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SAFETYSPOT

Welcome to the 
fi rst ‘SafetySpot’ 
of 2013. I hope that 
you had a great time 

during the Christmas holiday, 
even if you’re in a job where 
you had to go to work, and 
that you’re primed and ready 
to get assembling, building 
or… heaven forbid… fl ying 
your aircraft. Let’s hope the 
weather’s up to spec and you 
are able to get some time in 
this year.

Thanks to all of you who, in 
2012, took the time to send me 
either emails or letters detailing 
the continuing airworthiness 
issues that have befallen aircraft 
that are LAA machines; you 
have helped to make 2012 a 
bumper year. Of course, the 
negative side effect, at least as 
far as I’m concerned, is that 
more event input data means 
more paperwork crossing my 
desk! At a recent LAA/CAA 
meeting the ‘man from the 
ministry’ commented that he 
was surprised by just how many 
individual events we are able 
to investigate with such a small 

staff. I was able to reassure him 
that we weren’t supermen; it’s 
just that we enjoy the support 
of our members and therefore 
would consider ourselves to have 
a cast of thousands.

With regard to continuing 
airworthiness, it can often be 
diffi cult to work out exactly 
what’s important and what isn’t. 
In fact, in this ‘SafetySpot’ we’ll 
be looking closely at an event 
where a member nearly lost 
his life because of a broken bit 
of plastic; it’s impossible really 

to work out whether a report 
made is just an interesting tale 
or contains a message that might 
save another’s life. It’s pretty 
true to think, in my experience, 
that the accident is always 
going to happen to somebody 
else… that is, naturally, until it 
happens to you. Most accidents 
are a culmination of a series 
of separate, often very minor 
events. Staying safe requires 
the pilot to be aware of this; the 
‘old’ pilot doesn’t ignore things 
that aren’t up to scratch on the 

machine he’s fl ying − the ‘bold’ 
may be rather more blasé.

It’s a certain fact that the 
length of the deferred defect 
list is directly proportional 
to the likelihood of a serious 
problem in fl ight. This ‘problem 
accumulation’ effect doesn’t only 
apply to mechanical items, like 
a broken spring or a wonky this 
or that; it can apply equally to 
the pilot. That’s why it’s foolish 
to fl y if you’re not feeling on top 
form; it is well known that most 
accidents are the result of errors 

A CAST OF THOUSANDS
PRACTICE MIGHT MAKE FOR A PERFECT FORCED LANDING − AND A BROKEN 
LANDING LIGHT COVER COULD HAVE COST A LIFE

With Malcolm McBride
Airworthiness Engineer

Here is a picture of the Titan T-51 Mustang conducting a wheels-up landing at Wellesbourne Mountford Airfi eld late 
last year. This photograph was taken by a Pilot photographer who ‘just happened to be there’! Notice the very high 
nose-angle just before the tail made contact with the ground. The pilot was trying to get as much speed off  the aircraft 
before impact as possible but this was clearly proving diffi  cult with an engine running above idle speed because of the 
jammed throttle.

It is worth mentioning here that this is not a very good position to be in for two reasons; fi rstly, tail-fi rst landings 
carry the risk of levering the nose down hard, which apart from increasing the likelihood of fuselage damage, could 
lead to a nose-over. The second reason is that there could be a great danger if one wing dropped at the stall; this is 
particularly pertinent with this type that, just like its big brother, has very lively characteristics. Titan itself, during 
the test fl ying programme, suff ered a few undercarriage extension problems and they landed wheels-up a number of 
times without causing airframe damage, in fact they recommend a wheels-up landing in an engine failure situation if 
the landing is likely to be on a rough or soft surface… they recommend coming in as fl at as possible; holding off  in an 
eff ort to get the ground speed as low as possible before touchdown, whilst at fi rst may seem sensible, might not be 
the best option. (Photo: Peter March)
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A CAST OF THOUSANDS

in the cockpit. It is also equally 
well known amongst fl yers that 
all pilots are super-heroes who 
never make mistakes… mmm!

TITAN T-51 MUSTANG:
WHEELS-UP LANDING
As a bit of an amateur musician, 
I know that one of the best 
ways to avoid mistakes during 
a performance is practice. 
Actually, getting a performance 
right is really the end result of 
a complete learning process, 
and there’s actually more to 
this than just practice. If you 
think about it, before you can 
practise something you have to 
be able to do it. The fi rst stage 
towards complete competence 
is learning the task, whether this 
is a piece of music or a diffi cult 
procedure in an aeroplane. 
However experienced (or clever) 
you might consider yourself, 
when you get a new part to play, 
you’re a beginner. The good 
thing about this fi rst part in the 
learning process is that there’s 
not normally any time pressure 
involved. For example, if it’s a 
diffi cult couple of bars or a nasty 

phrase in a piece of music, you 
can slow it right down, playing 
sections a bit at a time, until you 
get it right. The same is true with 
complicated cockpit routines 
needed in emergencies.

The next phase in the learning 
process is about embedding 
the actions into the memory 
and there’s no better way of 
doing this, in my view, than 
by practising the action over 
and over (and over and over…). 
Eventually, the action, whether 
this be playing an awkward 
tune or carrying out a diffi cult 
manoeuvre in an aircraft, will 
become virtually automatic. 
When an action is automatic, 
you can get on with the task 
of creating perfection! Try this 
technique on, for example, your 
emergency checklists… after a few 
goes you can get pretty slick and 
this may give you a few seconds 
extra thinking time in the event 
of a real emergency. I call this last 
part, the Rehearsal Period and it’s 
about adding value.

In aircraft parlance, it’s the 
difference between putting 
an aircraft down ‘on the spot’ 

after an engine failure or just 
managing to make the fi eld. You 
will of course know that, at the 
dawn of aviation, during the fi rst 
war, prospective pilots were 
selected from cavalry offi cers. 
That’s because, amongst other 
less creditable reasons, the 
fl yers themselves recognised 
that the ability to learn a 
complex task, like riding a horse 
in combat, required the same 
learning disciplines as learning 
to fl y an aeroplane. It certainly 
wasn’t because riding a horse 
requires the same skill set as 
fl ying an aircraft, except perhaps 
in the minds of non-fl yers (or 
non-horsemen)!

I believe, in the same vein, 
that there’s a great similarity 
between learning to play a 
musical instrument and fl ying an 
aircraft, both tasks require great 
skill just to reach a basic level 
of competence and it’s a rare 
moment in a performance when 
you get everything perfectly right. 
That’s where rehearsal comes 
in, but before you can rehearse 
anything you have to have learnt 
and practised it.

Take a look, if you haven’t 
already done so, at the picture 
of the Titan T-51 Mustang just 
before landing wheels-up at 
Wellesbourne Mountford late 
last year; other pictures included 
show the resulting damage to 
the airframe. This aircraft, still 
quite new, was built by Damyns 
Hall-based LAA builder and fl yer, 
Dave Stevens. Dave has made a 
smashing job of this aircraft, one 
of only two fl ying examples (so 
far – we’ve three others in build) 
in the UK. As you can see from 
the photo, Dave has painted the 
aircraft to represent Colonel John 
Lander’s aircraft Big Beautiful 
Doll, as it was when serving with 
our allies in 1944 as Commander 
of 78th Fighter Group. This 
Titan kit, a three-quarter-scale 
two-seater, is powered by 
the Rotax 912 ULS, although a 
number of other engine options 
are available. The other aircraft 
fl ying, which is written up in 
detail in this magazine (see page 
32) uses a Suzuki V6 conversion.

Dave tells me that the aircraft is 
fantastic to fl y and, although not 
fully aerobatic, it is permitted ➽

Once the Titan T-51 Mustang was lifted up 
onto jacks the full extent of the damage to 
the fuselage could be assessed. The aircraft 
is repairable but, with a new engine and prop 
required, this isn’t going to be cheap. 
(Photo: Dave Stephens)

The heat from the damaged exhaust on the Titan 
T-51 Mustang featured has been suffi  cient to 
melt this coolant expansion bottle; alongside 
it you can see the melted throttle cable, which 
eventually jammed. This was the fi rst direct sign 
to the pilot that there was a problem ‘front of 
fi rewall’. (Photo: Dave Stephens)
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Here’s the exhaust pipe as it was discovered in the cowling, post-incident. 
Exhaust systems need to be inspected regularly, preferably before every 
fl ight, as they are very prone to cracking. This failure appears to be a fairly 
standard one in that the material has given way around the edge of the weld. 
This sort of failure only very rarely occurs in one go, as the material itself is 
not under any great stress. (Photo: Dave Stephens)

This picture shows the reason why the pilot lost 
the ability to lower his undercarriage electrically. 
In straightforward terms, the battery’s plastic case 
has melted, which has probably allowed the plates 
inside to come together and short out. As an aside, 
it is worth remembering, if ever you are involved 
with an aircraft that has been involved in an 
incident, that batteries contain a lot of energy, both 
in direct electrical terms and, naturally, energetic 
chemistry. It’s best to disconnect them as soon as 
possible, certainly before the aircraft is moved. 
(Photo: Dave Stephens)

to carry out simple rolling and 
looping manoeuvres within a 
+4.4/-2.2g limit. The performance 
of the type is pretty good when 
you consider that this machine’s 
maximum fl ying weight is only 
658kg, not much heavier than 
a microlight; this example has 
a Vne of 160kt! Incidentally, the 
original P-51 aircraft’s maximum 
all-up weight was around four 
tonnes, some six times heavier 
than the T-51 replica but, just 
like the original, the Titan 
machine has a retractable 
undercarriage and a variable-
pitch propeller.

In true LAA fashion, Dave’s 
real joy is building aircraft and, 
with a new type, ironing out all 
the problems as they surface. 
After about 180 hours on type, 
and with most of the bugs 
dispatched, he decided to sell 
the machine and concentrate 
on fl ying his RV-8 – nice to have 
the choice! In this ‘SafetySpot’ 
I’ve been rattling on about the 
importance of the structured 
learning process and this 
example of a broken aeroplane 
is a good example of what can 
happen if a disciplined approach 
to fl ying a new type isn’t 
followed; there are one or two 
technical gotchas too.

I think that it is important to 
spread this message, particularly 
because LAA fl yers will often be 
confronted with the possibility 

of fl ying a new type. Sometimes, 
this opportunity will be in an 
unsupervised, probably fairly 
unstructured, environment. 
That means, essentially, self-
discipline; it’s up to you to 
decide whether you know 
enough about the type to simply 
climb in and go.

Let’s talk through what actually 
happened during the event 
that led to the broken aircraft. 
The pilot, the new owner, was 
a very experienced airman. 
He had fl own the aircraft 
previously for a few hours and, 
according to Dave who handed 
over the aircraft, ‘enjoyed the 
aerobatic performance from 
the very fi rst fl ight’, but on this 
occasion he found himself above 
Wellesbourne with a nervous 
passenger and the throttle stuck 
fully open. Despite yanking the 
lever to and fro, it failed to budge.

The pilot commented that he 
had thought that he had smelt 
fumes in the cockpit earlier that 
day but, not knowing the aircraft 
very well, had discounted this 
as a problem; he checked that 
the carbon monoxide monitor 
was still clear and it was. Having 
a ‘stuck open’ throttle isn’t, 
in itself, a terminal situation, 
although I think that most 
would agree that it should be 
classed as an emergency and, 
as we’ve discussed before, 
practising emergencies is part of 

the learning process. The pilot 
decided that his best course 
of action would be to reduce 
the airspeed to below the fl ap 
(and undercarriage) limiting 
speed (87kt), get the fl aps and 
gear down, and conduct a very 
long fi nal onto Wellesbourne’s 
long runway, cutting the fuel at 
the last minute. He radioed the 
Tower with his intentions and 
they cleared him for a landing 
on the 900m southerly runway, 
letting him know that the 
emergency services had 
been alerted.

Everything appeared to be 
going well as the pilot fl ew 
downwind for 18; the extra drag, 
caused by the gear and fl aps was 
keeping the speed containable, 
even at full throttle, and as the 
pilot turned onto long fi nal, 
this emergency appeared to be 
not much more than a minor 
inconvenience. Perhaps the 
gods were bored that particular 
Tuesday and decided to have 
a bit of fun or, more likely, 
that special law which always 
comes into play in times of 
trouble, discovered by the errant 
Irishman Murphy, acted to 
change this happy state.

All of a sudden, without 
warning, the throttle freed itself 
momentarily and the engine 
rpm fell back to idle. For just 
the briefest of seconds the pilot 
thought that the problem had 

solved itself, another happy 
event to be added into the near-
miss archive; as should always 
be expected, Murphy had struck 
again, and the throttle was now 
stuck, this time closed.

The pilot immediately had 
to rethink his options; in this 
draggy confi guration he wouldn’t 
make the runway so, rather 
than undershooting, he raised 
the undercarriage by selecting 
‘up’ on the undercarriage 
electrical selector.

At this point in our tale, I think 
it would be worth explaining 
the undercarriage system in 
a little more detail. Basically, 
each main wheel and the single 
tailwheel can be retracted 
respectively into the wings and 
fuselage. This is accomplished 
hydraulically with each leg being 
operated by a single push-
pull jack, hydraulic pressure 
being provided by a reversible 
electrical pump. Selection is 
made by the pilot through a 
landing-gear control lever which, 
whilst it is fabricated to look 
like a gated hydraulic valve, 
actually just makes contact 
with a microswitch at each end 
of its travel. There’s a gear-in-
motion light to let you know 
when the electrical pump is 
running and the normal three 
greens, switched by leg-mounted 
microswitches. This indication 
circuit also serves to switch the 
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motor off when the legs have 
gone over-centre and therefore 
locked down. On this simple 
system the gear is held up by 
hydraulic pressure.

One problem with a simple 
system like this is that motor 
current can pass through the 
motor control circuit which, 
as explained, includes the 
microswitches. Our Design 
Department didn’t like this 
idea much and Dave, when he 
built the aircraft, separated the 
power side from the control side 
of the electrical circuit using a 
relay-based control box. Another 
solution, being tried on another 
aircraft, is to use more muscular 
microswitches. In the event of 

an undercarriage malfunction, 
there are two emergency 
systems; the fi rst is an 
emergency switch in the cockpit, 
which provides the motor with 
a direct DC supply (to down). 
Alternatively, in the event of a 
complete electrical failure, an 
hydraulic bleed valve is opened, 
which allows the undercarriage 
to free fall to the down position.

So, back to the story. Raising 
the undercarriage extended the 
glide enough so that the pilot 
was able to breath again, his 
intention being to lower the gear 
again when he was sure that he 
was going to make the runway. 
That point was reached and the 
pilot selected the gear to the 

down position ready to make 
the landing. You’ve guessed 
what happened next… Yes, the 
undercarriage electrical system 
failed and the undercarriage 
didn’t come down. The pilot 
redirected the aircraft to the 
grass alongside Runway 18 and 
held off for as long as possible. 
What was that about cutting 
the engine?

Both the pilot and his 
passenger were able to vacate 
the aircraft without injury 
so, from that point of view, 
the emergency landing was a 
success. Well done to the pilot 
for dealing with a set of diffi cult 
situations without losing the 
plot − if he hadn’t done this, the 

outcome may not have been so 
good. As it turned out, the aircraft 
is very badly damaged and will 
require a lot of rebuilding; it’s 
looking like the engine and the 
propeller will both need to be 
replaced and, as you can see 
from the photos, the fuselage has 
been banana’d.

So, what went wrong? Simply, 
the exhaust system broke, 
which allowed hot exhaust gas 
to escape under the cowlings, 
which melted the throttle 
control’s outer casing, jamming 
the throttle. After a short period 
of time the heat from the broken 
exhaust softened the battery 
casing, which eventually shorted 
out the battery internally. 
Luckily, there was no fi re… 
the gods, as previously 
described, had no malice this 
day. I make some comments 
about the technical matters in 
the photo captions.

With regard to the decisions 
that the pilot made during the 
emergency, and not in any way 
criticising the decisions he made, 
had he had had more practice 
in the type, better options may 
have been available to him. I 
think that he could have made 
life a lot easier (and cheaper) 
for himself if he had thought 
through the problem(s) and 
chosen the simplest solution, 
using the fuel cock to stop the 
engine on the approach wouldn’t 
be my fi rst choice in this type of 
very light machine, that’s 
for sure.

In my view, getting the gear and 
fl aps down early was exactly the 
right thing to do, but I personally 
feel that the best option in this 
sort of situation would have 
been to switch the engine off at 
a suitable forced-landing ‘key-
point’ over the fi eld and then 
conduct a normal, controlled, 
power-off landing. Of course, to 
be absolutely certain that you’d 
be able to pull this manoeuvre 
off you’d need to have learnt, 
then practised, then rehearsed it 
for a while beforehand. 

JODEL: LANDING 
LAMP FAILURE
It is always a shame when an 
aircraft gets damaged, but it 
is especially horrible when 
the particular aircraft has 
been recently refurbished 
and, to quote one reasonably 
respectable LAAer (and 
apologies to our American 
readers who seem to struggle 
with colloquial English), “twas 
the best ‘un on the fl eet”. 
Before I start discussing this 
incident, I should say that 
I’ve purposefully not been 
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Here is a picture showing the aircraft during its last Permit Renewal inspection; notice that the engine on this aircraft 
is pretty well enclosed by the cowling and that it will be a fairly big job unbuttoning the cowling for the pre-fl ight 
inspection. As a replica, there is an understandable trade-off  between looks and operational simplicity but it must be 
said that, diffi  cult or not, engine cowlings must be removed regularly to fully inspect the engine installation for the 
fi rst signs of trouble. This is particularly important with a new machine or a machine featuring a development engine. 
Incidentally, notice the other warbird in Dave’s stable… his SSDR Fokker Eindecker originates from a slightly 
diff erent era. (Photo: Dave Stephens) ➽

In 2010, Titan, the manufacturers 
of the T-51 Mustang Kit, produced 
an Advisory Notice alerting owners 
using the Rotax 912 of problems 
with heat from the exhaust 
damaging the plastic covers on 
the ignition modules. Their advice 
was to fi t a heat shield. I would 
imagine that many people saw this 
document but few noticed that the 
exhaust, featured on page two of the 
Notice, was cracked. This is where 
the problems that led to the belly 
landing at Wellesbourne originated. 
(Photo: Titan Aircraft)
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too specifi c with regard to the 
aircraft type and the personnel 
involved. All I will say, with 
regard to the people involved, is 
that I fully accept their individual 
experience and talents and, 
with regard to the aircraft, well, 
the general lessons learnt could 
apply to many of the machines 
we operate as LAA fl yers, so I’ll 
just talk about a ‘generic’ Jodel in 
this ‘SafetySpot’.

So, what happened? Perhaps 
it’s easier to start this off with 
the brief description made in 
the Initial Accident Notifi cation 
by the AAIB investigator 
charged with establishing 
probable cause:

‘Took off for a Test Flight, at 
approximately 300ft, heard a 
bang and noticed the perspex 
cover on the landing-lamp had 
broken. Handling diffi culties 
experienced. Diverted to disused 
airfi eld area and crashed. 
The aircraft was substantially 
damaged but the pilot, thankfully, 
walked away from the wreckage 
unharmed.

Naturally, when this report 
came in we were very worried 
indeed that an aircraft could 
suffer control diffi culties because 
of the failure of such a minor 
component. Surely, this couldn’t 
be the fi rst time that this sort 
of failure had occurred. The 
AAIB investigator checked his 
database which, as you will 
imagine, is pretty comprehensive 
and even took the trouble to talk 
to his French counterpart to see if 
they had heard of this happening 
before. The database search 
drew a blank.

When we received pictures 
from the LAA Inspector involved, 
it became clear what had 
happened, at least as far as 
the landing lamp cover failure 
was concerned. The cover had 
recently been replaced using 
polycarbonate sheeting and this 
had failed along the line of the 
leading-edge. Polycarbonate 
sheet, unlike perspex, is fairly 
fl exible at room temperature 
and doesn’t need heating up to 
form the curve required to cover 
the wing profi le. The good thing 
about this of course is that this 
material, apart from being very 
resistant to knocks and bumps, 
is pretty inexpensive, readily 
available and, as discussed, 
easy to fi t. On the negative side, 
the fact that it is not necessary to 
heat-form it means that, if 
it breaks, it will revert to its 
original shape and, perhaps 
more worryingly, whilst it is 
bent around the wing it is 
under permanent stress, 
perhaps, when you think 

about it, fairly close to its limit 
which could make it prone to a 
fatigue failure.

Another quite well-known 
problem with polycarbonate 
is that it doesn’t like petrol 
very much. I’ve seen microlight 
windscreens go bang when 
petrol dripped on them by 
accident. Although it’s not 
advisable, I’ve seen chaps use a 
petrol-soaked rag to clean fl ies 
off before now.

I popped out to the apron here 
at Turweston to see if I could 
fi nd a Jodel with a landing-lamp 
cover so that I could get a better 
picture for my report and, would 
you believe it, I found one that 
looked to be polycarbonate 
and, well, take a closer look at 
the pictures and you will see 
that cracking is starting at the 
leading-edge.

I chatted to the pilot involved 
in this event and asked him to 
go through what had actually 
happened in the cockpit. Here’s a 
copy of his report.

‘The runway in use at 
Dunkeswell was 35R, the wind 
was more or less straight down 
the runway at approximately 
20kt. The take-off and climb-out 
up to approximately 400ft was 
uneventful, suddenly there was 
a thud and from the corner of my 
eye I noticed that the landing 
light perspex had split exactly 
along the centreline leading-edge 
of the left wing. The top part of 
the perspex defl ected upwards to 
an angle of approximately 60-70°, 
the bottom half did the same 
downwards funnelling the wind 
into the wing.

‘The aircraft started to yaw and 
bank to the left. Still with climbing 
power I immediately levelled 
out intending to do a right-hand 
low-level circuit to land, but to my 
surprise the aircraft continued to 
yaw and bank to the left despite 
full defl ection of the controls. The 
aircraft started to descend with 
ever increasing angle-of-bank 
as the speed also increased. The 
angle-of-bank was by now coming 
up to 90° and losing height 
rapidly, I felt I was running out of 
options.

‘Instinctively I pulled back 
the power completely thus the 
controls started to respond but 
very sluggishly. After getting 
the wings near to level, I was 
able to pull out of the dive at 
approximately 50ft. The aircraft 
was still extremely unstable; 
as far as directional control 
was concerned I was merely a 
passenger. I made a Mayday call 
and all I could do was just about 
keep the aeroplane fl ying.

‘Applying power made the 

aeroplane more unstable 
therefore I only used short bursts 
of power. The aircraft took me 
from a NW heading to a SW 
heading luckily back towards 
Dunkeswell airfi eld, I found 
myself just north of Runway 17. I 
thought I might be able to make it 
onto Runway 17 albeit downwind, 
but as I pushed the nose down 
the aircraft turned left again 
towards some taxying aircraft on 
Runway 23/05, despite having full 
opposite controls. I pulled back 
on the stick trying to overfl y these 
aircraft. As the speed decayed the 
aircraft started to level again and 
missed the taxying aircraft.

‘I pushed the stick forward 
again to gain some speed to fl are 
but the aircraft yawed again to 
the left, the wing touched the 
ground and slewed across the 
far end of Runway 17 onto the 
grass. I believe all this happened 
probably in the space of around 
four minutes or less.’

I would summarise this 
experience, I think fairly 
uncontroversially, by saying 
that the aircraft was in charge of 

events rather than the pilot for 
the largest portion of the fl ight 
subsequent to the failure of the 
landing-lamp cover.

Certainly, this pilot was sure 
that the aircraft was completely 
uncontrollable but I confess as 
to being mystifi ed as to how this 
could come about. Surely the 
extra drag caused by the fl apping 
remnants of polycarbonate 
wouldn’t be suffi cient to 
overcome the control authority 
of the fi n and rudder? I didn’t 
think so, after all, the landing 
lamp itself is only a few feet from 
the wing-root and anyway, the 
cover is only held on with six 
self-tapping screws so how much 
drag could it have been applying 
to the wing? What about 
turbulence? Well, we know 
that Jodels have fl own around 
fairly normally after signifi cant 
wing damage. Regular readers 
will remember the aircraft that 
lost most of the inboard top 
surface wing panels on one wing. 
The pilot in this case hardly 
noticed any difference in fl ight 
characteristics. The Jodel itself 
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(Left) Here is a picture of another 
example of a landing-lamp cover on 
a Jodel, which I took at Turweston 
recently; you can see that the cover 
is basically a fl at plastic sheet 
folded around the leading-edge. 
Jodel drawings call up plexiglas 
as the material to be used; this 
is another name for perspex, and 
this material will need to be folded 
around a mould when hot to create 
its fi nal shape. When this material 
cools it will be ‘heat set’ to the 
shape and if failure occurs is less 
likely to fold open. In the accident 
aircraft (featured) the material 
used was polycarbonate which, 
whilst it can be ‘heat set’, doesn’t 
need to be heat-moulded to shape. 
(Photo: Malcolm McBride)

(Below) This photo shows the 
problem associated with a brittle 
material when it is held permanently 
under stress; these cracks will 
eventually travel across the face of 
the landing-lamp cover and it will 
fail. Whilst we don’t think that the 
aircraft’s performance would be 
greatly aff ected, the failure on the 
aircraft discussed in the text was the 
starting point for a series of events 
that led to the aircraft’s destruction. 
(Photo: Malcolm McBride)
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has proven itself to be a very 
sturdy and fl ight stable machine.

Certainly turbulence could 
have affected the airspeed 
readings as the pitot tube is 
quite close to and behind the 
landing lamp; it’s a bit of a guess 
but this could have upset the ASI 
a bit. I asked the pilot what was 
happening with his airspeed 
during the event in which 
he’d become a passenger. He 
explained that he hadn’t got a 
clue, he hadn’t looked.

One other thing that could have 
happened is that pressurised 
air could have fed back through 

into the area behind the main 
spar. Could this have distorted 
the wing to the point where the 
fabric had ballooned completely 
out of shape? For this to have 
happened there needed to be an 
air gap and, if it had happened, 
then surely there would be tell-
tale signs, a broken section of 
stringing or fabric/structure glue 
failure. I asked around, including 
the Jodel afi cionados within 
our inspectorate; they said that 
some Jodels do have a small gap 
between the front of the spar 
and the rear, not at the top, but 
about half-an-inch at the bottom. 
I got the inspector involved to 
take a look inside the wing of the 
accident airframe. He phoned me 
back quickly to say that the inside 
of the wing was as good as new.

My next job was to have a chat 
with a couple of witnesses to 
the event and their stories were 
quite revealing. Nobody saw the 
fi rst stage of the incident but a 
few witnesses saw the aircraft 
approaching the airfi eld at what 
was described as, ‘a very low 
level, downwind’.

One witness describes what 
he saw. I should add that this 
witness has more than 8,000 
hours instructing time under his 
belt and would be described as 
being very reliable.

“I fi rst saw the aircraft fl ying 
very slowly indeed downwind 
along the runway. To be honest, I 
thought that he’d had an engine 
problem and was trying to land 
downwind, but he was too high 
for that and I said to a colleague 
who was standing next to me, 
‘This bloke’s going to spin in if 
he’s not careful’. I should add 
here that it was a very blustery 
northerly wind, something 
between 25 and 30kt and he was 
clearly being buffeted by the 

gusts. Pretty much towards the 
downwind end of the runway 
the pilot pulled the nose up still 
further and the aircraft incipiently 
spun to the left, impacting the 
ground left wing down. The pilot 
was pretty lucky as I think that 
most of the crash energy was 
taken up by the wing structure.”

I asked the instructor what he 
thought had happened and he 
explained that he couldn’t talk 
about the events before he fi rst 
saw the aircraft but that there 
was absolutely no doubt in his 
mind that the aircraft was fl ying, 
“dangerously slowly when he 
was fl ying downwind”.

So, here we have rather 
confl icting reports into the event. 
I wasn’t there or in the aircraft, 
so my judgement needs to be 
made based upon the reports 
I receive. Let’s say, to start 
with, that the aircraft became 
completely uncontrollable and 
the pilot’s description of events 
is completely reliable, and I have 
no reason to doubt this record.

Nobody I have spoken to 
believes that a landing-lamp 
failure could cause signifi cant 
control diffi culties. Certainly 
there would be extra drag and 
turbulence and yes, slight 
ballooning of the wing fabric on 
that side would be expected. 
Any one of these factors would 
have affected wing performance 
but, would all three have added 
together to cause complete 
control failure. Personally, I don’t 
think so.

One thing that seemed a 
little unusual, during my 
conversations with the pilot, 
was that he didn’t know what 
his airspeed was at any time 
during the event. I have a little 
experience in teasing-out this 
sort of detail and I’m fairly 

sure that his primary source of 
airspeed information would 
have been from auditory and 
visual clues, and not the 
airspeed indicator.

We can be fairly certain, 
from the professional witness 
statements, that this aircraft 
was fl ying at (or very close to) 
the stall. If we wind back the 
clock to the moment that the 
landing lamp cover broke, that’s 
climbing out in gusty conditions 
at, or about, 300ft, and say that 
it’s possible that the pilot was 
distracted by the ‘bang’, then it is 
entirely possible that the aircraft 
stalled, perhaps briefl y. With an 
underperforming port wing it 
is very possible that the aircraft 
entered an incipient spin to the 
left. During this phase the aircraft 
would have been out of control 
with the control stick and rudder 
being fairly ineffectual. I think 
that it is likely that, because the 
Jodel is essentially a very stable 
machine, the aircraft recovered, 
now downwind.

The pilot’s visual clue in the 
strong wind would have been 
the groundspeed and not the 
airspeed. The aircraft may have 
even sounded as if it was going 
fast because of the noise from the 
broken panel when, in reality, 
we know it was probably fl ying 
in and out of a stalled state.

The owner, you’ll be please to 
hear I’m sure, is determined to 
rebuild his machine, but I expect 
he will go to the slight extra 
expense of fi tting a purpose-
made moulded perspex cover for 
his landing-lamp; they are still 
available from the agent. I would 
anyway.

Remember, whatever happens 
in the cockpit, your fi rst job as 
commander is ‘fl y the aircraft’. 
Fair Winds! ■

With Malcolm McBride
Airworthiness Engineer
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Whilst it may look like this photo 
was taken in the 1930s, actually 
it’s a very new picture of the failed 
landing-lamp cover from a Jodel 
that recently crashed at Dunkeswell 
Aerodrome. Note that the wing has 
been sawn off  at the root (through 
the spar) so that the aircraft could 
be moved from the runway after the 
crash. You will note that this cover 
has split along the leading-edge of 
the wing, possibly because this is 
the point where you would expect 
the maximum stress, possibly 
because this is the point that may 
have been aff ected by chemicals 
used in cleaning the fl ies off ! In any 
event, you can see that the material 
used (polycarbonate) has reverted 
to its original shape, a fl at sheet, 
which contributed to some unusual 
fl ying characteristics.

LAA Project Registration 
Kit Built Aircraft   £300
Plans Built Aircraft  £50
Issue of a Permit to Test Fly 
Non-LAA approved design only  £40
Initial Permit issue 
Up to 390kg  £320
391 - 499kg  £425
500kg and above  £565
Three seats and above  £630
Permit renewal 
Up to 390kg  £105
391 - 499kg £140
500kg and above  £190
Three seats and above  £210
Modifi cation application 
Prototype modifi cation £45

Repeat modifi cation £22.50
Transfer 
(from CofA to Permit or CAA Permit to LAA Permit)
Up to 499kg  £135
500 kg and above £250
Three seats and above  £350
Four-seat aircraft 
Manufacturer’s/agent’s type acceptance fee  £2,000
Project registration royalty  £50
Category change
Group A to microlight £135
Microlight to Group A  £135
Change of G-Registration fee
Issue of Permit Documents following G-Reg change £45
Replacement Documents
Lost, stolen etc (fee is per document) £20
Latest SPARS - April 2009

LAA ENGINEERING SCALE OF CHARGES 
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