ‘overshooting’ before being spotted by the runway lookout. It is good to get a fright like that at an early stage to kill the inevitable growing overconfidence. No one had spotted it and I didn’t say a word!

That was the end of our basic training phase and it was completed in 190 flying hours – much longer than the students in the UK were being given and I guess pretty luxurious by today’s measure, too. An indication of the difference between the US Navy and the RAF programmes was that only one of our number out of the ten in the USA failed the course and back in the UK they lost four of their ten. I have often wondered if I would have made it with the RAF’s expectation of a higher progress rate. 

Now we had ‘advanced’ to enjoy. The American system graded the students coming out of basic training as jet fighter material or ‘other’. The ‘other’ could lead to the advanced training phase being in multi-engined aircraft, namely the SNB, a Beech 18 derivative known to the RAF as the Expeditor. Alternatively, students could be bled off to helicopter training at the same point. All the British students were sent to jet fighter training, presumably at the request of the Admiralty. This training, carried out in Texas at Naval Air Stations at Corpus Christie and at Kingsville, involved exercises in three different aircraft types: the North American T-28C Trojan, the Lockheed TV-2 (a naval trainer version of the F-80), and finally the Grumman F9F-2 Panther. 





[image: images]

An instrument training pattern.

It was now May 1955 and we had been with the US Navy for ten months. Our group of sixteen Brits from the RMS Media had spread out through the programme and I joined the T-28 programme at Kingsville with several American friends and two others from the UK. There were two interconnecting airfields at Kingsville, one being used for the piston-engined T-28 and the other for jets (see colour plate 4).

The T-28 was a most comfortable and well-equipped aircraft and it had the luxury of a nose wheel so that, unlike with the SNJ, you could see straight ahead on the ground so there was no more need to do ‘clearing turns’ while taxiing. And it was powerful, with its throaty Wright Cyclone engine. I see from my notes at the time I was impressed that it ‘continued to accelerate easily during the climb out’! It was fitted with a dive brake, which allowed jet-style penetration and approach techniques, and it was also extremely well equipped with avionics. It had radio gear for MDF (manual direction finding), ADF (automatic direction finding), VOR (VHF omni-range), ILS (instrument landing system) and had both VHF and UHF radio. Back at home six months later, I was to find that our most up-to-date front-line fighter, the Sea Hawk, boasted only VHF radio and TACAN, a decidedly inferior fit. And, again, here at Kingsville the scale of the training operation was mind-boggling. There were seemingly acres of T-28s parked over an enormous dispersal area. After briefing for your flight you would find your assigned aircraft number and catch a ‘bus’ – a tractor-drawn stand-on trailer – which would plough up and down the aircraft lines until you found your mount (see colour plate 5).

We started the Kingsville training by being put through the bail-out trainer. This was an old Grumman F6F Hellcat piston-engined fighter set up in a static rig that maintained it in a tail up (i.e. level) attitude. One by one we strapped into it and closed the canopy and an engineer started and ran up the engine to full power from engine-control equipment mounted externally. An instructor shook an aileron to signal ‘bail out’ and we went through the procedure of unstrapping, opening the canopy and leaping out into the slipstream of the mighty Pratt & Whitney Double Wasp engine, running at full chat. There was a large thoughtfully placed net stretched between wing trailing edge and tail to catch you and you had to be in the net within some set time recorded on the instructor’s stopwatch if you were to avoid going through the whole hair-raising procedure again. But we looked enviously at the Hellcat and wished we could enjoy meeting it in proper circumstances (see colour plate 6).

The first training phase at Kingsville was in the ‘all-weather flight’, being lectured at in the mornings and flying in the back seat of the T-28, ‘under the hood’, in the afternoons. There were similar basic instrument patterns to those we flew at Corry in the SNJ, but here we moved on to gaining a full instrument rating using all the T-28’s radio gear. We were back to three-hour trips of intense concentration on the gauges, on some occasions two in one day. It was a huge relief to get through the instruments phase and start to fly the T-28 in the tactics phase from the front seat. We had a flight of five students (four Americans and myself), a lieutenant US Navy instructor, and twenty-two flights of pure joy to get through. We were introduced to fighter tactics and, bearing in mind that the average age of us students was 19 (I was the youngest), I felt the instructor had his time cut out trying to keep the whole exercise safe. After a brush-up on formation and aerobatics, we spent much of the time scrapping in one-on-one fighter manoeuvring and we were rewarded with a memorable formation land away to Dallas for a weekend. Could life get any better than this? (See colour plate 7.)

Life did get even better, though a little more serious, when we moved over to the jet field and did our jet familiarisation in the TV-2. We flew twelve trips in this jet trainer, all dual, and it was a little sobering to find the very noticeable degree of unresponsiveness in engine control that this old but much revered jet had compared with the pistons, and the high degree of anticipation needed when making power corrections on the approach to land (see colour plate 8).

Approach speeds were higher, of course (from memory about 105 knots), and flatter approaches were required so the engine could be kept at a higher and so more responsive power setting. But the performance was impressive. On my first familiarisation trip we reached 48,000ft altitude and I didn’t get higher than that for several years in my flying career. The air-conditioning system was even more impressive! We could produce snow from the cabin cooling system on take-off, and in Kingsville, Texas, in July that seemed pretty clever. The TV-2 was, of course, developed from the original P-80 Shooting Star, the first American operational jet fighter back in early 1945. It was interesting to compare it later with the de Havilland Vampire, developed in the UK at about the same time and which we were about to encounter as a trainer when we got home. The Vampire trainer had a side-by-side seating arrangement that was partly responsible for its uglier cockpit layout. And, unlike the TV-2, it also had pretty uncomfortable behaviour when recovering from a dive to limiting Mach number using air brakes. An oscillation reaching plus and minus 3g was possible. The TV-2 was not so lively in these conditions but it was perhaps not so manoeuvrable in the normal flight envelope either. We didn’t solo the TV-2 and so couldn’t ‘mess around’ in it as we could the Vampire. What was impressive with the TV-2, and indeed with all the American aircraft I encountered, was the normal fuel load and so the range or endurance. All our sorties in it and in our final aircraft type, the F9F Panther, were of around one-and-a-half hours’ duration, compared with the UK’s Sea Hawk and Vampire typical endurance (soon to be encountered) of one hour, or one hour and ten minutes at the most.

After twelve sorties in the TV-2 we finally flew our first single-seat fighter, the F9F-2 Panther. This was the US Navy’s most extensively used fighter in the recent Korean War, with more than 1,000 built. It was fitted with wing-tip tanks, 4 × 20mm cannon and the engine was a Pratt & Whitney J42-P-8 – actually a Rolls-Royce Nene scaled up to 1¹⁄8 size (see colour plate 9).

Three of us from the UK were ready at the same time for this final phase and, since the instruction was organised in flights of three, we arranged for an all-RN flight, to be called Limey Flight. Lt A.M.G. (thought to stand for All Mighty God) Pearson,* Midshipman John Gingell (later a captain with Aer Lingus), and myself were assigned a US marine instructor, Capt. Newmark, who was an archetypal US marine. After one sortie of type familiarisation, which was closely chased by an instructor, we began the final phase of tactics, formation and then gunnery against a towed banner target. 

On one of our four ship formation take-offs, Capt. Newmark briefed us and then gave us a particular instruction concerning the pre-take-off actions. The main runway ran close and parallel to a public road and there was a run up area between the runway and the road where aircraft stopped to make final checks before take-off. At the fence, which separated the run up area from the road, was a viewing spot where passers-by could watch the camp’s operations. We were, he said, to line up tidily at the run-up area with tailpipes to the fence, and adjust the aircraft’s heading ‘until you have in your rear view mirror the maximum number of “ceevillians” (he spat this word out as though it was poison) and then you turn up (run up the engine) and blow them away.’ 

The F9 had fairly light control forces, which made for very nice handling. The roll rate was exceptional – I believe 360 degrees a second at around 10,000ft at 300 knots. Full aileron would knock your head against the canopy side. Having a more modern engine control system than the TV-2, the engine response was a clear improvement over that aircraft and so it removed to some extent the bogey of jets needing much engine anticipation on the approach. It must have been a very pleasant aircraft to take to the deck, though we weren’t given that pleasure. Certainly it gave a lot of confidence in the air-to-air gun-firing pattern and I was able to come away with an 8 per cent hit score, which was a good one among the students. 

During my time in the States, although not a natural letter-writer, I kept up a series of progress reports to Dad, who was at this time a tool-maker with a cotton-industry machinery manufacturer in Brighouse, Yorkshire. He was always keen to hear about the mechanics of flying – especially the engines involved – and I was always proud to tell him of my progress. Many years later, after his death, I found he had kept all these scrawled notes in a series of tobacco tins and they have helped me recall some of my early navy time. 

We came home from the USA in dribs and drabs, as each individual completed the course. Lt Tony Pearson and I were the first home, sailing from New York on 31 August 1955 on the RMS Queen Elizabeth, and I was met by my mother and sister, Jeanie, at Southampton. I enjoyed four weeks’ leave at West House, Mirfield, and it was during that time that I began to take a much stronger interest in beekeeping – my father’s main hobby. He kept around twelve stocks of bees in hives behind the house and sold 200–300lb of honey each year. He combined strong interests in nature – what flowers and trees were in blossom and giving nectar – with his professional engineering, building 3½in-gauge steam locomotives in his well-equipped workshop. I have always regretted not spending much more time with him. 

After leave, I was brought back to the reality of navy life with various short, non-flying courses. The first was the divisional officers’ course at HMS Victory in Portsmouth. Parade training, including sword drill, was now in the uniform of an acting temporary probationary sub lieutenant. We were messed in the shore station just outside the Portsmouth Dockyard gates and I remember the intimidating wardroom dining room with a fabulous mural of the Battle of Trafalgar and a wardroom steward behind every chair. A far cry from the pressed-steel plate/trays we had queued up with for our meals at Kingsville just three months earlier! 

In November most of our original course slowly reassembled at the Naval Air Station at Ford, near Littlehampton (later an open prison), and we were introduced to British aircraft, namely the Vampire and Sea Hawk, and to British procedures. Inevitably there was some disappointment at finding the facilities, and particularly the availability of aircraft, markedly inferior to standards in the States. We quickly got the word that to compare the two openly, or worse, to complain, marked you down for heat from the stalwarts for whom this scene was normal. But it also became clear that the degree of individual initiative that the Royal Navy allowed its officers was far greater than we had noted in the USN, even recognising that we had been in a training regime there. 

Operating from Ford, the first big difference was inevitably the weather! Although my logbook showed that I had been through nearly sixty hours of instrument flying with the USN, I had less than one hour in actual instrument conditions; all the rest was under the hood. At Ford, after getting familiarised with the Vampire, we were often in clag for more than half the flying time. I remember one early solo Vampire trip when I staggered up to 42,000ft in cloud, turned around and started my procedure to get back to base, never having seen the natural horizon! But, of course, it was by now November. The other big difference was the aircraft. With memories of the Panther still alive, the two-seat Vampire, which was our first introduction to Fleet Air Arm flying, seemed a definite step down. It had no avionics other than a VHF radio and our Ford aircraft had no weapons capability. (In fact the Vampire was a very capable and forgiving trainer and gave good service for many more years.) (See colour plate 10.)

Our Squadron at Ford, 764 Squadron, was effectively a holding unit for pilots waiting for assignment to either further training units or to front-line squadrons. We were to be held there until mid-February 1956, when we were to start our operational conversion course on the Hawker Sea Hawk aircraft at Lossiemouth in Scotland. Our squadron had a mix of Vampire, Sea Hawk and Wyvern aircraft and the pilot population varied during those weeks from too many to far too many for its small complement of aircraft. When our course from the States began to reassemble the shortage of aircraft was so acute that the CO introduced a watch system; half of us to be available for the mornings only and the other half for the afternoons. On our half days ‘off’ we would visit other squadrons at Ford, seeking a ride in anything getting airborne with a spare seat. I got some flying time in a Dragonfly helicopter and, later, in the rear seat of a Fairey Firefly, never suspecting that I would be seeing more of this Second World War piston-engined aircraft the following year. But eventually we managed to get our hands on 764’s Sea Hawk aircraft and life took on a happier hue. 

The Sea Hawk was the Royal Navy’s front-line fighter and was operational at that time in four or five aircraft carriers in various parts of the world. It was a delightful aircraft to fly, with power-assisted ailerons, the Rolls-Royce Nene engine giving 5,000lb thrust, and it
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