
TOURING

Amiens is about an hour from the English coast, quite delightful and in early May,  
there's an enjoyable fly-in.  By Joseph Derrick Junior

The Amiens 
Fly- in

Back in the summer of 1999 there 
was a quite spectacular solar 
eclipse, an event made even more 
special for certain groups of lucky 
aviators. Some flew out to the far 

south-west and the Scilly Islands, where the 
best views in the country were promised. On 
the day the weather was rather cloudy and 
those who were actually airborne and above 
cloud throughout the eclipse got the best views. 
Others went across to Amiens, in northern 
France, for a similarly promised vantage point. 

At the time, I was still trying to find my feet 
flying taildraggers (pun intended), with my first 
visit to Amiens being a week before the event 
itself. I went with our editor as my safety pilot, 
to pave the way for a number of members 

from the Kent Strut who planned to fly in the 
following weekend. It was all quite an adventure 
after the flying club environment I had been 
used to up to that point. 

Unfortunately, I wasn’t quite up to going solo, 
particularly in the crosswind promised for the 
eclipse weekend and as Brian was already 
committed to taking his own aircraft with a 
passenger, I was left ‘home alone’. It’s worth 
noting when you read articles of seemingly 
great adventures, we were all tyros once but 
in time, if you keep at it, experience builds and 
the world truly does become your oyster. 

For the ‘blonde’ and I, Amiens has become 
one of our favourite stopovers and we tend to 
nip over for a night or two whenever possible, 
as it’s so easily accessible from our part of the 
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world. Until last October it was possible to fly 
direct but sadly, in part due to security issues 
and partially due to cut-backs in France, the 
Customs and Immigration facilities have been 
withdrawn. 

The fact that the radio is ‘French-only’ can 
also put people off, but despite rumours to the 
contrary the requirement is not an act of bloody-
mindedness by the French. The controllers that 
do speak to us in English, wherever they are, 
have had to pass the necessary RT exams to 
be able to do so and some smaller airfields 
don’t have suitably trained operators.

I would guess that a weekend would be 
enough to learn sufficient ‘Aviation French’ to 
get by. It’s a little like French menus – not that 
hard if you’re prepared to learn a dozen or so 
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words. You’ll only ever make the mistake of 
ordering the andouillette once!

The resident aero club operates Amiens 
airfield over the weekend, with the tower and 
the main airfield buildings being closed. They 
also organise two fly-ins each year. 

The first is in early May and tends to start the 
season for me as far as Channel-hopping goes. 
The event is an invite to locals to come along 
and enjoy their airfield – you can see already 
that they order things differently in France. 
There are trial flights by the club, Baptêmes de 
l’Air as they are rather quaintly called, various 
stalls selling their wares, food and drink stands, 
a good display of vintage and classic cars 
and motorbikes, plus some interesting French 
aeroplanes. More of this event anon. ›

(Main) Built in the 13th century, Amiens 
cathedral remains the tallest completed 
cathedral in France, a magnificent building 
inside and out. 
(Above) Saint-Leu, down by the river and 
close to the cathedral, is a popular area 
for diners on warm spring and summer 
evenings.
(Rght) The Hortillonnages, or floating 
islands, are part of the narrow canal system 
alongside the River Somme in Amiens 
renowned for vegetables, flowers and 
picturesque boat trips.

great interest to anyone wishing to explore the 
battlefields of the western front, the horrors of 
which were so well documented by the likes of 
Wilfred Owen, Siegfried Sassoon and Rudyard 
Kipling a century ago. 

During WWII the airfield was used by the 
Luftwaffe until the liberation, and the US Army 
Air Force then used it for transport aircraft. No 
doubt many will recall the RAF’s Operation 
Jericho, which involved three squadrons of 
Mosquitos attacking Amiens prison, used to 
house political prisoners and members of the 
Resistance. Of the 700 detainees, 102 were 
killed, 74 wounded and 258 managed to 
escape, including many important resistance 
fighters. The patched-up area of the prison 
wall is still discernible. 

As is the case almost everywhere in France, 
the people who run the aero club are very 
friendly and helpful. 

STRATEGIC LOCATION
France is split into departments (like English 
counties)  and Amiens is the capital of the 
Somme Department, as well as being the 
ancient capital of Picardy. It was originally 
called Samarobriva (Somme Bridge), and 
then Ambianum by the Romans and, due to 
its strategic location, has been fought over 
through the centuries. 

The town suffered severe damage during 
both world wars. In 1918, the Battle of Amiens 
was seen as a great turning point for the allies. 
The whole area is steeped in history and of 

(Above) Fly-in fun with a WW1 theme.   
(Above) Like the Cathedral, the 110m tall 
Perret Tower is lit up at night. 
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By chance, around the same period, 
further up near the coast one of the aero club 
member’s father was playing in a field as a 
small boy and witnessed an American bomber 
crash-land and the capture of its crew by the 
Germans. The crew all survived except one, 
who was later found to have jumped out of the 
aircraft before it made contact with terra firma. 

Years later, with the help of the internet, they 
managed to trace not only the aircraft, but also 
the co-pilot, who was the last surviving crew 
member. The town provided funding and invited 
him and his wife for a holiday and an emotional 
celebration in a touching show of gratitude.

As far as tourist attractions go, a visit to the 
Hortillonnages (floating gardens) in one of 
the ‘barques à cornet’ (special boats) is a 
very pleasant way to explore the ‘rieux’ (small 
canals) that are prevalent in this part of the 
region. The vegetables and flowers that are 
cultivated there are sold by the waterway, in 
the Saint-Leu area, on a Saturday morning. On 
the third Sunday in June the vendors dress in 
traditional costume and sell their wares from 
their boats in time-honoured fashion, an event I 
have thus far unfortunately missed.

ART DECO
Jules Verne wrote some of his most famous 
works in Amiens and his house is open to 
the public as a museum. The Notre Dame 
cathedral, in the centre, is a UNESCO world 
heritage site and its exterior is spectacularly lit 
up on summer evenings. Every detail is brought 
out in different colours, from the lines of kings, 
their robes, crowns, to the gargoyles – truly 
amazing!

Also worthy of mention are the distinctive and 
art deco style train station and the Tour Perret, 
a 110-metre skyscraper, both designed by 
Auguste Perret and completed in 1955. On a 
clear day the tower and the cathedral are the 
first things you’ll spot when flying-in. If you can’t 
see them, the viz must be bad!

For food go down to the Saint-Leu area 
where the restaurants are lined up along 
the water’s edge. Expect to pay around €30 
a head including wine. Try ‘ficelle picarde’, 
a local specialty as a starter – it’s a kind of 
rolled, stuffed pancake. If you want a specific 
restaurant or a table by the water’s edge, 
booking is essential in season. If you’re 
easygoing, one of eateries always seems to 
have space.

Getting to Amiens these days will involve 
clearing customs elsewhere. Le Touquet 
or Calais (less expensive) are the obvious 
choices, and then it’s only a 30-40 minutes 
flight to Amiens. File for one and have the 
other as a diversion. If it is windy, at least one 
of them will be reasonably into wind. Amiens 
has a long tarmac runway and a very wide 
grass one, useful for offsetting a crosswind. The 
landing fee is €8 during the week and free at 
weekends, with fuel available, except, of course 
at lunchtimes. There is a restaurant at the field 
(open Monday – Friday). I’ve not eaten there, 
yet, so cannot vouch for it.

About 10 minutes walk away (turn right on 
the main road that runs down the side of the 
airfield, then straight across the roundabout), 
you’ll find the Glisy Commercial Centre, with 
several hotels. Rooms start from about €35 a 
night, pre-booked. There’s a huge supermarket, 
a myriad of shops and a choice of restaurants. 

Personally, unless I arrive late or need to 
go early, I prefer to take the bus into town for 
€1.20. A No1 or No3 will take you to the station 

“Regardless of whether you know anyone 
beforehand or not, by the time you head home you’ll 

have a whole bunch of new friends”. 

in the centre; the bus stop is opposite the 
supermarket. Taxis cost about €20, with phone 
numbers listed outside the aero club. In town 
hotel prices start at around €45.

POPULAR WITH BRITS 
Now, back to the May fly-in. I stumbled on it by 
chance about 10 years ago and my Jodel was 
the only G-registered attendee. In recent years 
it has become quite popular with the Brits, with 
more than 20 aircraft from the UK last year. 
It was also good to meet-up again with Guy 
Valvekens, organiser of the Schaffen-Diest fly-in 
in Belgium (the subject of a future article).

A group of 14 of us went out for dinner, which 
always makes for a pleasant evening, and 
serves as a great example of what our kind of 
flying has to offer. Regardless of whether you 
know anyone beforehand or not, by the time 
you head home you’ll have a whole bunch of 
new friends. 

This year the event takes place on Friday, 
Saturday and Sunday, 12-14 May. For those 
who would like to attend the fly-in or would 
like a bit more info, drop me a line. If you’re 
comfortable getting there on your own and 
would like to join us, you’ll be most welcome. 
Conversely if you need a bit of help or want to 
fly in loose formation, we can arrange that too. 

I and members of the Kent Strut will be 
on hand to help with the formalities and to 

shepherd across anybody that needs further 
reassurance and help, although I must stress 
that this is not intended to be a major cross-
Channel training weekend. 

The plan is that we fly over from Rochester to 
Calais on Saturday, departing at around 13.00 
hours local UK. If you arrive on Friday and want 
to stay overnight in Rochester, we will do our 
best to arrange lifts to and from hotels.

On Saturday there will be people to help both 
at the UK end as well as on the French side 
at Calais and Amiens. Return to UK will be on 
Sunday or, for those who wish, Monday (which 
is when I plan to return). Each evening we will 
have a meal together in the Saint-Leu area of 
Amiens town. If you can’t fly across, you’ll be 
just as welcome if you come by car. If you’re 
passionate about flying and France you will 
certainly be amongst friends.

I know Brian Hope intends coming along 
to help out, although he speaks French like 
somebody who wished they'd paid more 
attention at school, and he'll be coming by car 
or motorbike so you won't be alone. ■

Next month: Joseph Derrick Junior is off to 
St Mary’s on the Isles of Scilly. Contact him 
at:  stoneacreaviation@yahoo.co.uk

The home of Jules 
Verne, now a museum 

dedicated to the 
author’s life. 
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