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Author’s note on this edition

In order to accommodate the many photographs in this edition, the original text of Empire of the Clouds has been abridged by approximately 25 per cent. The intention is to give readers a better visual idea of the extraordinary range and inventiveness of the British aircraft industry at its peak between the end of the Second World War and the mid-1960s.

Acknowledgements

As indicated above, this illustrated edition is virtually a new book, and as such it required a good deal of fresh picture research. I am once again indebted to old friends but now also to new ones made since the original book was published. As before, grateful thanks go to Wg Cdr J. A. ‘Robby’ Robinson AFC FRAeS and John Farley OBE AFC. Brian Rivas, whose forthcoming book about the DH.108 ‘Swallow’ A Very British Sound Barrier promises to be as valuable as his John Derry, was most generous with advice and contacts for sourcing aviation images. The project’s picture researcher Philip Jarrett proved reliably scholarly and unruffled under pressure. Most of the images in this book were sourced by him and speak for his expertise.

For help with particular pictures I thank Robby Robinson for his notes to the two cockpit photographs and Fl. Lt Alan R. Pollock for his painstaking efforts that have led to the successful identification of all but a handful of the men in the group photograph (on pp. 36–7). In connection with this I would also like to acknowledge the generosity with their time and contacts of AV-M Nigel Baldwin CB CBE; AM Sir Frederick Sowrey KCB CBE AFC; Wg Cdr C. G. Jefford MBE; Sir Charles Masefield; AV-M William Harbison CB CBE AFC; David Rosier and others of whom I am not even aware.
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Special thanks are due to the artist Mike Rondot for generous permission to use his painting of Alan Pollock’s Hunter flying through Tower Bridge. His paintings of aircraft are well known in aviation circles for their accuracy of detail, as befits an ex-Squadron Leader and Gulf War pilot with over 5,000 hours on Jaguars and other combat jets.

Where the text for this edition is concerned, I am deeply indebted to my editor Neil Belton and to my agent Ed Wilson for reading the original book yet once more and advising on what might be omitted and what be left: an unhappy task for any author to undertake on his own. Andrew Hewson was as ever an equally sympathetic support in this process. Finally, Anne Owen at Fabers earns my gratitude not only for organising the gradual assembly of words and pictures with patience and efficiency, but also for dealing gracefully with the bafflingly arcane world of sixty-year-old aircraft.

I need to repeat the thanks to Bill Waterton’s family that I expressed more fully in the original version of Empire of the Clouds. None of this would have been possible without the hospitable help and support offered me in Canada by Bill’s widow Marjorie, his elder son Willy and his family, and his younger son John. Corresponding with their neighbour, the ex-RCAF pilot and test pilot Richard Bentham, continues to be not only a pleasure for me but also of great value in terms of information about his late friend Bill Waterton, as well as about flying in general.

Finally, I note that Acknowledgements sections seldom if ever mention books (rather than people) to which the author is indebted. Wg Cdr J. A. ‘Robby’ Robinson’s volumes of reminiscences about his life as an RAF pilot from the 1950s onwards provide an incisive and entertaining insight into how things were in that service during the worst of the cold war. John Farley’s A View from the Hover is a valuable source of aviation common sense and practical experience. And anyone inclined to underrate the sheer imaginative prodigality of Britain’s aviation and missile projects between 1945 and 1970 would do well to consult the scholarly and beautifully illustrated series of books by Tony Butler, British Secret Projects. Many of the ideas were quite extraordinary and included designs that even today look futuristic.
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Introduction

M ost people think of recent British history in largely social terms, taking their cue from the labels countless journalists have affixed to the different decades. According to them the post-war 1940s were a drab part of the Age of Austerity; the fifties were pretty much as grey but enlivened by Teddy boys, coffee bars and skiffle. The sixties, of course, swung. Yet to anyone who actually lived through those decades (which excludes virtually all of today’s journalists), such thumbnails are largely meaningless. I was born during the Second World War and grew up in the forties and fifties, and to me those decades were both colourful and thrilling. I was brought up to share the public reverence for the RAF as Britain’s saviours, and from my earliest childhood aircraft had an absorbing significance for me.

The end of the war was the moment when Britain’s largest industry, aviation, entered the new Jet Age as a world leader. For the next twenty or so years, and with the cold war as its spur, it produced a stream of aircraft – military, experimental, commercial – as well as rockets and guided missiles. For a small country mired in crippling debts it was an astonishing display of inventiveness and, as will be seen, the industry frequently overstepped its own economic capabilities. But from some of the world’s best-known aircraft companies a wide variety of designs took to the skies in profusion, aircraft that were complemented by test pilots of boundless skill and daring who became household names. My personal boyhood hero was Bill Waterton, a Canadian ex-Battle of Britain pilot who stayed on after the war to test-fly for the Gloster Aircraft Company.




The second production Vulcan B.1, with an Avro logo on its tail fin, awes Farnborough spectators with its sheer size in 1955. XA 890 was the aircraft that Roly Falk barrel-rolled at the show that year. Off to the right is the Short S.A.4 Sperrin, VX 158, by now being used as an engine test-bed. That year it had a de Havilland Gyron engine mounted in its lower port nacelle.
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At the time of the Coronation in 1953 I was eleven, and I and my friends suddenly acquired a novel identity as New Elizabethans. Periodicals like Eagle and Boy’s Own proclaimed us the inheritors of a new order: a futuristic Britain of technological mastery and industrial expertise whose outlines had already been drawn by the Festival of Britain in 1951. Today, more than half a century on and amid the industrial rubble of allegedly ‘broken’ Britain, it is difficult to convey plausibly the excitement of those times. Certainly we were young and impressionable, aspiring to be RAF pilots, full of romantic dreams and a fervent – if naive – patriotism. And yet we were by no means the witless victims of the Central Office of Information’s propaganda. The proof of British inventiveness could be seen and heard on any day in the sky where our aircraft droned or shrieked as a constant presence. Most satisfying of all were the sonic bangs: the electrifying double boom that made parents curse and heralded the hair-erecting sight of an aircraft streaking into a climb while filling the horizon with thunder. We hero-worshipped the pilots, while the aircraft themselves were above all awesomely beautiful: streamlined, violent, slitting the sky with surgical precision to reveal a dazzling – if undefined – future.

And now at last that future is here. How stunned we would have been, how disbelieving, that today’s skies are virtually empty of any British-designed and built aircraft, except at air shows when a few cosseted antiques are wheeled out and put gingerly through some tame paces. Today’s RAF, too, is pitifully reduced and faces yet further cutbacks. Dozens of airfields with numinous names have been abandoned. The North Sea wind gusts mournfully over the cracked hardstanding and through the derelict buildings of many a former cold war V-bomber base in Norfolk and Lincolnshire. Times have changed: Britain no longer has imperial outposts to defend and, as the rest of this book makes clear, it quite early on turned its attention resolutely away from its once-great aircraft industry. In addition, today’s social culture is hostile to risk-taking in almost any form. The very idea that sheer physical courage might be needed in order to do one’s daily job is deeply unfashionable and maybe even slightly repellent.

Still, for perversity’s sake let us look back at a spectacular and vivid couple of decades when certain Britons took all sorts of wild risks on a daily basis, and a generation of small boys as well as millions of ordinary householders loved them for it.




Gloster Meteor T.Mk 7s of the Central Flying School’s aerobatic team practising above RAF Little Rissington, 1953.
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Chapter 1

Death at Farnborough

If you wished to choose a moment in the last sixty years of British history to reveal a country that was most unlike today’s Britain, you could do worse than pick 6 September 1952. In technological prowess and social attitudes alike, the Britain of that Saturday nearly sixty years ago was effectively a different country altogether. As for the best vantage point from which to view things on that day in the distant past, it might be instructive to choose the Society of British Aircraft Constructors (SBAC) air show at Farnborough, Hants.

On this particular Saturday the public were out in force: some 120,000 of them, wandering among the aircraft parked on static display and anticipating the afternoon’s flying demonstrations. Periodically they stopped to consult the gaudy Official Programme (price one shilling), whose cover showed a futuristic blue swept-wing jet streaking across a bright yellow background. These spectators, who even on a public day included VIPs and military representatives from ninety-four countries, had come to wonder at the sheer variety of new aircraft the British aviation industry was producing with such fertility and panache. Farnborough ’52 was to be the year of the delta: a novel wing shape widely believed to be best for supersonic flight and a progression from the swept-back wings hitherto thought indispensable for breaking the sound barrier (which to most people’s eyes still looked exotic enough a mere seven years after the war, when virtually all wings had been straight). On ______




This Avro 707A was the third of the type built to test the aerodynamics of delta wings. It was in effect a one-third scale model of the Vulcan bomber. This particular aircraft first flew in June 1951; the picture was taken in November of that year. Today, WD 280 is preserved in the Royal Australian Air Force Museum at Point Cook, Melbourne.






[image: A pilot glances our way as he mounts the wing of a plane to get inside the cockpit. He wears a jumpsuit, and the wind sweeps back his hair. ]

this public Saturday three different delta types were to be flown: the little experimental Avro 707s, the immense Avro 698 that had grown out of them and which would shortly be known as the Vulcan bomber, and Gloster’s prototype Javelin fighter.

Exciting though the prospect was of these new shapes in the sky, what had really drawn many in the crowd was the chance to see and hear the sound barrier being broken. It is hard in the post-Concorde twenty-first century to convey how gripped public imagination was in the early fifties by the idea of supersonic speed. It had come to symbolise the last word in advanced technology and personal bravery, and for a period was to become the height of fashion at air shows, much as ‘looping the loop’ had been forty years earlier. In 1952 everyone at Farnborough knew that the first Briton to break the sound barrier in a pure jet and British aircraft had been John Derry, who had done so in 1948 – four years ago to this day – in a de Havilland 108 Swallow. This afternoon he would be doing it again, but in the same company’s more advanced DH.110. What was more, Hawker’s equally famous chief test pilot Neville Duke would also be flying faster than sound in a Hawker Hunter. Both pilots had gone supersonic on the previous four afternoons for the trade spectators; but although in those days the sky over southern England quite often echoed to sonic booms, few people ever managed to see the aircraft responsible since it was usually out of sight before the noise made them look up. Today they would have a chance of watching the entire thrilling process.

Part of the attraction lay in knowing that the speed of sound still represented a limiting factor in the aerodynamic knowledge of the day. The sense was of men and machines flying at the very edge of what was understood and could be built. An aura of heroism and danger hovered about the entire enterprise, helped along by the judicious slight exaggeration in David Lean’s newly released film The Sound Barrier, even then playing to packed cinemas across the land. The film contained obvious echoes of Geoffrey de Havilland Jr’s death over the Thames estuary in September 1946 when the DH.108 he was testing broke up in the air, not to mention the lingering suggestion that he might after all have been the first man anywhere to exceed the speed of sound seconds before it cost him his life. It was undeniable that many people at Farnborough this Saturday had been unconsciously drawn by the chance of witnessing something going wrong, just as they were to motor races. The prospect of real-life drama and spectacle was particularly enticing at a time when there were still fewer than two million black-and-white television sets in the country. Aviation in 1952 ______




John Derry about to board VW 120 at Hatfield in early 1949. This was the same DH .108 in which he had broken the sound barrier the previous September: the first British aircraft to do so. His youthful appearance belies his recent RAF rank as a Squadron Leader whose DFC was awarded in recognition of the many hazardous sorties he led in the closing months of the war.
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was not quite as disaster-prone as in earlier days, but even so there had been eighty-two British flight test fatalities since January 1946.

The men who assembled in their flying suits in the pilots’ tent and enclosure over by the control tower embodied an appropriate mystique. Most were test pilots of one sort or another, whether flying for the Ministry of Supply at research establishments such as Boscombe Down some forty miles away on the edge of Salisbury Plain (also home of the world-famous Empire Test Pilots’ School), or for the RAF, or for private aircraft manufacturers like de Havilland, Gloster or Hawker. They were an elite and many were already household names. John Derry, Neville Duke, Roland Falk, John Cunningham, Bill Waterton, Roland Beamont, Peter Twiss, Mike Lithgow . . . the names were as familiar then as those of many footballers are today, but they carried an extra voltage because they had nearly all flown in the recent Second World War and were authentic heroes. Those who hadn’t been in actual combat had been test pilots flying experimental and prototype aircraft, a no less dangerous way of life. This was only one of several important ways in which they differed from today’s celebrities (a word that itself belonged to a future of mass TV audiences). The test pilots of 1952 risked their lives for about £40 a week if they flew for a company like de Havilland, and half that if they flew for the RAF or the Royal Navy.

In those days only British aircraft were shown at Farnborough, a policy that bolstered national pride while allowing taxpayers an exclusive view of where their money was going. Not all the aircraft on show were ready to fly, and occasionally less secret prototypes and even mock-ups still smelling of hastily applied paint could be found on static display. Each year at the SBAC show there were dark rumours that by no means all the new aircraft that were flown were strictly ready for it. It was hinted that certain companies would urge their test pilots to demonstrate them as impressively as possible even when the exact limits of the aircraft’s capabilities were still uncertain. Behind the flying display’s meticulously co-ordinated timetable at Farnborough (fast jets were allotted five minutes and slower commercial aircraft up to eight), and behind the upbeat tones of the loudspeaker commentary, pilots might be subject to a good deal of commercial and political pressure to ‘put on a bit of a show’ for Britain.

In addition to the three delta-winged aircraft advertised to fly, there would be a chance to see thirty-five different all-British aircraft. These included the vast ten-engined Saunders-Roe Princess flying boat as well as the Bristol _____
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Britannia, the big new propeller airliner that it was hoped would sell well to the world’s airlines and help fulfil Flight magazine’s vision of an air transport industry befitting the new Elizabethan age. In the meantime there were plenty of aircraft parked on the hardstanding for spectators to walk around and examine at leisure. These included two de Havilland Comet airliners, a Bristol Britannia in fresh BOAC livery, a hulking Blackburn Universal transport, the Short S.A.4 used for testing jet engines at high altitudes, four Canberra jet bombers, some Meteor, Vampire and Venom jet fighters and much else besides. Many of the larger aircraft were open so that enthusiasts could climb inside, sit in the cockpit and fantasise while revelling in what one pilot memorably described as ‘that haunting aircraft smell . . . composed of a mixture of odours, of doped linen, rubber, high octane petrol and a faint overlay of vomit’. He was actually describing a Second World War-vintage Avro Anson, but the smell of these more modern aircraft on display wouldn’t ___




The Blackburn Beverley transport first flew in 1950 as the Universal Freighter and was built in restricted numbers for RAF Transport Command. The RAF flew the Beverley until 1967 when it was replaced by the far more versatile Lockheed C-130 Hercules. The Beverley could be as cumbersome to fly as it looked. One wag described it as ‘like trying to land a block of flats from the third floor’. It nevertheless inspired a degree of affection in those who came to terms with it. This is the prototype, WZ 889, in September 1953.
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have been much different, merely adding a waft of fresh hydraulic fluid in place of the dope and, in the jet- and turboprop-engined planes, the scent of paraffin (as kerosene was generally known in Britain): that hallmark fragrance of the Jet Age.

Although gas turbines would run on almost anything that could be mixed with air and burnt, from hydrogen gas to coal dust, aircraft jet engines were designed to use kerosene. Not only was this readily available, it was cheaper than aviation-grade petrol and offered the big advantage of being far less flammable: a characteristic that the navy particularly liked after its wartime experiences of the appalling fires that had often resulted when its aircraft carriers were attacked. By 1952 Farnborough Week’s characteristic smell was the warm drift of burnt kerosene, reminding many spectators of the friendly odour of the Valor oil stoves with which they still heated their homes.

Not long before lunch a de Havilland Dove light transport could be seen taxiing out for take-off. After its departure the day’s commentator, Charles Gardner, announced over the tannoy that it contained John Derry and Tony Richards, respectively the pilot and observer of the DH.110, who were having




The prototype of the DH .106 Comet, G-ALVG, in the hands of John Cunningham in November 1949, four months after its maiden flight. It is hard now to convey the futuristic impression this sleek aircraft made over sixty years ago, when an airliner without whirling propellers seemed to fly by magic. Unfortunately, behind the brilliance of the concept the aircraft proved to be – in the words of Bill Waterton – ‘nothing like a hundred per cent aeroplane’.
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to fly back to de Havilland’s base in Hatfield to fetch a replacement aircraft for their afternoon’s display. It appeared that the starboard engine of WG 240, the sinister but beautiful all-black aircraft in which Derry and Richards had been breaking the sound barrier all week, was defective. Charles Gardner told the crowds he very much hoped Derry and Richards would be back in time with the spare 110 to perform as planned, but apparently there was only one compressor starter available for both aircraft, and this was on a lorry being driven from Farnborough back to Hatfield at that very moment. Fingers crossed, in short, in recognition that the de Havilland 110 was definitely one of the most glamorous aircraft at the show and a major draw. It was designed as a two-seat interceptor for the RAF: a large aircraft with swept wings and a bubble canopy over its cockpit oddly offset to port. In place of a conventional tail, two narrow tubular booms extended behind the short fuselage, each with a swept-back fin at its end. The tops of these fins were joined by a rectangular tailplane poised safely above the efflux of the two jet engines. Anyone familiar with de Havilland’s much smaller twin-boom jet fighters, the Vampire and the Venom, would instantly have recognised the 110 as being from the same design stable. In its all-black night-fighter paint scheme, WG 240 had been thrilling the crowds with its sonic booms on the previous display days, but now engine trouble had rendered it unflyable. Hoping for the best, the spectators turned their attention back to lunch: typically a picnic of sandwiches with a Thermos flask of tea often eaten aboard the coach in which they had arrived.

As soon as the flying began, though, all thought of disappointment was forgotten. From the direction of the Solent the great Princess flying boat appeared. It had flown for the first time only a fortnight earlier, preceded by a barrage of patriotic superlatives in the press and newsreels about how it was going to ply the South Atlantic routes for the British South American Airways Corporation (even though BSAA had yet to order one).

Saunders-Roe’s huge new Princess was designed to usher in a modern era of flying-boat travel, even though its passengers would presumably still need to be ferried to and from the aircraft in launches, as their predecessors before the war had been. Their comfort on two decks was promised to be ‘sybaritic’. However, this was difficult to imagine from the way in which Saunders-Roe’s chief test pilot, Geoffrey Tyson, had displayed his employer’s majestic new airliner earlier in the week. Tyson was a pilot whose flying style, while brilliantly accomplished, could not have been described as sedate. He had ____




The gigantic and undeniably impressive Saunders-Roe Princess G-ALUN dwarfs a Vulcan bomber at the SBAC show, Farnborough, in 1953. BOAC had ordered three Princesses in 1946 for non-stop transatlantic routes, but in 1951 the airline changed its mind because ordinary land planes could fly the same routes more efficiently. The two other prototypes were mothballed while G-ALUN touted for custom with increasing desperation, but in 1967 all three Princesses were broken up.
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once flown a Tiger Moth biplane across the English Channel upside down all the way, and in 1948 at Farnborough had made an instant hit with the crowd while displaying Saunders-Roe’s SR.A/1. This was the world’s first jet flying-boat fighter, designed late in the war for service in the Pacific arena when the Japanese had been threatening landing strips and a shortage of aircraft carriers was feared. In the event there were enough carriers and the SR.A/1 never went into production, making its last appearance moored briefly to London’s South Bank during the Festival of Britain in 1951. In 1948 Tyson had flown it at Farnborough as though it were a Spitfire, hurling it about the sky and even flying it inverted at low level: possibly the first time in history that anybody had ever deliberately flown a flying boat upside down.

And now, earlier this week, he had done something similar with the gigantic Princess, bringing it past the stands at Farnborough in an almost vertical bank, one wing tip perilously close to the grass. Years later it was revealed that he was travelling so fast that a glitch in the powered control system had almost prevented him from rolling back upright. It had cost him sustained physical effort to haul the massive machine back onto an even keel, having been for a long moment only feet away from an apocalyptic disaster. What was never explained was why Tyson had ever thought low-level stunting was the best way of displaying his company’s new airliner, especially one expressly designed to attract customers with its stateliness and passenger comfort. But that was display flying for you: there had to be a wow factor.

So here was Tyson on the Saturday, maybe chastened into making an ordinary low pass over the heads of the crowd. Despite the commentator’s shouted accolade in which he listed the Princess’s record-breaking vital statistics and future prospects as it droned impressively over, one wonders how many present realised that this graceful flying hulk was already obsolete. If so, the same cynics might have had a similar unpatriotic thought two years earlier when the Bristol Brabazon had made its Farnborough debut. After that gigantic airliner’s maiden flight the Pathé News commentator had confidently predicted, ‘The Brabazon will lead the world as Queen of the Skies,’ although truth to tell not a single example had yet sold – and nor would one. Neither would the Princess and its two sister aircraft, equal victims of a complete absence of market research. It turned out that nobody needed flying boats to go to South America, and not even the military wanted them as troop transports, so all three were eventually mothballed and in due
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course broken up. It is open to question how many of the Farnborough crowd in 1952 thrilling to the sound of the ten Bristol Proteus engines low overhead would have entertained any such gloomy prognostications. In fact there was a good deal of spontaneous clapping and cheering as Britain’s latest great white elephant lumbered away to its moorings at Cowes.

From then on that afternoon there was scarcely a moment when nothing of significance or interest could be seen in the cloudy skies above Hampshire. Charles Gardner’s excited voice drew the spectators’ attention to the approach of the deltas, and suddenly there they were: the huge white Avro 698 flanked by the tiny darts of the blue 707A (flown by the one-legged Jimmy Nelson) and the bright red 707B. The two little aircraft were one-third-scale versions ________________________




The huge Bristol Brabazon was designed in 1944 as Britain’s white hope for challenging US dominance in the long-range civil aircraft market. It is seen here in 1949 outside its vast new hangar at Filton undergoing engine trials before its maiden flight on 4 September. Despite flying well, this sole example was destined to be scrapped four years and no sales later: victim of nil market research.
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[image: A pilot in the cockpit. He wears sunglasses and a full suit. Words are painted on the side of the cockpit. They read, Canopy, danger, ejection. ]

of the larger model and had been designed to test the characteristics of the delta shape. The first Avro 707 had appeared at Farnborough three years earlier in 1949 but shortly afterwards had crashed, killing the company’s deputy chief test pilot Ric Esler. The reasons for that accident were never fully clear. There were no sophisticated ‘black box’ flight data recorders and ejector seats were few and far between. Since then the 707A had been built, together with its variant sister the 707B, and useful data had been obtained from them about the characteristics of delta wings. The flying proof of this was even then approaching over the airfield’s northern boundary in the guise of a vast triangular sail trailing dark smoke from its four engines. This was an early public glimpse of the 698, the prototype Vulcan bomber. It had left the ground for the first time a mere week earlier in the hands of the Avro test pilot, Roly Falk. He was another extraordinary individual who had secured his post partly by being an exceptional and experienced pilot but also by having the instinct and talents of a salesman. Not for him the rumpled hair and oil-stained flying suits of some of his colleagues. Falk’s trademark was to fly in a grey pinstriped suit and tie, which with his neatly groomed thinning hair made him look every inch a businessman. In future years this would enable him to perform a dazzling display in front of potential customers and then step straight out of the cockpit looking immaculate and go in to lunch with fellow pilots like Prince Bernhard of the Netherlands or King Hussein of Jordan with not a hair out of place.

Today was only the fourth time Falk had flown the 698, which bore the serial number VX 770, but he was not going to let that stop him putting on a show. A year or two later at Farnborough I was lucky enough to witness a legendary moment in British aviation when he actually rolled the Vulcan bomber off the top of a post-take-off climb with complete panache: a mere prelude to a display in which he threw it about the sky like a fighter. The sheer noise and spectacle were so physically and emotionally overwhelming I must have cringed involuntarily at the prodigious low-frequency vibrations. ‘Scared?’ my father asked with slight mockery. Not scared, exactly; just rendered helpless by a majesty even the Second Coming couldn’t hope to emulate. But in 1952 the prototype wasn’t quite ready for that sort of treatment.

Had the Farnborough crowd but known, the new aircraft was far from finished. Because the Bristol Olympus engines designed for the Vulcan were not yet ready, VX 770 was fitted with four less powerful Rolls-Royce Avons. Apart from that, quite a few of the cockpit instruments had yet to be installed, ________________________




An immaculately suited and groomed Wg Cdr Roland Falk (1915–1985) in the cockpit of WD 280, the Avro 707A pictured on pp. 4–5. Even when test- piloting, this was Falk’s habitual (and trademark) mode of dress, especially when flying public demonstrations. He was recognised by colleagues as a genius-level natural aviator. ‘If someone stuck an aero-engine on a bathtub, Roly could fly it,’ as one observed enviously. The drawback was that when testing a prototype Falk sometimes barely registered a problem that later might seriously challenge a more ordinarily gifted airman in the aircraft’s production version.
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the second pilot’s seat was missing entirely, and some large fairings on the undercarriage (which had fallen off the previous week during the maiden flight and hadn’t yet been replaced) required re-designing. Undaunted, Falk came in very low and quite slow, then pulled a steep climb and an almost vertical bank 200 ft above the dignitaries and spectators. The sight of this monstrous white ghost tilted vertiginously overhead practically at arm’s length brought involuntary gooseflesh to many. Despite the aircraft’s overwhelming star quality such a display was not without its critics. Time later quoted ‘a top US plane manufacturer’ as saying, ‘That pilot ought to be shot. He risked the lives of dozens of the top aviation brains in the free world.’ Half a century later a retired Vulcan test pilot hinted that Falk had known exactly what he was doing. In 1952 there was a good deal of scepticism in official and political circles about these new delta wing shapes and Avro, already facing fierce competition from Handley Page’s Victor bomber with its more conventional outline, may have urged Falk to put on an impressive demonstration of the aircraft’s performance on the grounds that if it was a public sensation it would be that much harder for Westminster to cancel the Vulcan programme.

After VX 770 had picked up its smaller escorts once more and headed away a de Havilland Comet made a steep rocket-assisted take-off, presumably to assure potential customers for the world’s first jet airliner that if need be it could shorten its take-off run to suit small airports. Vickers’s chief test pilot ‘Jock’ Bryce flew a Vickers Viscount past in near silence with three of its four Rolls-Royce Dart turboprops feathered (i.e. the propeller blades of its stopped engines were turned edgeways on to the airstream so as to offer the least resistance). It then made a climbing turn still under the power of a single engine, an impressive demonstration of the inbuilt safety margin of this potentially great small airliner. Then without warning a silver Supermarine Swift blasted by on a high-speed run that had spectators covering their ears. This was the swept-wing jet fighter whose prototype was even then appearing in The Sound Barrier film under the name Prometheus. Unfortunately, its celluloid counterpart was promising a much more dazzling future than the Swift was destined to enjoy. Designed and built by the same company that had produced the Spitfire, it never really lived up to its noble heritage despite briefly holding the world’s air-speed record, and was something of a disaster for much of its short RAF service. But at Farnborough in 1952 one might not have guessed this as it made screeching passes at 700 mph before boring up _______
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The Supermarine 535 Swift prototype, VV 119, flown by Mike Lithgow: the very aircraft that appeared as ‘Prometheus’ in David Lean’s 1952 film The Sound Barrier.




in a steep climb into the clouds, leaving the spectators pleasurably stunned by the noise. The next display supplied a complete contrast and accorded with British taste by ensuring that an awe-inspiring moment was immediately undercut by the ridiculous. In this instance Ranald Porteous gave one of his skilful exhibitions of crazy flying in a little propeller-driven Auster Aiglet, ending up with his crowd-pleasing one-wheel landing.

The less diverted might have noticed that in the interim the de Havilland company’s Dove had returned, having left John Derry and Tony Richards at Hatfield biting t heir nails while waiting for the compressor to turn up on the lorry to start up the spare DH.110. Fin ally it arrived at Hatfield, pulled in beside WG 240’s sister aircraft, WG 236, and soon had both engines going. WG 236 was painted a silver-white that made it look somewhat less menacing than its all-black sister, maybe even faster and more futuristic. Glancing at his watch, Derry calculated that they could just make their appointed slot in the air show’s crowded schedule. He quickly ran the usual cockpit checks, taxied out and took off for Farnborough, which was only about ____________
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five minutes’ flying time away in this high-speed new jet. He had no real need of an observer for the brief daylight run but young Richards was extremely keen and wouldn’t have been left out for anything. They had been a team for some time now while testing the 110 and had come to rely on each other. In any case Derry was someone most people would have given their eye teeth to fly with. He was frankly glamorous in the casual, understated fashion of an ex-RAF pilot with a distinguished war record who still looked like a captain of school cricket. He was appropriately modest and charming and dedicated to his job, as well as representing the new breed of younger test pilots who were alive to the more advanced technicalities involved in flying supersonic jets and who tended to be less flamboyant than professional and methodical.

He now climbed to 40,000 ft, from which altitude he would dive in order to begin his display by breaking the sound barrier. It was easy enough to do this; the difficult part lay in arranging his flight path so that the bangs were audible in the right place. Earlier that week he had dived the black 110, done his fast run in front of the crowd and ended with some impressive aerobatics ________________________




WG 236, the prototype of the DH.110, on an early flight in 1951. The pilot is John Cunningham, who did the initial testing. In 1952 John Derry took over the testing after some modifications had been made. On 6 September WG 236 broke up over Farnborough, killing Derry and his observer, Tony Richards.
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designed to display the aircraft’s manoeuvrability. It had been an impeccable show except that the bangs were inaudible at Farnborough, although they had jolted folk in Hartley Wintney a few miles to the north-west. The problem in aiming sonic booms was that they might have a comparatively narrow ‘footprint’ only a mile or two wide depending on the aircraft’s height, its angle of dive and even the weather.

Down on the ground, Charles Gardner’s voice booming over the loudspeakers drew the crowd’s attention to a patch of blue sky across which a silver speck could be seen speeding in rapid descent. On Observation Hill, the rising ground well back from the main runway that offered the best view (and which today is covered in hospitality suites), the tightly packed spectators craned their necks to follow it. They saw two transient white puffs of condensation appear behind the 110: the typical shock waves of an aircraft going supersonic. Not long afterwards a massive triple explosion shook the airfield and jolted people into clapping and cheering. This was what they had come for, after all: the violent music of a new technological era, the future made audible. All eyes were on the aircraft as Derry pulled it out of the dive and sent it streaking across the airfield.

As the crowd watched it out of sight the loudspeaker commentary said something about the aircraft and the stunts the pilot would make on his return. In the cockpit Derry would have been well aware of the time element. He and Richards now had a mere four minutes left in which to put the 110 through the rest of its paces before Neville Duke went up to make some sonic booms of his own in the Hawker Hunter. Derry banked round behind the airfield before turning back towards the crowd, travelling slower than after his supersonic run but still at about 650 mph. The crowd watched him head towards them and then pull up a little, presumably about to perform an upward roll. In the same instant the 110’s outline suddenly blurred and they saw two small black objects detach themselves and soar upwards in a great arc, heading towards them. It took a second or two for people to register that the entire aircraft had disintegrated in mid-air. Some lighter alloy panels were already fluttering to earth while the larger pieces of cockpit, inboard wing sections and the booms went tumbling through the sky. The stunned silence was broken by Gardner’s loud cry over the tannoy: ‘Oh my God, this was never meant to happen!’

Most people’s attention was probably still fixed on the recognisable parts of the aircraft as it broke up, especially the largest, consisting of the twin __________________________
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booms and inner parts of the wings. This pitched up, seemed to stall, and then at an almost leisurely pace fell on a mobile generator near the airfield boundary. But the real danger was from the two black objects describing their arcs towards the crowd: the Avon engines, searingly hot and each weighing a ton. In the two seconds’ silence following Gardner’s shocked cry the engines could be heard whistling faintly as they left faint trails of smoke. He could see from his vantage point what was going to happen and helplessly shouted again, ‘Look out!’ But no one could run anywhere. One engine thudded safely into waste ground beyond the perimeter fence while the other plunged four-square into the packed spectators on Observation Hill. In the same moment the truncated cockpit section with Derry and Richards still strapped in their seats smashed into the ground beside the main runway not far from the president’s marquee, bursting into fragments __




The moment when the cockpit section of John Derry’s DH.110 hits the ground only yards in front of the Farnborough crowd on 6 September 1952. Strangely, the cockpit canopy remained intact. The flying debris injured several spectators. Derry and Richards were either killed on impact or had died as the aircraft broke up in the air. The tail of a Viscount can be seen on the runway behind.
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