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Have you ever done something totally random? Made a spur of the moment decision that was completely out of character? 

I did. 

I flew an aeroplane and somehow became a pilot. That wasn’t supposed to happen. People like me don’t fly aeroplanes. 

Then I discovered gyroplanes – it was all James Bond’s fault. People like me didn’t fly gyroplanes either. 

Now the timid introvert that I am drives the length of France to fly with a special group of friends at the Gyro Club Toulouse, down by the Pyrenees. Six hundred miles alone on the wrong side of the road, in a language I can barely speak. 

It’s been a voyage of discovery and new horizons in every sense. This is the tale of a Rotormouse.
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I

f someone had told me four decades ago that come the year 2020, a casual appraisal of my life would inspire an account of the highlights (and what those highlights would prove to be!), I would’ve chuckled at such a crazy notion. Deeply introverted and socially inadequate with confidence levels of precisely zero, what could I ever achieve? Yet as ridiculous as it may seem, the quiet and unassured creature that I am did do something extraordinary, a fact that I’ve always been reluctant to acknowledge as the ‘firsts’ were merely coincidental. I don’t do what I do because I wanted be first – I do what I do because it speaks to my soul like nothing else can. What’s extraordinary is this timid pint-sized mouse falling head-over-heels for what many perceive to be a renegade and suicidal activity, but au contraire, I’m a most unlikely renegade, without a death wish.

Early in 2019, eight years of struggle culminated in the publication of Spinning on the Wind, which in turn marked the approaching end of the Brookland Rotorcraft project. Repeated appeals to promote my disastrously flawed paperback on social media fell on deaf ears. I don’t do the Snapface, Twittergram or Chatbook thing and have no desire to be followed, liked or shared. ‘But you must have an online presence!’ they persisted, hence the reluctant creation of my website, which found me dredging up past events in order to pad it out a bit. This, combined with the unprecedented global lockdown of 2020 (weirdly appropriate for such a year of hindsight), led me to ponder the episodes that have shaped my life, sitting here in reflection thinking...

I can’t believe I did that!

*
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I don’t know exactly when it began. Sometime around the late seventies or early eighties, I remember being captivated by a television documentary about an affable old gentleman whizzing around his garden in strange little home-made ‘helicopters’. I thought it looked like fun and life carried on as usual, completely unaware that a seed had been sown. I had no intention of becoming a pilot. People like me don’t become pilots. Flying is the domain of confident types who articulate with ease and possess considerably more intelligence than I, but fortune works in mysterious ways and thus I came upon it by accident – a flying accident you might say. Half a lifetime ago, warships were my passion.

Growing up in an area of historic seafaring tradition greatly influenced my desire to join the Royal Navy, even though mere females were strictly land-based in those days. The summer of 1977 saw several thousand bewildered sixteen-year-olds released from secondary education straight into the sombre embrace of the dole queue, and one particularly bewildered sixteen-year-old among them was me. How I hated that weekly trek to sign on at Plymouth Civic Centre. Raw kids fresh from the classroom joined the jaded ranks of long-term unemployed in a hopeless quest for work that wasn’t there. A grim line of depression queuing around the block swathed in a choking cloud of nicotine.

Devonport Dockyard offered a few dozen apprenticeships, but like the hundreds of other hopeful teenagers who took the entrance exam, I didn’t stand a chance. No one else wanted me either. Inexperienced kids were ten-a-penny and no use to anyone, but I didn’t mind. Time was now my own and thanks to the hated ritual of the dole queue, a fortune of three pounds a week in my pocket meant freedom. My parents presented me with an elderly moped, my first step on the road to adult independence. Blessed with a modest selection of first or second gears, its automatic transmission was a poor match for the steep Devonian hills up which we crawled, but I loved it, zipping along at a carefree twenty miles an hour – well it felt like zipping. Life was good and the coming February meant that I would at last be old enough to apply for the Navy.

The dying embers of that blissful summer were, upon reflection, to herald the approaching twilight of my childhood. That hallowed existence of mine came to an abrupt and unwelcome conclusion as my parents uprooted, returning the family to our native and horribly land-locked county of Berkshire. It was awful. The same hapless dole queue awaited, a faithful replica of despondency to be found in every major British town during the 1970s. Hemmed in by dreary suburbia, I longed for the open sea and spacious freedom of the Devon countryside. February couldn’t come soon enough for my liking. Confidence is not my strong point but as the long-awaited month crept closer, a small seed of belief was beginning to take root in my mind. My aunt mentioned vacancies in the factory where she worked, a soul-destroying monotony of mass-produced metalwork; but it will only be temporary I thought, and a thousand times better than the dole queue. So it was that I entered the mechanical cacophony of the grease-stained shop floor, a culture shock to put it mildly.

The work was incredibly boring and repetitive, with none of the Health and Safety concerns of today. Protective equipment was minimal and only the men were provided with boiler suits and steel-capped boots. Female employees made do with dust coats and stiff rubber gloves that were invariably man-sized, but the sharp metal components shredded them with ease. The access way to the factory floor was dubbed ‘Firework Alley’, lined on either side by rows of spot-welding machines that spewed jets of hot embers, raining fiery sparks that burned tiny holes in clothes, scalps and skin. My workstation was an asbestos-lined box that shed a fine tickling dust which made me sneeze. That’s how it was back then, we just got on with it.

Everyone told me that if I wanted something badly enough then it was sure to happen – I wanted to join the Navy and get the hell out of there! Christmas slipped by. Amidst the raucous heat and grime of the press shop, January turned into February, and I could finally begin my escape plan. Initial doubts at the recruitment centre were quelled by the ease of the entrance exam, after which I was summoned to London for a medical and an interview. Verbal communication has always been my Achilles heel, but I hoped for the best and returned home to await the verdict. Back in the confines of the factory, nondescript days of ceaseless industrial noise blended into forgettable weeks of sweltering heat caked in a greasy filth. Time dragged on. Well-meaning folk encouraged me that the wait was a good sign, it was bound to be all right. Rejection came in its own good time. A brief but polite missive arrived, thanking me for my interest and wishing me well in some other profession, and deep down I probably wasn’t that surprised. I put on a brave face. It was only a setback and after waiting the mandatory year between applications, I would try again. But twelve months of tedium later, I failed to regain that elusive bout of confidence. To rebuild all my hopes on that fragile scaffold of optimism only to have them come crashing back down again, I couldn’t do it. I chickened out. The temporary factory job turned into a seven-year stretch, and I was in a rut.

Model making was a favourite hobby in which I could escape the dull reality that my life had become. By now I’d built pretty much every warship kit that I could afford, the results of which filled a cabinet and all available shelving in my room. It seemed a logical step to tackle some larger versions of the tiny flying machines that lined the decks of my aircraft carriers, the added bonus being that I could hang them from the ceiling! And so it began. Blissfully ignorant of the affliction I was contracting, squadrons of fighters and bombers started to outnumber the prized fleets in my room, as aviation books and videos squeezed in alongside naval literature on the shelf. In those innocent days before twisted minds turned passenger jets into missiles, I roamed freely around the expanse of Heathrow Airport and on the roof of the Queens Building in particular, spending hours just watching and waiting for a glimpse of Concorde. I became hooked on air shows, driving many miles in pilgrimage to the sight and sounds of those rare vintage aircraft I had created in miniature. There was more to this than mere diversity, yet I remained unaware of the radical shift in focus, let alone where it would ultimately lead. Not in a million years could I have guessed where it would ultimately lead!

My twenty-first birthday crept up on me. I was horrified: I’m too young to be this old! But an amazing gift awaited my coming of age. Out on the busy apron at Heathrow Airport, I stood at the foot of the steps staring in disbelief at the slender white fuselage towering above me, lost in the perfection of sleek lines and shapely curve of that unique delta wing. The babble of my fellow passengers faded out of existence and the most beautiful aircraft ever designed waited for me alone. Concorde G-BOAC was all mine. What a momentous way to take wing for the very first time. Fastened inside the snug tubular cabin of the world’s fastest and most emotive passenger jet, the gentle background hum swelled to a thunderous roar that rose in volume with a sense of tremendous energy gathering itself beneath us. The aircraft seemed poised in anticipation as she trembled on tiptoe. The thrust was incredible! Four Olympus engines unleashed their fury with an almighty shove in the back that pinned us breathless against our seats, fired down the runway like an arrow from a bow as Alpha Charlie reared up and powered steeply in to the heavens. WOW! Craning to peer through the thick glass of the impossibly small windows, I gaped out on a dazzling panorama unfolding below. Travelling faster than sound according to the famous Mach meter on the bulkhead, at 60,000 feet we seemed to be suspended on the very edge of space. The sunlit globe of the Earth curved gently on the horizon, capped dramatically by a dark void beyond the atmosphere. Far below, an ocean of blue steel sparkled with silver and gold, flanked by quilts of brilliant white cloud like the purest of snows. The planet was radiant. I was completely in awe.

In retrospect, the implications of my first flight were to remain hidden for the time being, I still had a ground-dweller’s mentality. My brief experience of Concorde had been beyond anything I could’ve imagined – she was magnificent! – and I’m forever grateful to my parents for such a marvellous gift. To witness the hitherto unimagined beauty of the heavens had been a rich and unexpected bonus, yet I harboured no thought of returning to the skies, the possibility just never occurred to me. At least, not for another three years it wouldn’t...

In the beginning
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19 May 1985 – and so it begins
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B

y 1985, life had improved enormously. No longer caged by factory tedium (voluntary redundancy provided welcome release), I was now happily settled in a small workshop learning the art of corporate badge and sign making. It was interesting, required some skill and therefore it was fun. Model making activities had been curtailed somewhat having reached critical mass on the storage front, despite dangling surplus aircraft from the ceiling to gather dust, which they managed to attract in impressive quantities. Although the fixation with air shows, aviation books and videos remained, a definite hole had appeared in my leisure time, so was it coincidence or something more profound that led me to Earls Court that year?

Ambling half-heartedly among the crowded stands of the Ideal Home Exhibition, I suddenly caught a glimpse of a small aeroplane. It was most surreal. My expectations of finding anything of interest had been practically zero, yet here amid the vast displays of domestic gadgetry and housewares was a real live aircraft! I squeezed through the throng to get a better look. It was a different species to my usual military machines: a civilian light aircraft. Small aeroplanes often buzzed over our village from local airfields, but I paid them little attention, vaguely aware that the ugly ones with their wings on top were a breed called Cessna. But this one was oddly appealing. Although divested of its wings, the remaining stubs hinted that the low wing design definitely looked right, much nicer than the flying bus shelters.

Providence opened a gap in the crowd and I slipped through to peer in to the cockpit. Apart from a few extra controls, I could have been looking at the interior of a posh modern car. Two pairs of comfortable seats with ordinary safety belts filled the cabin, a twin set of control yokes and chunky foot pedals arranged for the occupants up front. A large dashboard filled with strange dials in neat order fitted snugly against a spaciously curved windscreen. This was the first time I had seen inside a light aircraft, yet (perhaps because of my models) I was enchanted by its familiarity. I’m one of those soppy people who talk to inanimate objects and bestow pet names on my vehicles. Maybe the curse of the introvert is a contributing factor, but for whatever reason, I’ve always felt a natural empathy with machinery, despite not being particularly mechanically minded. It’s an intangible awareness that some have a spirit of their own, in a mechanical sense rather than the biological. Okay, it sounds weird and I probably am, but that’s how it goes. I’ve lived with me a long time – just roll with it!

Despite my passion for aviation, the thought of actually learning to fly hadn’t crossed my mind. There was no life-long ambition to fulfil or anything like that, it wasn’t on my radar at all. Pilots were a cut above ordinary mortals like me. I could no more become an aviator than delve into nuclear physics – so how as I stood beside that truncated little aeroplane did I know that this was inevitable? Even before the salesman homed in on me, sensing commission, there wasn’t a shred of doubt that my hard-earned cash would be exchanged for a trial flight voucher. It wasn’t like me at all, but that simple transaction lit the fuse on the greatest adventure of my life. Back at work, my colleagues laughed at what I had done and questioned my sanity, but that was nothing new. Another birthday was imminent so it seemed appropriate to take wing on the same day, and should the predictions of doom by my irreverent pals come to fruition, it’d be a pleasing touch of irony to shuffle off this mortal coil on the exact date that I had shrugged it on. Either way I’d be trying on a new pair of wings! But the best laid plans of mice and would-be aviators and all that – my first lesson was meteorology. It was raining. We couldn’t fly.

Surprised by an unexpected level of disappointment, I fretted my way through an exceptionally long working week until Sunday finally crawled around again. The weather was much improved so with camera-wielding family in tow, we headed for Blackbushe Airport along a route that would become very familiar over the next couple of years. I even remember asking my dad to use up the film in my camera as this would only be a one-off experience, unsuspecting child that I was. So that’s how on 19 May 1985, I first took the controls of a light aircraft: a Grumman Cheetah, or AA5A to be exact, sister to the friendly little machine that had snared me in the exhibition hall. There were three of them parked on the grass by the fence: one with orange and brown stripes, and a pair with identical red and blue markings on their white skins. I would come to know the twins, G-FANG and G-PAWS very well in the future. The trio of Cheetahs was considerably outnumbered by a flock of the flying bus shelters belonging to a rival school across the way, but they held no appeal for me whatsoever. Had one of those been on display at Earls Court, this story might have been very different.

Inside I met David, the instructor tasked to accompany me. We completed a few formalities then I followed him out to the brown-striped machine, G-MELD. Together we walked around her inspecting fuel and oil levels, waggling control surfaces and generally looking for defects until David was satisfied that all was in order. With my brother Graham installed in the back seat and tied down, it was my turn to climb up on the wing root and step into the cockpit. I loved it at once. In front of me were eight large dials with a row of rocker switches laid out below: a stack of radio and navigation equipment divided the panel in two, with a collection of smaller gauges and dials housed on the far side. A central console ran between the seats, housing fuel gauges and tank selector, along with trim wheel and a small tab to activate the electrically driven flaps. Twin control yokes sprouted from the panel above our knees, while our feet rested on identical pairs of combined brake and rudder pedals.

Locking the canopy in place over our heads, David pointed out each instrument and dial, explaining their functions as he prepared to start the engine. The little aircraft began to hum into life around us, responding to various switches and levers as David worked through the check list. Seat belts fastened, headsets plugged into the intercom and we were all set. Feet on the brake pedals, ignition switch on: the two-bladed propeller jerked through a couple of turns and vanished in a blur as the engine caught and shuddered into life. G-MELD trembled and nosed forward as the slipstream whipped over her wings, standing on tiptoe – just like Concorde but with considerably less oomph! We waited a moment for the engine to warm up, and after checking all the gauges were reading correctly, David keyed the microphone and spoke to the tower. The controller replied with something unintelligible inside my headphones, and away we went.

As instructed, I held the yoke in my left hand to follow David’s actions, taking the throttle lever with my right. Releasing the brakes, I cautiously pushed open the throttle just enough to get us rolling and steered the aeroplane on to the tarmac with the pedals. At twenty-two feet in length, the Cheetah was a good deal longer than any car I had driven and although the cockpit was a familiar size, the wings stretching out on either side spanned thirty feet from tip to tip. Always nervous of driving larger vehicles, I was strangely undaunted by G-MELD’s vital statistics and felt completely at home. We arrived safely at the holding point where David took over to do the run up checks, talking me through the check list as he advanced the throttle and did things with some switches. I followed as best I could, completely fascinated if not exactly comprehending. Satisfied that everything was as it should be, David spoke again to the tower and the voice in my ears replied with a string of letters and numbers, which evidently contained permission to proceed.

David released the brakes and steered us out on to the runway, aiming the nose wheel along the centre line. Looking ahead through the blur of the propeller was like sitting in the middle of an empty motorway, a smooth tarmac super highway stretched out before us. This was it. My senses were on overload, barely aware of David’s commentary as he opened the throttle. For someone whose only flying experience was the ultimate supersonic airliner, I was now at the opposite end of the scale and naturally it couldn’t have been more different. Comparisons with the family car again came to mind as G-MELD began to accelerate down the runway, all very gentle and even sedate. I tried to follow the rising needles of the airspeed indicator, engine rpm and temperature gauges, while glancing at the pointer of the direction indicator slaved to match our compass heading – this was impossible! But David seemed totally unconcerned as he eased back on the yoke and several mysterious forces combined to lift us into the air as the engine cowling filled the windscreen, blocking the view ahead. It felt like driving up a moderately steep slope as I glanced out to the left and was surprised to see treetops already disappearing beneath the wings. There was no fanfare, it was all very casual. We were flying, and I loved it.

Sprouting wings
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Romeo Romeo – wherefore art thou...
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I

t’s said in the aviation world that a pilot doesn’t forget their first solo, but conforming to type doesn’t really work for me. The milestone had been a long time coming. Having reached an acceptable standard around mid-autumn, suitable weather conditions were few and far between and rarely coincided with my lesson. So alongside Peter, my long-suffering instructor, I continued to practice the art of returning a light aircraft to earth in one piece. My last lesson of 1985 was booked for Sunday, 22 December, a day that arrived complete with howling wind and torrential rain lashing against the windows. I fretted all morning as the time for my afternoon slot drew closer. The wrathful elements had somewhat abated by lunchtime, but the heavy overcast didn’t look at all promising, so I was surprised by the ops desk telling me to come up when I phoned to see if another scrub was on the cards. Things were improving slowly as the weather front passed through, and the wind was due to moderate and shift favourably. Well, that was something: I might get a bit more dual time to finish off the year.

A couple of machines were already in the air when I arrived at a very soggy Blackbushe an hour later, with no expectation of flying alone that day. The clouds were beginning to lift and although there was still a stiff breeze, it was behaving as forecast and steadily aligning itself down the runway. G-FANG was my allotted mount, thoughtfully parked in the middle of a very large puddle. My feet were soaked by the time the external checks were complete, but the sun was already breaking through and matters had improved considerably. Peter hopped in beside me and off we went into the circuit.

He put me through all the drills – engine failure, glide approach, flapless – taking control on climb out from a practice overshoot to zoom ahead of the other traffic in a tight low-level circuit that put us at the front of the queue to land. That was fun! I couldn’t believe how quickly the day had changed from such a wildly inclement morning to a very pleasant and flyable afternoon. Finally the weather gods had smiled on me, but it still came as a shock when Peter radioed ‘November Golf, full stop’ as we touched down from our rapid short circuit, braking hard and turning FANG’s nose back toward the parking area. Apparently, this was it and immediately the doubts set in. I see from the notes I scribbled the following day that Peter gave me a long pep talk, double-checked the magnetos and radio before leaving me as sole captain of my ship – or a little Grumman Cheetah that suddenly seemed a whole lot bigger.

Thankfully, Paul was on duty in the tower and not old Reg, who was a bit deaf and rarely failed to tell me that my stressful transmissions were ‘unreadable’. I taxied FANG to the holding point where we idled awaiting clearance, presumably giving Peter time to get up in the tower, along with another instructor whose student was behind me in a Cessna, also on their first solo. Yes, that memorable first solo that no pilot can forget. To quote my notes: Took off all right, then I must’ve done a circuit and landed. It went so fast, I don’t know what happened. Tibor asked me how I felt, I said I didn’t know! So that was that. FANG was still in one piece and could be used again, so presumably it was a great landing as the old adage goes. Peter presented me with my wings, and I still have them today, even if I can’t remember how I got them.

*
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Having fulfilled my requisite share of circuit bashing, subsequent upper air work and navigation exercises, it was time to leave the nest and venture further afield on my own. I wasn’t looking forward to this at all. The first trip out was a simple overhead to Thruxton then turn around back to Blackbushe, pretty much a straight line that did nothing to improve my confidence. Next up was a dogleg to land at Bembridge on the Isle of Wight, crossing a busy control zone and having to talk to Southampton air traffic. I was so stressed by the radio and fear of doing something wrong in controlled airspace that I completely failed to appreciate my successful landing of the faithful FANG at Bembridge, or any of the stunning coastal views while crossing the Solent and returning her safely to the Bushe.

Marc was manning the ops desk when I signed in, and he congratulated me on completing a milestone flight (first solo landing away), asking if I had enjoyed it. No was the answer to that one. I was just relieved that it was over and to have brought FANG back in one piece – enjoyment hadn’t come in to it! Marc looked concerned and asked if I would wait for him at the table while he finished updating the tech logs, joining me a few minutes later with two cups of coffee. He said he was sorry that I hadn’t enjoyed myself, and asked if anything had gone wrong. What a nice guy; I wasn’t one of his students and he didn’t need to do that. I briefly explained my radio phobia and general feeling of inadequacy when left in sole charge of an expensive piece of equipment, not forgetting the potential for causing havoc in busy airspace. Marc gave me a bit of pep talk and said what an achievement I had made that day – even if I didn’t really believe it! Then he told me a tale that has stayed with me ever since.

During the Second World War, a young American fighter pilot was also afraid to fly (albeit with far greater reason) so to help calm his nerves and to keep him company, he imagined that a blue dove sat with him in the cockpit. And therein lies the reason why my gyroplane has a blue bird painted on her nose. Some are convinced that it’s Woody Woodpecker and there is a passing resemblance, to be fair, but inspiration actually came from a USAF squadron patch and it’s just the way it turned out. Our blue bird perches on a rainbow instead of a gauntlet as I wanted something more ephemeral to represent to the sky, so no, it’s not Woody Woodpecker and definitely has nothing to do with gay rights either! It stems from that first solo fright to Bembridge all those years ago. I was really touched by Marc’s concern that day, and the time he took to straighten me out. Thanks Marc. And hell yeah – I did do that.

*
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The most purrfect flight that I ever did in an aeroplane happened to be my qualifying cross-country. Having already flown a dual trip to Staverton with Peter, I had some idea of what to expect, but Kidlington was new territory and the qualifying flight would be my first visit – if I could find it. I’d been waiting for over a month for suitable weather and had to thank my boss for giving me free rein to leave work whenever the opportunity presented itself. The triangular route had long been plotted on my chart, so all I had to do was add the appropriate winds, adjust the timings and we would be good to go. When I finally got the call, it was literally drop everything and scoot up to the airfield as fast as my moped would carry me, stopping briefly at home on the way to grab my flight bag. On arrival at the Bushe, I was pleased to have been allocated G-PAWS, having done my first solo in her twin it would be nice to complete the set.

I updated my calculations for Staverton to Kidlington and back, while chaos reigned at the ops desk. Unlike her sisters, PAWS wasn’t fitted with long range tanks and so lacked the capacity to complete the trip without refuelling away, which (for reasons I can’t remember) wasn’t an option. I would have to wait for G-PURR to come back and take her instead. Nice little aircraft that she was in her rather garish new paint scheme of orange and yellow stripes, my radio woes were compounded by having to call ‘Romeo Romeo’ over the airwaves, I always felt such a berk! She was on frequency in the circuit returning from a lesson, and the tower relayed a message to leave her at the pumps for fuelling ready to go straight back out. This confusion had seriously eaten in to my schedule and there was no more time to lose if I was to complete the qualifying flight before official night (thirty minutes after sunset), otherwise it wouldn’t count and I would have to go back and do it again.

The chief instructor came out with me to the pumps where PURR was having her tanks topped up, telling me to get settled in the cockpit as soon as the caps were back on while he did the external checks. It was a record turn-around but we were now against the clock. I don’t remember much about the flight itself except that everything in the air was spot on to the minute with all landmarks appearing on cue exactly as I had calculated, which was a miracle in itself. Conflicting traffic caused a short delay while waiting to take off from Staverton, putting us behind schedule for arrival at Kidlington. A message from the school was waiting for me at Kidlington ops, telling me to make tracks for Blackbushe asap so as not to be caught out by official night. PURR was running beautifully and we poured on the coals to make up time, even managing to enjoy myself along the way despite the radio calls. Blackbushe appeared on the nose right where it should be, and it was a relief to hear Paul’s familiar voice in reply to my joining call. We were back in home territory if not quite home yet. The airport was deserted this late in the day apart from one other aircraft on frequency, but we weren’t conflicting and I was too busy concentrating as time was getting tight. Paul cleared Romeo Romeo to land and apparently her wheels touched down five seconds before official night. YES!

I was so chuffed as I parked her on the grass and ran through the shutdown checks. Everything had gone to the letter, which wasn’t like me at all. Barry, a fellow student, came out to greet me, all excited. He had been up in the tower with Paul and told me what a close-run thing it’d been. Then he asked if I had seen the Spitfire. Eh?! The other aircraft on frequency was the late Charles Church with one of his Spitfires – they escorted me downwind, related Barry. OMG. I’d flown in formation with a Spitfire and didn’t even see it!
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The impossibly tiny space allowed for recording generalities in personal log books means the vast majority of flights fade from memory over the years, and flicking through the pages now, very few entries leap out at me to spark recollection. My favourite exercises were spiral glides, stalls and steep turns, which really gave a sense of the extra dimension we were playing in and made it real. Tipping the aircraft on its side and pivoting round on the wing tip, fighting against the increasing press of gravity to keep the nose carving around the horizon until the satisfying jolt of busting through our own prop wash verified the completion of a perfect circle.

I hated flying under the hood, which meant wearing a contraption like half a bucket beneath my headset to prevent me seeing outside of the cockpit, or that was the intention anyway. I felt like a dog fitted with one of those plastic lampshade collars after a visit to the vet, bashing in to obstacles at every turn. The uncomfortable bucket had minimal adjustment to accommodate the smaller than average pilot, consequently it kept slipping down over my eyes, often taking my headset with it. Another of my favourite exercises was unusual attitude recovery. My instructor would put the aircraft into some random off-kilter position which I then had to correct by interpreting instruments alone to get us back on the straight and level. As this normally involved some moderate increase in G-force, the accursed bucket would inevitably end up in my lap along with my headset, so to do a proper instrument flight in real instrument conditions without the dang bucket was a treat indeed.

Early in my student days with a mere five hours of flight time in the log book, a warm front had settled in for the weekend bringing a thick blanket of low cloud that leaked a persistent and depressing drizzle over the surrounding counties. Damp and miserable pretty much summed it up. I had no hope of flying but headed up to the Bushe just to see the Cheetahs and maybe scrounge some ground school. The parking areas were full of tied down aeroplanes dripping despondently in the murk, but there was something of a party going on inside. The instructors had been grounded all day and boredom set in with mischief afoot, so when Peter suddenly declared that we were going flying, his colleagues immediately howled a barrage of abuse. Everyone thought he was joking as I was herded into the briefing room for a quick instrument refresher before being dispatched to preflight G-HASL. Suspecting an instructor’s prank that would summon me back to the crew room once thoroughly drenched for their entertainment, I didn’t believe for one moment that wheels would leave the ground.

It was that deceptively soft invasive rain that permeates everything, and I was dripping as I scrambled back into the cockpit to complete the internal checks, wondering how long they were going to leave me out there. I was sure the joke was on me, but it wasn’t the one I expected. Peter bounced up the wing and dropped into the seat beside me, showering us with water as he slammed the canopy in to place – we were actually doing this thing! Nothing else moved on that silent sodden airfield, our navigation lights flashing cheerfully in the gloom as we splashed through the puddles towards the holding point. Paul was in the tower, chiding us over the radio for disturbing the peace and asking where we would like them to send the flowers. The poor conditions didn’t worry me at all. This was new and exciting.

We took off in a spray of surface water and disappeared inside a turbulent wet sponge, bucking and twisting as the clouds vented their displeasure at the intrusion. Prop wash blasted streams of water over the windscreen, and ghostly vapour trails whispered off the wings, our nav lights reflecting back in muted colours. This was really flying blind. I fought to keep HASL steady in the climb, scanning the instruments in sequence and loving the opportunity to do it properly without balancing a bucket on my head, but of course that was only half the story. While I enjoyed myself flying the aircraft, Peter was handling the crucial task of radio navigation and keeping track of exactly where we were, a side of the equation that would forever remain beyond my grasp.

It grew lighter ahead as we climbed through a dense fog into a thinning mist, and suddenly the clouds spat us out into a world of dazzling brilliance. What a contrast. It reminded me of my Concorde flight, but instead of powering on up to the heavens I was told to level off and skim the top of this pristine whiteness that looked exactly like a snow-covered plateau. Pockets of mist floated up as if to grab the wheels and pluck us back into the depths, the sun reflecting through the canopy projected a perfect glory on to the snow. This was awesome! A brief glimpse of perfection was more than I could’ve dreamed of on such a filthy day, but this was exercise nineteen and soon I was pushing the nose down to slide beneath the surface like a submarine. Enveloped once more in a featureless world of dismal wetness, Peter let me play for a while with some unusual attitude recoveries which felt more extreme than usual, but perhaps he too was enjoying a break from normal training parameters. Moisture dripped from the canopy as we threw HASL around in our gloomy twilight zone between heaven and earth, trusting the instruments to realign her from Peter’s enthusiastic attempts to confound me.

I had no idea of our location, my focus purely on handling the aeroplane and steering the headings provided. Lowering one third of flap and applying carb heat, we rocked and bounced down a gentle slope that ended abruptly as we broke through the murk at a mere 200 feet. Paul had thoughtfully left a light on. A dark river of shining tarmac lay ahead, illuminated by twin rows of blazing runway lights reflecting in the surface water. Peter scored a bullseye, bringing us home smack on the centre line of a very short final and already well committed to landing – not that I had realised! Concentrating on the instruments I completely failed to appreciate the bigger picture that low power, full flap and steadily diminishing height were so obviously painting, but somehow recovered enough presence of mind to make a half decent splash down. What a thrill, even Peter was smiling! An unusual and most unexpected flying lesson. To discover that gorgeous sunlit infinity was within my reach (accompanied by a suitably qualified pilot, of course) and not the exclusive domain of commercial airliners completely changed my perspective, and grey skies would no longer seem so dismal.
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A month before my first solo with just eleven hours in the log book, I was lucky to get an actual night flight. Normally we only flew in visual flight conditions, meaning in sight of the surface, navigating by ground features such as towns, roads, and railway lines. To fly outside the hours of official daytime (thirty minutes before sunrise to thirty minutes after sunset) requires a night rating or special dispensation. G-FANG had developed a problem late in the afternoon and required attention from the maintenance facility at Denham airfield, all of which coincided with my slot time. It was decreed that Gary would go on ahead with the poorly FANG, while Peter accompanied me to Denham in G-PAWS to bring him back, so we would be flying home in the dark.

It was still relatively light as we took off in pursuit, so I struggled beneath the bucket until released to peer out on an ill-defined world, the horizon now lost in a dull fusion of earth and sky. Snug in the cockpit bathed in the soft glow of the instrument panel, we were suspended in a cocoon lulled by the pulsing beat of the engine. PAWS was rock steady, an occasional twitch through the controls the only hint of motion as she reacted to the airflow, but again I had the easy bit, keeping us the right way up while Peter attended to the black art of radio navigation. We could hear Gary on frequency talking to Denham, but I struggled to find the airfield. Everything looked flat as visual references merged beneath a camouflage of dusk, and all definition was gone. Peter coached me into a circuit that I couldn’t see as I prepared to set us down, eyes glued to heading, airspeed and altimeter. Sinking through an increasingly murky void, trusting the equation of attitude and airspeed to bring us safely down to earth, I eased back on the yoke feeling for the ground with our wheels as PAWS whispered in gently, waiting for contact – and there it was.

Time was of the essence, so Peter took control and taxied rapidly across the grass to stop beside FANG, throttling back to idle as Gary appeared and leapt on to the wing root. The canopy slammed shut and we were off again, driving PAWS up an invisible ramp towards oblivion – this was a proper night flight now! Beyond our left wingtip spread the vast metropolis of Greater London, a bewildering mass of luminescence, and to our right lay a hidden landscape dotted with thousands of tiny lights shining like pinholes through a blackout curtain. Dense clusters of distant illumination expelled lines of glowing embers through the pools of darkness between suburbia. Miniature headlights flowed along invisible tracks and brake lights flared like rubies. Peter identified the larger towns to give me a reference point, indicating Slough, Windsor and Maidenhead, and I found myself adjusting to the strange lack of definition in this nocturnal scene, picking out roads and junctions from tangled threads of light to create some sense of order. I didn’t fancy having to cope with an emergency landing though – how would you find a field if the engine stopped? Happily there were no nasty surprises and the welcoming lights of Blackbushe runway shone brightly amid the black void of Yateley common, like an aircraft carrier at sea. No problem finding the airfield this time and we arrived safely without further ado, feeling very grown up as I guided PAWS down the approach lights to land, just like a real pilot.

Praise generally makes me uncomfortable as I rarely feel that it’s warranted, but an unintentional compliment is truly authentic. A week later, doing the introductions at an informal student/instructor gathering at the school, Gary referred to our night excursion, informing everyone that I had completed the course and was about to qualify for my licence. He was genuinely shocked when Peter corrected him by saying I had yet to fly solo! Gary’s honest reaction was a compliment that I could gratefully accept.

*
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In 1985, the Blackbushe School of Flying introduced a Student of the Year trophy: a large wooden shield filled with an array of small silver shields to be engraved annually with each recipient’s name. That inaugural year bears the name of my pal, Barry Scott, a deserved winner – and implausibly tied for first place – me. Or more likely as Peter remarked, they couldn’t think of anyone to give it to. Barry was far more capable than me. He wuz robbed.
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Almost two years had passed since that ‘one-off’ never to be repeated trial lesson, and flying had become all consuming. The sound of a passing aero engine sent me dashing to the nearest window to catch a glimpse. I found myself pulling against the steering wheel as we drove up hill, subconsciously trying to raise the nose and climb. Weather forecasts gained a new importance, fretting through Monday to Friday at the daily predictions and willing the clouds away from the coming weekend, I headed for Blackbushe as often as my bank balance would allow. Even when unable to take wing, the allure of the airport was too strong and many hours were spent just watching from the car park as other students flew my Cheetahs. It always looked so cool when other people did it, an apparent ease of confidence that was sorely lacking in my case. It never felt cool when I took command of those very same aircraft. I felt like a fraud who wasn’t up to the mark, my guilty secret disguised in pilot’s paraphernalia, hidden behind flight bag, check list and charts. All the gear and no idea.

By now the exams and a mountain of paperwork were all behind me, and I was able to return a light aircraft to earth fairly consistently and with some semblance of dignity. My focus throughout all of the training was always on the next lesson, the next hurdle or the next exam. Every stage presented a new challenge like an endless series of hills to be climbed, cresting each summit to descend in to the valley ready for the next ascent, but the thought of actually reaching the end didn’t cross my mind. All the exercises had been mastered to some degree with the requisite number of hours duly logged, and I even managed an unexpected pass in my General Flight Test, although an assessment of well above average seemed overly generous. So it came as a shock to receive a letter from the Civil Aviation Authority informing me there was a Private Pilot’s Licence awaiting collection and it had my name on it. Surely there was some mistake? A nobody like me couldn’t be a pilot. 

But now apparently – I were one.

Er, now what...?

A

t first, I was reluctant to take passengers and have other people depend on my barely adequate skills – how would I cope with a real in-flight emergency? It’s a whole other level from practising with a very capable instructor sitting alongside to sort out the mess, but the school encouraged me to get up there and enjoy it, saying it would boost my confidence to be the one in command and show what I could do. It was more what I couldn’t do that worried me, so I’m grateful that my sixty-two hours in sole charge of a light aircraft were wholly uneventful.

Having flown everyone brave enough to put their lives in my timorous hands, I seemed to have reached an impasse, at a loss for what to do next with my expensive piece of brown card. There was no interest in upgrading to more sophisticated aircraft, mastering the added complications of retractable legs and wobbly props. Speed and aerobatics held no appeal: I wanted to savour the sky, not tear a hole in it. Much as I loved the little Grummans (always my favourite light aircraft), it was a costly exercise to rent one and fly around the patch for an hour once a month just to avoid having to do a dual check with an instructor, which only increased the bill. So that’s how I ended up at the historic grass airfield of White Waltham in search of cheaper flying. This was before the presence of Fairey Aviation and their iconic Rotodyne had been erased from the landscape, but unfortunately I knew nothing about it at the time and missed a golden opportunity to absorb some rotary-winged history right on the spot.

It was January of 1988 when I first flew a Piper Cherokee PA28-140. I was stepping back a decade in light aircraft design and it showed. Despite similar dimensions, the older Cherokee seemed more solid and chunky in comparison with the slinky Cheetah. Cockpit access was via a side door over each wing root, the extra framework causing a clutter of blind spots in addition to the narrow split windscreen, all of which considerably reduced visibility from the pilot’s seat. It felt quite dim inside after the spacious sliding canopies that I was used to. A beefy shock absorber of a nose leg made the fuselage sit tail down, requiring three extra seat cushions before I could see out over the instrument panel! Instead of a dainty electronic tab, the manual flap lever was like a large handbrake fitted between the front seats, prodding me in the armpit when full flap was applied. The trim control was set in the roof above the flap lever, operated by a handle from a car window winder. Flying from a grass runway wasn’t much different thanks to that beefy shock absorber of a nose leg, which was far more suited to rough ground than the Cheetah’s elegant stalk.

So I went from a short flight once a month round the patch at Blackbushe, to a short flight once a month round the patch at White Waltham – it was pretty much the same patch and the lack of thrill in flying was just the same. Once in the air it was easier than driving a car: the aeroplanes flew themselves and all I did was to give them an occasional nudge in the required direction. The Cherokees were all right, but I wasn’t connecting with them in the same way and only G-AVLF became a favourite, the rest were mainly anonymous in character. Some aircraft have a good feeling about them, like Cheetahs FANG, PAWS and HASL, and the aforementioned Cherokee, Lima Fox. I hated flying G-JULY and refused to take her solo. She was a perfectly normal Cheetah like all the others, but something about her gave me bad vibes. Later she would have several incidents including an engine fire (thankfully on the ground) and was eventually written off after another engine failure resulted in a crash.

‘Why not try the Warriors instead?’ suggested the aero club. So I flirted for a year with the bigger, more modern (mid-Seventies) and more expensive version of the Cherokee, the PA28-161. While they looked stylish with tapered wings and generally smoother aerodynamically, the bigger fuselage and extra four feet of wing span made them considerably heavier on the controls for an eight-stone wafer to handle. On a positive note, I only needed two cushions to see over the instrument panel! The lack of thrill was just the same, except I was now paying more for the privilege. Then for some unfathomable reason I was persuaded to start instrument training in the Warriors, spending time ‘under the hood’ unable to see out and flying purely by navigational aids, as guided by an instructor. What was the point of flying if you couldn’t see the view? I don’t know why I persisted with learning a skill that I would never use, but I was still drifting, unable to rekindle the spark in a once joyful activity that had now become mundane. In an effort to save money while sliding further down this senseless slope, I found myself at Booker airfield and fell in to the company of the remarkable Monique Agazarian, known by all as Aggie.

What a character she was! Sister of Jack and Noel, and sister-in-law of Francine, all recognised for their courageous wartime exploits, Aggie herself flew throughout the war with the Air Transport Auxiliary, ferrying all types of military aircraft around the country. When hostilities finally ceased, she got a commercial licence and ran her own air charter. She could fly anything and had done, but the Spitfire remained her one true love. Now she was running a ground school operation using a charming link simulator, the Gat-1 which she affectionately referred to as Gatty.

From the outside it looked like a truncated Cessna 150 cockpit, mounted on a mechanism encased in a rubber skirt. Inside the single-seat cockpit were all the fully functional controls of a light aircraft, which was started up and ‘flown’ in the exact same manner. Tricky to get the feel of at first thanks to the lack of feedback produced by control surfaces in actual flight, it felt like sitting in a tin can that was balanced on a marble, but it had real character and was truly evocative of the sixties era of flight. I would love to know what happened to it after Aggie’s death, sadly just a few years later. Hopefully someone rescued it to be preserved for posterity. I see from my log book that I ‘flew’ fourteen hours in Gatty, shut in my own little world seeing nothing but the panel in front of me, trusting the instruments, altering course by the stop watch and Aggie’s prompting in my headphones. On completing the lesson having landed and shut down just like the real thing, I climbed out and Aggie would decipher the tracing that recorded the accuracy (or not!) of her ‘Little Mouse’ as she dubbed me.

After a couple of initial wobbles, one day I scrambled out of Gatty to see Aggie beaming at me, holding up a trace of perfect racetrack patterns complete with teardrop approaches. She told me I had ‘extraordinary ability’ and really should have more faith in myself. I still have that trace which she autographed for me, proof that I once made the grade albeit more by luck than judgement, but I knew deep down that the confidence to fly in real instrument conditions, unable to navigate visually from map to ground would forever elude me. If I messed up my timings or strayed off course in Gatty, there were no serious consequences and no lives were at risk. That wouldn’t be the case if I messed up for real in the air.
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My low self-esteem was programmed in at birth and became generally fortified throughout the course of life. I’m my own worst enemy, sabotaged by my lack of confidence before I even start. If I listed all the skills and important responsibilities from past employment and set them down as if advertising a vacancy, I would immediately think there’s no way I can do that – despite the fact that I already have. I drive myself mad! A natural reluctance to credit success probably stems from an inbuilt distrust of bravado. Self-praise has no value, any idiot can say how wonderful they are. Merely relating my modest achievements in these pages leaves me somewhat reticent, and no doubt these days it would immediately be slapped with some form of ‘Mental Health’ label, the fashionable pretext for being less than perfect.

Weirdly it’s become something of an essential badge of honour among the younger generations, a free pass for failing to cope with some minor aspect of everyday life. Unwilling to venture beyond the babbling confines of social media and free themselves from the toxic negativity of Snapface, Twitbook and Chattergram, they flock towards the latest trend, terrified of being the one who didn’t conform. The façade of social media harbours the Star Trek reality of the Borg, and there’s nothing social about it at all. It’s life Jim, but not as we know it. Those of us not permanently welded to a smart phone embrace reality and adapt accordingly to the whims of life. So I am what I am – deal with it!
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It was during my instrument training phase of 1989, that I discovered another facet of the aviation world: homebuilt aircraft. Currently playing with the Piper Warriors, it was all getting too serious and complicated for my liking and the thrill had long gone out of it. A visit to the Popham Microlight Fair was a revelation. I thought my Grumman Cheetahs were small and dainty after flying the heavy Warrior, but here were tiny quirky flying machines that made them look enormous. I discovered the Popular Flying Association (now re-branded as the Light Aircraft Association) whose members were committing aviation in all kinds of miniature aircraft that they had made themselves. I signed up at once and took a trial flight in a Chevvron motor glider, a real life-sized Airfix kit. The squat-looking machine was simple in structure and surprisingly light on the controls despite a wingspan nine feet longer than the Warrior. I was charmed by its no-frills appearance, the exposed cables and fittings normally concealed in standard cockpits. It was fun – it had heart – something sadly lacking in mass-produced aircraft, and so began a long-term investigation of this parallel universe with a view to somehow knitting a machine of my own.
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Flying the Chevvron proved to be a pivotal moment. The Warriors had been a different challenge, but for me it was a road to nowhere. February of 1990 found me back in the faithful old Cherokee, plodding round the patch burning my wages once a month to fend off the added expense of a dual check. My mum was always a keen passenger, and it was nice to take people up who wouldn’t normally have had the chance. There was generally a crowd of spotters gathered around the car park at White Waltham and one of these regulars was a slightly eccentric character known among the group as ‘Old Willie’, although I seem to remember him telling me that his real name was Henry. He was just a harmless old chap whose few pleasures in life were a drop of rum and watching aeroplanes. He lived with his elderly sisters and from what I could gather, was glad to escape the house and head to the airfield for a bit of like-minded company. The other spotters regarded him with tolerant humour but he was clearly the outsider, unshaven in his scruffy coat and battered old Austin Maestro, hanging around on the fringes hoping for a sign of acceptance. I felt a bit sorry for him and perhaps he recognised a fellow misfit as he latched on to me, but I dearly wished he wouldn’t call me ‘Sweetie-pie’!

There was an American pilot based there at the time, a familiar sight in his vintage Waco biplane: a beefy fixed-undercarriage tail dragger painted in cheerful orange and yellow, its fuselage adorned with a large sunflower on either side. The Waco was later joined by a pristine Beechcraft Staggerwing, which caused great excitement among the spotters. We watched this beast of a biplane taking off not long after its arrival at the airfield, tucking its wheels up neatly inside the lower wings, giving it a clean yet somewhat pugnacious demeanour. Willie turned to me as the big yellow machine growled away from the circuit, drew himself up and declared importantly ‘That one’s got a detachable undercarriage.’ I sincerely hoped it hadn’t.

He was there on his own one day when Mum and I arrived for our regular patch patrol, so I asked if he would like to come along. Well, after that we were best buds – I couldn’t get away from him! White Waltham aerodrome is a very pleasant place to just to sit and watch the flying while soaking up the ambience. Poor old Willie, he only wanted some company, but it got so bad that I had to slow down by the entrance to see if his car was there and drive on by accordingly. It was like trying to dodge a guided missile, he would find me no matter what. He flew with me several times in the end, a glutton for punishment perhaps, but I think it gave him a sense of status among the spotters. He had a pal to take him flying – he wasn’t just a spectator anymore. It was worth going round the patch for.

I Know What I Want, What I Really Really Want!
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Bensen B8 with Volkswagen engine
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M

y twenty-ninth birthday was approaching and I felt like doing something different to see out my third decade in appropriate style. It was another one of those moments. As a one-off, just-for-the-hell-of-it I took a trial flight in a Robinson R22 helicopter. If the Chevvron had revealed new possibilities, this was off the scale! Visibility from the fishbowl cockpit was far better than any aeroplane, but I found it very difficult to filter through all the vibrations and make an actual connection with the machine. The weird T-bar cyclic quivered loosely in my hand muddling any feedback through the controls, but despite the manic clattering, I was thrilled. It could reverse, climb vertically, hover and fly sideways – so light and manoeuvrable – so expensive! It was brilliant. Helicopter training was completely out of the question with my limited budget already at full stretch, but the taste of rotary-winged flight had really got under my skin, sowing the seeds of what was to become an incurable addiction. It’s kind of ironic therefore, that now older and a tad wiser having become familiar with the intricacies of autorotation, I’d be pretty reluctant to trust a small helicopter again.

Less than three months after discovering those unattainable delights of rotary-winged flight, it was pure coincidence that I saw the late, great Wing Commander Ken Wallis fly his James Bond display with the famous Little Nellie. My mum loved hot air balloons, so I had taken her to Bristol for the annual Balloon Fiesta, unaware that fortune had set me a new path. A forgotten spark of recollection from dim and distant childhood flickered into life as we perused the program of events. A television documentary about an amiable old gentleman and his tiny gnat-like flying machines had captivated me as a teenager, and well over a decade later, with no idea of who he might’ve been, somehow I knew that this was the same man. And of course, everyone knows Little Nellie. In sweeping contrast to the lazy elephantine bulk of the balloons, Ken and Little Nellie blew the crowd away with manoeuvres unimaginable in the light aircraft world. Fast and agile they flew confidently within the confines of arena at heights that rarely exceeded the surrounding treetops, stopping in mid-air, reversing and turning on a sixpence. It was electrifying! It was everything that a fixed-winged aircraft wasn’t. My new found addiction took a massive hit and life had changed forever. Only a gyroplane would do.

The eccentric little rotorcraft had completely stolen my heart, but digging deeper into my new favourite subject revealed an unexpected snag in that no two-seat gyroplanes were yet available in Britain. Apart from a few scarce second-hand machines on the market, the only way to own one (and so learn to fly) was to build it, and the very limited number of approved plans to choose from were all single-seat. After four years of drifting and trying to recapture that initial thrill of flight, I had found the answer I craved, but with it came a lot of soul searching. I wanted to fly a gyroplane – but a single-seater? No passengers? To spend a vast chunk of my savings on something that I couldn’t share? I toyed for a while with the idea of small twin-seat aeroplanes, but the appeal just wasn’t there and all roads inevitably led back to the gyroplane. I hadn’t even flown one and I was hooked!

Chatting casually with my work mates one day, we got on to the subject of flying and my current predicament in particular. Both were typical lads, a pair of comedians who had flown with me a couple of times, and they didn’t see what the problem was at all. If that’s what I really wanted to do, then do it! The banter stopped abruptly as Tony turned to me and said in all seriousness, ‘Shirl, we’d be just as happy watching you fly, coz we know you’re happy up there.’ It was a most unexpected change of mood and I was touched by his sincerity. He made up for it later by peeling a banana and poking it in my ear – an act so randomly peculiar that I remember it to this day! But such is life. Cheers Tone, you gave me a moment. And I don’t mean the banana...
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Apart from some minor skills mainly gleaned from the pages of Practical Classics while renovating a Trojan bubble car in my early twenties, I possessed no particular skills suitable for the construction of a flying machine. I work reasonably well with pliable metals that can be hand-shaped to a certain extent, but accuracy of any kind is really not my forte. I can’t cut a straight line to save my life, and the drilling of perfectly aligned holes in a length of aluminium box section would be too hit and miss to even contemplate. How on earth was I going to build a gyroplane? Consequently, I kept a close eye on the adverts in each eagerly awaited issue of Popular Flying. Second hand gyroplanes were very few and far between, so when an advert appeared listing an ‘Immaculate red Cricket’ for sale, it seemed too good to be true – and so it was, but I had to drive from Berkshire way up to the wilds of Cumbria to find out! Being a complete novice with no idea of what to look for in a second-hand gyroplane, it was a great relief to be accompanied by experienced gyronaut Hugh Bancroft-Wilson, who kindly offered to cast a practised eye over this allegedly immaculate machine. With my brother Graham along for moral support, we journeyed up to the quiet Lincolnshire town of Grantham to stop overnight before collecting Hugh from RAF Cranwell the following day.

He was already waiting outside the air station next morning so off we went on our way ‘up North’, and way up north it proved to be. Yorkshire has always signified up North in my tiny mind, so it was quite surprising to see just how much of England lies beyond – there’s a hell of a lot of North! Many miles later we were escorted into a large dusty barn where disappointment awaited. It was immediately apparent even to a complete novice that this tired little gyroplane was nowhere near immaculate and to describe it as such had certainly stretched the bounds of credibility. It was as dusty as its surroundings, apparently not worth the effort of a quick wipe over with a rag, and worst of all, the rotor blade assembly was suspended high up in the rafters. This very important, nay – critical – part of the gyroplane had not been made available for scrutiny. How many hundreds of miles had we come for this? Hugh got to work and showed me all over the forlorn little rotorcraft, pointing out things to look for and discovering several anomalies that he really didn’t like, much to the disgust of the owner who seemed thoroughly indifferent to Hugh’s opinion. I felt sorry for the poor machine, but it wasn’t worth a fraction of the asking price, especially without seeing the rotor blades. This excursion had already cost me enough in wasted time and fuel, which I wouldn


Patience is a Virtue

[image: ]




[image: ]









[image: ]











You Do Know Tiz a Gyro-Glider...?
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Baby!

[image: ]




[image: ]






[image: ]







You’d Never Get Me Up in One of Those...







[image: ]






Teething Troubles
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Getting to Know You




[image: ]



[image: ]





What Goes Up, Must Come Down
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If You Can Do It...
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Magni’s Day, 1997
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Keith’s Bit
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Don’t Try This at Home
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Toulouse, Long Trek
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Taking the Plunge
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Turn Around When Possible...
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It Had to be Done
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I Can’t Believe I Did That!
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The Unfathomable Power of Emotion
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La Joi de Vivre
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The Best Party Ever!
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A Certain Je Ne Sais Quoi
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One Man’s Meat...
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Bonhomie
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Neither Fish nor Fowl









[image: ]




[image: ]



Language Barriers
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We’re not in Kansas Anymore
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Survival Instinct










The Good Life
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Lost for Words









Before the World went Mad
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Tipping the Balance






Pierre est un Super Bon Pilot!
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