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Renowned Shuttleworth display pilot Roger ‘Dodge’ Bailey 
flies the de Havilland DH88 Comet Racer, the latest and 

possibly the greatest ‘Orphan’ to grace the LAA fleet

Pictures by Darren Harbar

A Beautiful 
BeAst

›
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This almost plan view highlights the 
quite extreme tapered wing, which 
results in tip stalling if the pilot 
attempts a three-point landing.
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Whether on the ground or in the 
air, the Comet is an imposing 

and beautiful aeroplane.
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On the plus side, unlike pretty much every 
preceding de Havilland aeroplane I’ve flown, 
the Comet has strong directional stability, 
even with your feet off the rudder pedals. 
From the race perspective, this characteristic 
minimises the drag induced by inadvertent 
side slipping but, more importantly, from a 
handling perspective, it helps to give a 
relatively low minimum control speed and 
makes the aircraft pleasant to roll and turn 
by minimising adverse yaw. 

RIGOROus CALCuLATIONs
Before walking out to the Comet, it’s 
necessary to carry out a rigorous mass 
and balance calculation because cockpit 
load and fuel distribution can move the CG 
from one extreme to the other.

For reasons that shall become clear later, 
I try to arrange for the CG to be as close to 
the forward limit as possible. An aft CG will 
increase the airspeed at which the tail can 
be raised on take-off and, on landing,  results 
in the tail dropping at a higher airspeed − not 
to mention the adverse effect it has on the 
marginal static stability.

To achieve this it’s necessary to establish 
the cockpit load based on pilot weight plus 
enough ballast on the back seat to position 
the zero fuel CG mid-range. Then, the fuel 
distribution between the front and centre 
tank must be selected, to move the CG to 
just behind the forward limit. The centre fuel 
tank is located on the CG of the empty aircraft 
so has little effect. However, the front fuel tank 
centroid is nearly four feet further forward and 
is a major player in CG management.

When you don’t want to be under any 
fuel endurance constraints, and avoid the 
distraction of in-flight fuel balancing, a load of 
fifty gallons in the centre tank and thirty in the 
front will give an endurance-to-dry of nearly 
four hours, while allowing tank-to-engine feed 
for at least an hour. At this loading, the all-up 
weight will be close to the maximum landing 
weight of 4,500lb so that, if necessary, an 
immediate return is possible.

On landing – after, say, 45 minutes – the 
CG will have moved aft by approximately 
one per cent of Standard Mean Chord (SMC), 
resulting in a negligible change in longitudinal 
stability and control. Obviously, when shorter 
flights are contemplated a lower fuel state can 
be selected, provided that the same care is 
taken to locate the CG correctly.

Nowadays, the Comet is strictly a day/VFR 
aircraft, so clearly the cloud and visibility must 
be appropriate for a 220mph aeroplane. That 
said, the next most significant aspect of the 
weather to affect the Comet is surface wind. 
The aircraft uses approximately 500m to lift 
off and takes about 700m from crossing the 
hedge to being brought to a stop.

The twenty one-year span between 
the World Wars is often regarded 
as the Golden Age of aviation. 
Understandably so, for it was 
during those decades that the 

aeroplane became a serious travelling 
machine which would shrink the globe. 
In addition, aviators themselves became 
household names, having made record 
flights across oceans and continents, and 
were feted like rock stars and footballers. 

It was into such a world that the de 
Havilland Comet Racer was launched, 
as aircraft manufacturers weren’t slow to 
realise that record-breaking flights did the 
reputation of their products no harm at all, 
boosting sales and spurring development.

The DH88 was specifically designed to 
win the 1934 Mac Robertson Air Race 
between England and Melbourne, 
Australia, a total distance of 11,300 miles.

MOuLd-bReAkeR
However, the Comet wasn’t like any previous 
de Havilland aircraft – it broke the traditional 
biplane mould. A cantilever monoplane with a 
retractable undercarriage, it’s powered by 
two 220hp de Havilland Gipsy Six engines and 
was designed to take-off at its then-maximum 
permitted weight of 5,550lb with full fuel 
(1,858lb) and fly at max continuous power, 
at about 220mph, for upwards of eleven hours. 
This enabled the Comet to stop at the minimum 
number of designated control points en route 
to Melbourne − the first of which was Baghdad, 
Iraq, at 2,530 miles. 

A revolutionary wing design dominates the 
aircraft and most of its flying qualities. At mtow 
the wing loading is relatively high, at around 
27lb/sq ft, greater than that of the Spitfire 
Mk V, Hurricane Mk 1 or Mew Gull.

The planform, while strikingly beautiful, 
doesn’t really comply with the ‘if it looks right, it 
is right’ adage. The wings taper to points at the 
tip and, although this may help high-speed 
cruise performance, the stall handling is 
seriously compromised. Furthermore, there’s no 
wash-out to ameliorate the propensity to tip-stall. 
The designer chose an RAF 34 aerofoil, a reflex 
section intended for tailless aircraft, as it gives 
no appreciable change of pitching moment 
throughout the useful range of angles of attack. 
That choice was probably made in an attempt 
to minimise trim drag, as the weight and CG 
changed throughout the eleven-hour flight. 

From the pilot’s perspective, there are 
two important things to remember about 
the Comet’s wing. Firstly, its propensity to 
wing-drop at the stall and, secondly, that 
the zero-lift angle of attack is about -0.9°. 
Consequently, with the wing set on the 
fuselage at about +1°, an aircraft pitch attitude 
of about 0° is needed to put the wing at its 
zero-lift angle of attack, which is essential 
during critical phases of take-off and landing. 
Experience has shown that the Comet is in 
this attitude when the coaming-mounted CHT 
gauges appear to be overlaying the far end 
of the runway − but more of that later…

To minimise drag in the cruise, the Comet 
was designed to have little or no static margin, 
meaning that the longitudinal static stability is 
very low or at times absent. Furthermore, 
possibly also to maximise lift-to-drag, only 
three degrees of dihedral is provided, 
which is perhaps adequate for a high-wing 
aircraft but insufficient to provide much in 
the way of lateral stability on a low-winger.

As with all aeroplanes, having a headwind 
component for take-off and landing is desirable 
but especially so in the Comet. Any crosswind 
component also has to be considered. 
Although with its tail skid locked the Comet 
will stay substantially straight, when the tail 
is up it tends to weathercock into wind, due 
to its strong directional stability. In addition, 
for the take-off, you need to consider the 
asymmetric blade effect (P-factor), which 
will tend to turn the aircraft to the right at 
high power, especially while the tail is down. 
Therefore, a crosswind component from the 
right on take-off cannot be taken lightly.

The field of view from the pilot’s seat leaves 
something to be desired. In the three-point 
attitude there’s no forward view about forty 
degrees either side of straight ahead. The 
field of view improves when the aircraft is in 
the ‘level’ attitude but even then, you’ll be 
blind directly ahead. Neither the seat nor the 
rudder pedals are adjustable so, to maximise 
the field of view, it’s necessary to select 
suitable cushions to place yourself as far 
forward and as high as possible, while 
retaining the ability to turn your head within the 
constraints of the narrow canopy for lookout.

PRe-fLIGHT CHeCks
Accessing the cockpit is best accomplished 
via a suitable servicing platform or step ladder. 
It’s possible to reach the reinforced area on 
the port wing root directly from the ground but 
you’ll need to be athletic!

Once up on the wing, you must check 
that the magneto switches are off and the 
undercarriage selector switch is in the centre 
position. The parking brake is also set − this 
isn’t a fly-off mechanism, rather a ‘hold-on’ 
device, which could prove embarrassing if 
pulled too hard at a critical moment. Until we 
modify this, I always press the release button 
before moving the handle in either direction. 
Then lower the flaps, check that the 
undercarriage electrical/ manual selector is 
in ELECTRIC, the cross-feed cock is closed 
and set the fuel selectors to NORMAL FEED. 
Climbing down from the wing, you can then 
carry out a clockwise walk around, looking 
for any obvious signs of damage, etc, not 
forgetting to remove the pitot cover.

There are no easy-access panels, so 
replenishment of fuel and oil is something 
better done with the assistance of an 
engineer. The two fuel tanks are mounted 
in tandem, ahead of the cockpit, and their 
contents confirmed using calibrated dipsticks. 

When satisfied with the externals, I re-enter 
the cockpit, plug in my headset and strap in. 
It’s important to do it that way round as the 
headset socket is behind your left shoulder. 
Once seated, you can’t release the lock  
to lower the canopy so outside assistance  
is required. 

To establish electrical power, the generator 
switches are turned on and the circuit breakers 
closed – they’re tripped after flight, to prevent 
inadvertent activation of the starters and 
undercarriage power system. Flaps are raised 
and flight controls checked for full and free 
movement. We’re then ready for engine start, 
and again it’s best to have an engineer to hand.

The engines are primed in accordance with 
normal Gipsy practice, using remote controls 
under flaps on the left-hand side of the engine 
nacelles, adjacent to the wing leading-edge. 
Although it’s possible for the pilot to prime 
the engines before boarding, today we’ll let 
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“The Comet wasn’t 
like any previous 

de Havilland aircraft, 
it broke the traditional 

biplane mould”

›
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the engineer do it, and pull the props through 
for us while he’s there.

Engine start can be made using internal or 
external power, and as the external socket is 
on the left side, the right engine is always 
started first. Then, after the external power has 
been cleared away, a generator-assisted start 
of the left engine can follow. So, ready and with 
the prop confirmed clear, the engine is started 
by setting the throttle to about 1/8” open, 
turning on both magnetos, and pressing the 
start button. Sometimes the starter clutch slips, 
in which case you have to release the button 
and press again to get the prop turning.

When the engine is running, check that the 
starter engaged light is out and the oil pressure 
is rising. The propeller pitch should have been 
set to coarse before the previous shut down, 
so I allow the engine to run for about a minute 
and then move the propeller lever fully forward. 
The engine speed will increase as this is done, 
so the throttle needs to be re-adjusted to hold 
1,100rpm. Following an external start, the 
ground/flight switch must be set to flight and 
the external electrical supply signalled to be 
withdrawn. As soon as it’s clear the left engine 
can be started. 

The engine cowlings are designed to 
provide just enough cooling airflow when 
the aircraft is in flight, but on the ground 
the CHTs will climb quite rapidly at anything 
much above idle RPM, so getting airborne 
as soon as possible is the order of the day.

TAxyING OuT
For taxying, the tailskid lock release is pulled 
and turned to hold the unlocked position. 
The tailskid lock handle has a propensity for 
slipping back to the locked position so if it 

The cockpit is quite busy but most of 
what you need falls readily to hand.

suddenly gets difficult to turn the aircraft, that’s 
the likely culprit. The Comet shouldn’t be forced 
to turn with the skid locked as it isn’t good for 
the back end!

Two clicks are set on the brake handle, as 
this gives the correct setting to provide steering 
but not braking, it also helps to use differential 
power to assist steering. The other taxying 
challenges are the poor field of view, requiring 
frequent clearing turns, and the ever-rising 
CHTs. The best solution is to have the aircraft 
towed close to the take-off end of the runway 
before start-up − it’s labour intensive but easier 
on both you and the aeroplane.

The engine run-up, best done one at a 
time, follows normal Gipsy Queen practice 
but it’s important to make a brief check that 
the take-off rpm of 2,350 can be achieved, as 
you’ll probably be too busy to check this ‘on 
the roll’, for reasons that will become clear.

eNGINe fAILuRe OPTIONs
Before flying the Comet you need to have 
considered engine failure options at various 
stages during the take-off and initial climb. 

There are three possible rejected take-off 
(RTO) scenarios and a trio following an engine 
failure after take-off (EFATO):
■  RTO 1 Up to the point that the tail lifts, an 

RTO should be relatively straightforward 
− close the throttles and brake as required. 
The locked skid will help keep you straight. 
Once the tail is up, it depends on how fast 
you’re going and how far along the available 
accelerate/stop distance you are.

■  RTO 2 Between tail-up and, say, 90mph, 
close the throttles, keep the tail up until the 
airspeed is low, around 60mph, and use 
additional wheel braking once the tail is down. 

■  RTO 3 For the last bit of the take-off roll up 
until lift off there may not be enough space 
for a stop on the wheels. In that case you’ll 
need to assess the likely outcome and,  
while holding the tail up in the zero-lift 
attitude, select undercarriage up. 

■  EFATO 1 Once the aircraft has lifted off, for  
a few seconds your best option will probably 
be to touch down again and follow RTO 3.

■  EFATO 2 While the undercarriage is travelling 
and the speed is below about 105mph, the 
Comet may just climb out, but it may not,  
so you need to consider a forced landing, 
almost certainly beyond the aerodrome 
boundary. In that case you’ll be a lot safer  
if the undercarriage is up. Use what power 
can be applied, commensurate with 
controllability, to select a suitable area 
but don’t allow the airspeed to fall below 
105mph before flaring to touch down. 

■  EFATO 3 Once the undercarriage and 
flaps are retracted and you have more 
than around 105mph, the Comet should 
climb out safely, provided you shut down 
the failed engine correctly.
With all those options lodged in my head, 

we’re ready to roll. Take-off checks complete 
and flaps set to position 1 or 2, the canopy 
and tailskid are confirmed locked. Two clicks 
of brake are set and, with the stick held aft of 
neutral, the throttles opened steadily, leading 
with the right and rapidly scanning between 
both runway edges to keep straight.

When moving well along, and about the 
time the airspeed indicator starts to read, the 
stick is moved fully forward to raise the tail. 
When the tail lifts, you need to be prepared to 
maintain the take-off path with coarse rudder 
– which may result in some differential brake 
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applications – and adjusting the stick position 
to hold the CHT gauges over the end of the 
runway, assuming it’s level. Waiting for the 
aircraft to bounce itself airborne off a bump, 
which will probably occur between 90-100mph, 
it’s important not to try to hasten the take-off 
with back stick as a wing-drop is the likely 
result. When the airspeed is in the region of 
90-100mph it’ll be safe to catch the aircraft 
and keep it airborne in ground effect.

Holding a low climbing attitude, the 
undercarriage is selected up and the retraction 
cycle monitored as the manual handwheel 
spins away. As the speed reaches 120mph, 
the nose is raised to maximise climb to circuit 
height and the airspeed kept below 120mph 
until the undercarriage and flaps are up.

This aeroplane has a low VMCA (minimum 
control speed) so there’s nothing to be gained 
by accelerating to a higher airspeed in a 
shallow climb – if an engine fails, extra height 
will be more valuable than excess airspeed. 
If the red gear lights don’t go out, a small 
forward push on top of the manual wheel will 
usually do the trick, and; the undercarriage 
switch is then placed in the centre position.

When above 200ft, at not less than 105mph, 
the flaps can be retracted – there’s little sink if 
it’s done at this speed. Climbing more or less 
straight ahead, and when above 500ft and 
accelerating through 120-140mph, I throttle 
back slightly and set 2,100rpm on the prop 
levers. If at this stage I have to push hard on 
the stick to stop the aircraft pitching up, it’ll 
be because I’ve forgotten to raise the flaps 
– there’s no flap position indicator other than 
the operating lever position and that’s out of 
sight, down the left-hand side of the cockpit. 
Once the Comet is cleaned up and the 
engines are set, I climb at 140mph and 
monitor the CHTs, which will by now have 
stabilised – if they haven’t, I level-off, then 
accelerate to a higher speed and reduce 
power a bit, to bring the temperatures down.

dIReCTIONAL exCeLLeNCe
The Comet has little longitudinal stability, 
as evidenced by the absence of any 
noticeable out-of-trim stick forces. As a 
result there’s little or no need to adjust the 
trim setting, except perhaps when the flaps 
are moved. This is probably just as well as 
the trim lever, mounted on the right-hand 
side of the fuselage, somewhat behind the 
seat, can be very difficult to reach.

Due to the absence of longitudinal static 
stability, no phugoid exists. This low static 
stability results in the short period being 
pretty well damped. The manoeuvre stability 
– in terms of stick position and stick force per 
‘g’ – is low, even with a forward CG.

The roll characteristics are good, in that 
there’s plenty of roll rate available with little, 
if any, adverse yaw. There’s little evidence of 
lateral stability (rolling moment due to sideslip) 
although this doesn’t detract from the handling 
in normal circumstances. 

Directionally, the Comet is excellent, it flies 
dead straight by itself and can be flown with 
your feet off the pedals with no adverse 
behaviour. So, for whizzing about at light-weight, 
you’ll find the Comet a delight, except for the 
lack of forward view, which means that you 
cannot fly straight-and-level for more than thirty 
seconds without turning to clear the area hidden 
behind the nose. Those who have seen me 
flying the Comet think I’m doing an air display 
when, in reality, I’m just clearing for traffic!

The tight cowlings of the Gipsy 
sixes aid performance but are a 

liability when on the ground.

It’s worth mentioning the stall handling, 
as this dominates the way the Comet must be 
flown during take-off and landing. After the 
normal precautions, the throttles are closed 
and the Comet’s brought towards the stall. 
The stick doesn’t move very far back and 
certainly never approaches the back stop 
− and this with a forward CG! There’s little 
out-of-trim stick force during the approach 
to the stall, meaning that if you released the 
stick (or stopped paying attention) the aircraft 
wouldn’t immediately pitch nose down and 
return to its previous angle of attack. Instead 
it’ll either remain at the current angle of attack 
or perhaps continue to approach the stall 
without further encouragement on your part.

The aerofoil begins to stall at about 15° 
(at a lift coefficient of about 1.25), and in 1g 
flight at 4,500lb this will be at about 82mph in 
the clean configuration. Probably because of 
the wing planform, the stall separation starts 
outboard, so there’s no separated flow going 
over the tailplane/elevator to provide that 
desirable pre-stall buffet warning that’s  
usually sensed through the stick. So, as  
the Comet approaches the stall all is smooth 
and, with no out-of-trim force or large stick 
deflection, there’s little or no indication that  
it’s imminent. These characteristics should  
tell you that you’ll need to pay close attention  
if you’re to avoid stalling inadvertently, at an 
inopportune moment. 

When the stall does occur, it happens 
suddenly and is characterised by a quick 
wing-drop, through something between thirty 
and ninety degrees. There’s no nose-drop 
before this so you need to unload positively  ›

to get the angle of attack low enough for the 
airflow to reattach. This necessarily consumes 
several hundred feet, but if you’re misguided 
enough to try the oft-taught minimum height 
loss stall recovery technique, of freezing the 
stick and adding full power, you’ll likely soon 
be assessing the Comet’s spin characteristics, 
so unload and accept the height loss. 

Repeating the stall with the flaps in their 
various positions reveals that there’s no change 
in stall handling, although the speed at which 
things happen is a couple of mph lower with 
flap in position three. All this should convince 
you that you must avoid the stalling angle 
anywhere near the ground, therefore tail-low 
take-offs and fully flared landings are off the 
agenda. Furthermore, if the Comet were to be 
bounced airborne in a tail-low attitude during 
the take-off or landing roll, or a misguided 
attempt to make a three-point landing, a 
wing-drop is very likely.

dIsPLAyING THe COMeT
When display the Comet, I think enthusiasts 
want to see it moving quickly so I generally 
leave at 2,100rpm and set about -1 psi boost 
− this gives about 200mph on the level and  
up to about 220mph in a slight descent.

Having made a fly-past at this speed you 
need to turn around for the next one, and a 
level turn at low altitude isn’t the way to go,  
it’ll take a lot of space and the spectators will 
lose sight of you. If you pull too hard to get 
around you’ll regret it, so it’s better to pull  
well up and wingover back, which takes  
you away from the ground, and allows the 
aircraft to turn in a much smaller space. 

(Above) dodge bailey seated in the Comet – this shot makes it clear why the forward 
view isn’t great, either on the ground or in the air.
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The Comet has quite a bit of momentum,  
one way or the other, so it can be a  
reasonably high wingover. The appropriate 
incline is about a 20° pitch-up and, when 
established, I roll to a suitable bank angle,  
say 40°, and then centre the aileron to stop 
rolling and apply and maintain the back 
pressure appropriate for the bank angle,  
about 1.5g.

As the wingover proceeds, the bank  
angle will increase naturally to 60° (ie the  
20° plus the 40°) round the top, where the 
airspeed will be about 140mph. At that  
speed, it’d take almost 3g to stall the aircraft 
and you’ll only be pulling about 1.5g at the 
most, so you must resist the temptation to 
unload around the top as it’ll go out of  
balance and slip earthwards, particularly 
in a wingover to the left. As the aircraft  
comes down the other side you can finesse  
the roll-out to suit your next manoeuvre  
− and  when back at flypast height the  
aircraft will be doing about 220mph.

Due to the location of the fuel tanks,  
on some flights it may be necessary to 
cross-feed, to manage the centre of gravity. 
The left engine normally feeds from the front 
tank and the right engine from the centre (the 
rear tank’s no longer fitted). The fuel selectors 
are somewhat unusual so it pays to be careful. 
Each selector has three positions: Normal Feed, 
Shut-off and Tank Isolate. There’s also a 
cross-feed control on the centre console.

As an example, to feed both engines from 
the front tank, you open the cross-feed, leave 
the left selector on Normal Feed, and move the 
right selector to Centre Tank Isolate. This 
arrangement will shut off the flow from the centre 

tank and the right engine will now draw its fuel 
from the left side, through the opened cross-
feed. To return to tank-to-engine, return the right 
selector from Centre Tank Isolate to Normal 
Feed, and close the cross-feed. Simples!

TIMe TO GeT dOWN
All good things must come to an end and it’s 
time to get the Comet back on the ground. In 
an article for Flight entitled Flying the Comet 
(7 April 1938), Arthur Clouston, the most 
experienced pilot on the aircraft in the thirties, 
said, “It is my opinion that one should on no 
account try to put the Comet down in a pretty 
three-point landing. It is the only aeroplane I 
know that must not be landed that way.’

Clouston arrived at this conclusion from 
his own observations and those of his 
contemporaries. There were many accounts 
of tip stalls during take-offs and landings, 
and usually a damaged Comet was the result. 
I also experienced a wing-drop during a 
bounce, when I was working out how to land 
the aircraft at Gransden Lodge − I can’t deny 
it, there’s photographic evidence!

The challenge is to get the Comet down 
without ever allowing it to get into a near-stall 
situation, either during the hold-off or during 
the roll-out on a potentially bumpy grass 
surface. This is similar to the problem faced 
by DH Rapide pilots but in the Comet you’ll be 
consuming runway at 100mph with precious 
little sight of it.

Turning downwind and adjusting power to 
hold 120mph, abeam the upwind end, I set 
flap to position 1 and select undercarriage 
down. In addition to the normal pre-landing 
checks, I ensure that the tailskid is locked 

and set three clicks of brake. The brake won’t 
only assist steering, it’ll also help take some 
‘way’ off the aircraft during the tail-up portion 
of the ground roll. When passing abeam the 
desired touchdown point, and no later, I turn 
in, selecting flap to position 3 (the Comet will 
try to pitch up).

I must now make a continuous turn, aiming 
to roll out as I cross the airfield boundary. If you 
roll out onto a straight-in approach all sight of 
the runway is lost − and most of the airfield too 
− and it’s impossible to maintain an accurate 
alignment with the runway centreline. 

Maintaining 105mph around the turn, 
tapering to not less than 100 in the last 45°, 
the absence of out-of-trim stick forces means 
that you have to monitor the airspeed very 
closely throughout. Keeping the nearside 
runway edge in sight during the turn and 
not rolling wings-level until I’m sure that the 
Comet is aligned accurately, my ‘last look’ 
speed is 100-95mph. Now I must look for 
both runway edges, either side of the nose, 
to judge the aircraft’s tracking.

As the Comet approaches the ground 
more of the runway environment comes into 
view, which somewhat facilitates judgement 
of height and sink rate. However, this is more 
difficult than in most aircraft and it’s very easy 
to check the descent too early, as it is for the 
wheels to hit before you expect. If ‘on-speed’ 
I leave a trickle of power and aim to skim over 
the surface, a foot or two up, with a gentle 
closure rate. Picking my moment, as the 
wheels touch down I make a positive forward 
movement of the stick to quite aggressively 
select that zero-lift attitude used during the 
take-off roll, ie CHT gauges on the end of 
the runway. This action, if timed correctly, 
will ‘pin’ the aircraft.

Depending on the quality of the touchdown, 
and the timing of the pin input, the Comet may 
bounce or skip. If these bounces look like 
developing into a divergent PIO with significant 
changes of pitch attitude, full power is applied 
for a go-around. Should the aircraft bounce 
into a nose-up attitude with the airspeed falling, 
the landing is best abandoned, but to avoid a 
wing-drop it may be necessary to unload for 
control and accept one or more additional 
touchdowns while the aircraft accelerates to 
a safe speed. Skips with a substantially 
constant pitch attitude are acceptable and 
will likely stop naturally, provided you hold 
the correct sight picture.

When the aircraft has been pinned 
successfully you need to make a stop/go 
decision, as it’ll be riskier to reject the 
landing any later than that.

If the Comet has consumed too much 
runway in achieving the pin, and I don’t 

It’s when near the ground that 
the Comet can be a handful, 
both during take-off and landing.

The word is sleek. The narrowness 
of the fuselage and the engine cowls 
is particularly evident from 
this almost straight-on shot
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DH88 Comet RaCeR

GeNeRAL CHARACTeRIsTICs 
Crew Two

Length 29ft (8.84m)
Wingspan 44ft (13.41m)

Height 10ft (3.05m)
Wing area 212.5 sq ft (19.75sqm)
empty weight 2,930lb (1,332kg)
Loaded weight 5,550lb (2,523kg)

Powerplant Two de Havilland Gipsy Six R, 
six-cylinder, air-cooled, inverted inline engines, 

230hp (172kW) each

PeRfORMANCe
Maximum speed 237mph (382kph)

Cruise speed 220mph (354kph)
stall speed 74mph (119kph)

Range 2,925mi (4,710km)
service ceiling 19,000ft (5,790m)
Rate of climb 900fpm (4.6mps)

(Left) Amy 
Johnson’s Comet, 
G-ACsP, Black 
Magic, under 
restoration at 
Derby Airfield.

(Below) Ken Fern’s 
replica ‘Green’ 
Comet, G-RCsR.

THRee COMeTs were built for the Mac 
Robertson Air Race. G-ACSS, Grosvenor 
House, the subject of this article, flew to 
Melbourne in under three days and won the 
race. The second Comet to finish, the green 
and unnamed G-ACSR, came fourth and 
returned to England in thirteen days, bringing 
with it newsreel footage of the Melbourne 
celebrations. Unfortunately, it was destroyed 
early in WWII. The third Comet, G-ACSP, 
Black Magic, the first to fly, was originally 
purchased for the race by Jim Mollison and 
Amy Johnson, and retired from the race in 
Allahabad, India, ostensibly because of the 
low-grade fuel they took on after getting lost 
in the vicinity, only 100 miles from there. 

Upon its return to England, Black Magic 
was sold to the Portuguese President, 
António de Oliveira Salazar, and became 
CS-AAJ Salazar. Discovered derelict in 
Portugal in the late seventies, it was 
repatriated for restoration by John Pearce 
at Chirk. Sadly, a workshop fire destroyed 
much of the aircraft and the remains were 
then sold on several times before it was 
bought by Ken Fern, who introduced the 
project to Martin Jones at Derby.

Over the years, with Ken’s help, Martin has 
assembled a fantastic band of volunteers and 
provided facilities, and work is progressing to 
restore this national treasure.

Martin comments: “We have viable 
engines and propellers in stock with some 
spares – we do overhauls here – most of 
the metal work, including the upgraded 
undercarriage that we designed here and 
which was then kindly approved by the 
Shuttleworth Trust for G-ACSS, and the 
fuselage, empennage and wing structure.

“The one-piece wing is in its assembly  
jig and has been ribbed out between the 
three spars. Leading and trailing-edge 
ribs are ready but will be added after the 
diagonal planking has been fitted between 
the spars. The diagonal solid wood planking 
will use up several rain forests. We’re short 
of wheels and brakes – we wish to use 

tHe otHeR Comets…

Navajo items – fuel tanks, some instruments 
and engine controls. We’ve been fortunate 
to receive donations of some items and 
discounts on others.

“Details of our sponsors – companies and 
individuals – appear on our website, where 
you’ll also find photographs of the project.” 

Progress is steady and continual, and 
it’s true to say that the end of Black Magic’s 
restoration is now in sight. Hopefully, it won’t 
be too long before Martin’s son, and the 
resident CFI, examiner and test pilot at Derby, 
Paul Jones, will be test-flying Black Magic. 

The third of the three original DH88 
Comets built for the 1934 Mac Robertson 
Air Race was the unnamed G-ACSR – the 
‘Green’ Comet – which is now being built as 
a replica, registered as G-RCSR, by Ken 
Fern, who’s also in the Derby area.

The build is progressing well, with the 
fuselage completed, the cockpit canopy 
and some fittings built, and the whole wing 
joined with much of the metal work fitted. 
Wood for the wing planking has been 
sourced and lamination has started.

More information on both of these projects 
is available on the Comet Racer Project 
Group website, at www.cometracer.co.uk

think there’s room to stop, then I go around 
− it’s easy at that point because you’ve held 
the aircraft in the correct take-off attitude and 
it’s probably doing about 90mph.

However, if you’ve touched down in a 
reasonable place and the Comet looks like 
it’s going to stay pinned, commit to the stop, 
close the throttles fully and keep straight with 
rudder (assisted by the pre-set brake). Resist 
any tendency for the tail to drop − hold those 
CHT gauges on the horizon.

For reasons that I explained earlier, it’s 
important to avoid a high angle of attack 
until the airspeed is so low that flight, even 
ballooning briefly, is no longer possible. The 
aircraft must be held level until the tail drops 
against full forward stick. When the tail goes 
down you must keep the Comet straight so 
that when the locked skid touches down it’s 
travelling in the desired direction – it’ll be hard 
to turn if misaligned with the runway track. The 
stick is then held aft, to put more weight on the 
skid, which gives you the best braking effect.

Once you’re running on three points, with the 
stick back, you can go ahead and apply more 

wheel brake but you must remember to hold the 
brake handle release button down at all times, to 
facilitate a quick release should you overdo it. 
With the tail down, you must maintain alignment 
by rapidly scanning between both runway 
edges and, as the Comet slows down to taxi 
speed (not before) the tailskid can be unlocked.

The after-landing checks are carried out 
once clear of the runway, and when taxying 
back you must monitor those all-important CHTs 
– if they go over 200°C, either find a place to 
shut down or, if further taxying can’t be avoided, 
turn into wind and idle the engines until matters 
improve. Before shutting down, the RPM levers 
are moved fully back and the throttles opened 
slightly, to move the prop blades to coarse. 

Once my knees have stopped knocking, I 
climb out of the cockpit, happy in the knowledge 
that, between 1938 and the present day, only a 
handful of pilots have been lucky enough to 
experience what it’s like to fly a Comet. Suffice 
to say, it’s a pretty exclusive club! ■

Dodge is to give a talk about flying the Comet 
at this year’s AGM, see page 08 for details.
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