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Welcome Steve, can you tell 
us something about your 
career? 
I am currently a helicopter test pilot 
instructor at the Empire Test Pilots’ 
School (ETPS) at Boscombe Down. 

I became a test pilot in 1981 while I was in the Royal Navy 
and started instructing test flying in 1990. Previously I’d 
been a Commando helicopter pilot, based at Yeovilton 
flying Wessex and Sea King helicopters from 1977-1981. 
Thankfully, after test pilot training I managed to follow two 
career paths, one with the Royal Navy moving up the 
ladder to eventually retire as a Captain, and the other as a 
test pilot. In this guise I test flew for the Australians for a 
couple of years in the late 1980s. I eventually returned to 
Boscombe Down as a Test Squadron Commanding Officer 
and as the UK MoD’s Flight Test Regulator. In my RN 
career I enjoyed several Commando Squadron tours, 
including Squadron Command, and there were a few desk 
jobs thrown in, including time in Whitehall where I was 
involved in such diverse activities as the foot-and-mouth 
crisis, the Stansted hijacking, UK fuel tanker drivers’ strike, 
and the UK response to 9/11 in addition to more ‘routine’ 
naval stuff. For the last 12 years, since retirement from the 
RN in 2008, I have been a civilian instructor at the ETPS.

What triggered your interest in aviation?
At school I was always interested in aircraft and my father 
started PPL training when I was 11. I accompanied him to 
the Sherwood Flying Club in Nottingham every weekend, 

Above Steve exits 
Historic Helicopters’ 
Sea King following a 
successful post-
restoration flight. 
Photo: Lee Howard.

whether he was flying or not, and I helped with the club 
activities and cadged passenger rides when I could. 

At 16 I was sitting in the school library reading a Fly 
Navy magazine and saw an advert for the RN flying 
scholarship. I interviewed successfully for the 30 hours of 
PPL training and went to Ipswich Airport aged 17, going 
solo in 6 hours 10 minutes. The Navy paid for 30 hours of 
the 35-hour course and my parents saved up to pay for the 
final five hours at £6 per hour! 

After A-levels, I’d already applied to British Airways for 
sponsorship through their pilot training school at Hamble, 
but after three successful interview stages I was 
disappointed to learn that the school was closing down 
from my entry. I therefore focused on my parallel 
application to join the RN as a helicopter pilot (fixed-wing 
entry had ceased in 1975 as the Phantoms and 
Buccaneers were being retired) and I joined Dartmouth for 
officer training in January 1976. Looking back, I’m sure I 
would have loved being an airline pilot, but I’ve enjoyed 
every minute of my RN and civilian test pilot career and 
wouldn’t have changed it for a second.

In what, where and when was your first 
flight?
Aged about 10, my father had a link with the Clarkson 
travel company, which flew early ‘bucket and spade’ 
package holiday flights to Europe. He managed to get our 
family of four on a day-return trip from East Midlands to 
Jersey in a BAC 1-11, which was my first flight. Little did I 
know that years later at ETPS I’d fly the BAC 1-11 myself, 
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Top left  Somewhat 
at the other extreme 
to the Argosy, Steve 
in his VP-1. He loves 
its totally unrefined 
flying characteristics.
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co-pilot on the 
Argosy.
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as ETPS operated one and I was able to fly both fixed- and 
rotary-wing aircraft. I remember doing stalling and 
single-engine shutdown testing in the aircraft overhead my 
house in Somerset on a clear day with blue sky. Airline 
pilots don’t get to do that!

How did your service pan out?
The initial officer training at Dartmouth was typical 
‘old-school’ military indoctrination, so we were up at 0530 
and kept busy until lights out at 2300. But I was only 18 so 
enjoyed it on both the physical (lots of running through 
mud on a wet January morning) and academic levels. 

After that I undertook Elementary Flying Training at 
Leeming on Bulldogs (as I already held a PPL it was easier 
for me than some others) followed by Basic Helicopter 
Training on the Gazelle at RNAS Culdrose and Advanced 
Helicopter Training on the Wessex at Yeovilton. From there, 
as described above, it was a parallel RN career as a 
Commando Squadron pilot, on the Wessex and Sea King 
helicopters, with a test pilot career thrown in. When I 
joined, my rank ceiling was Commander, but no one 
expected to go that far, I was planning to leave after eight 
years to pursue a civilian flying career, but 32 years later I 
retired early as a Captain, primarily because I’d run out of 
flying or flying-related jobs. Thankfully, ETPS gave me the 
opportunity to keep flying, which I have been doing for the 
last 12 years.

Tell us more about your test flying
I graduated as a test pilot from the US Naval Test Pilots’ 
School (a fun-filled yet demanding year in Maryland) in 
mid-1982 as a 24-year-old, the youngest test pilot graduate 
they’d seen. So, when I got to D Squadron, the helicopter 
test squadron, I was very much the junior test pilot. I was 
taken under his wing by the Squadron CO and flew 
numerous trials and learned much in my first 3½-year tour. 

I’d missed the Falklands War while in America, but 
there were lots of Falklands-related trials ongoing on 
Wessex, Sea King, Lynx, Puma etc. and I was involved in 
testing the newly acquired Mk 1 Chinooks. Amazingly, I 
was current on 10 helicopter types and also got involved in 

fixed-wing flying including the Hawk, Hunter, Basset, 
Andover and the previously mentioned BAC 1-11. 

Additionally, I was seconded to B Squadron as an 
Argosy co-pilot. They were short of pilots, so I was trained 
in a single flight of one hour, during which I was allowed to 
waggle the wings a bit and play with the engines at 
altitude. My main role was to raise and lower the 
undercarriage via a big broomstick lever, which the pilot 
couldn’t reach. No circuits and definitely no landings for 
me. Still, I loved it and asked if I could do lots more Argosy 
flying, to which the pilot said that I definitely could, as he 
needed a qualified co-pilot because of his heart 
condition… 

During later tours at Boscombe I flew all of the current 
UK Military fleet, including the Merlin, and while in Australia 
I qualified on the Huey and Jetranger helicopters and the 
HS 748 (Andover), so more experience of fixed-wing flying, 
which was a very nice ‘sideline’.

Do you consider test flying risky?
Everyone tells me that it must be dangerous being a test 
pilot, but in my experience the opposite is true, as I’ve 
experienced far more danger flying operational missions 
with the Navy. Flight Testing is not without risk, but we 
spend a lot of time thinking ahead about where the risks 
are on a test programme and mitigating them well ahead of 
time. Therefore, on the few occasions when I have had 
engine or gearbox failures while test flying (thankfully no 
fires to date), we have already had a contingency plan, so 
even though the failure was a surprise, our response had 
been discussed many times beforehand. 

Flight testing involves a lot of planning (and re-
planning) followed by the execution, which is the fun part. 

After the flight testing comes the reporting phase, which 
can be long and laborious but needs to be done very 
thoroughly. A pilot may have the best stick and rudder 
skills in the world, but if they can’t communicate with the 
engineers about what was found during a flight test, then 
they will not be an effective test pilot. I’ve spent a lot of time 
over the years, planning, flying and then writing long 
reports on a flight test programme. And now I teach it.
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You also fly recreationally, what do you fly?
I’ve been the trustee of a six-member Jodel syndicate at 
Boscombe Down for about 15 years (G-AYYO) and, while 
we don’t fly her nearly enough each year, she is a delight 
to fly. 

About five years ago, the Jodel was unavailable for nine 
months during my biennial year, so I looked around for 
alternative flying, and in the Bustard Flying Club’s Hangar 
at Boscombe Down was a Volksplane for sale. Owned by 
Lee Harper, I bought it and flew my 12 hours in her that 
year. Completely unrefined and lacking in most handling 
and performance qualities that one would wish to see in a 
light aircraft, I love the VP-1 and still own her. Starting is a 
problem – my record is 130 hand-swings, by which time I 
was too tired to fly – but I wouldn’t part with her, I love 
flying in her for two hours at 60kt just looking down at the 
fields. 

Test flying is very busy with something to do every 
second of a flight to avoid wasting valuable aircraft time, so 
the Volksplane is the antidote. One of my fixed-wing test 
pilot friends calls her a ‘Flying Plank’, but sticks and 
stones…

I believe you also fly historic helicopters
Yes, in the last 18 months I’ve been privileged to have had 
the chance to fly the helicopters which Andrew Whitehouse 
is returning to flying condition at Historic Helicopters, near 
Chard in Somerset. 

Andrew bought a flying Whirlwind, which he flew for 
several years, and he was then offered a Wessex by the 
Navy. As an experienced Wessex pilot, I drafted the test 
plan for the aircraft’s return to flight programme and after 
18 months of engineering effort, and 32 years since she 
last flew, I conducted the first hover flights in March 2019 

Above left Steve 
has been involved 
with a Boscombe 
Down-based Jodel 
DR1050 Sicile 
Record group for the 
last 15 years.
 
Above right Steve 
also displays Historic 
Helicopters’ Wessex  
Photo: Lee Howard. 
 
Left A favourite 
helicopter of the 
many that Steve has 
flown is the American 
Huey Cobra tandem 
gunship.

“Starting is a problem 
– my record is 130 hand-
swings, by which time I 
was too tired to fly – but 
I wouldn’t part with her”
followed by five hours of the test programme. Since then I 
have flown the aircraft at numerous airshows (including 
opening the 2019 Yeovilton Air Show) and appeared on TV 
and in films. We were the subject of Warbird Workshop 
recently on the Yesterday Channel, so see it on catch-up if 
you can – I strongly recommend it!

How many aircraft and hours have you 
flown?
I’ve logged 8,100 flying hours and my high-time hours 
have been on the Sea King (3,500 hours), Gazelle (2,000 
hours) and Wessex (1,500 hours). The remaining hours are 
on miscellaneous training and test flying rotary- and 
fixed-wing aircraft including the Huey Cobra, Allouette, Sea 
Knight and Blackhawk/Seahawk helicopters and the 
Skyhawk, Talon and Buckeye fast jets alongside the P3 
Orion and Beavers/Otters etc. Overall, I’ve flown over 150 
different types. One day I’ll hope to come close to the 
number that Francis Donaldson has flown, but I’ll never get 
close to the world’s greatest test pilot, Captain Eric ‘Winkle’ 
Brown, who flew more than 450 different types. 
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Do you have favourite and not so great 
types flown? 
I flew the Huey Cobra while in the USA, and for 20 years 
this was my favourite aircraft. The helicopter was a 
tandem-seat gunship, sleek, fast and manoeuvrable, and 
we used to practice rocket and gun-firing profiles against 
farmsteads in rural Maryland. This was fine, but the 
helicopter used to suffer from regular engine/gearbox chip 
captions resulting in a precautionary landing in the field 
immediately below – not so popular when you’ve just been 
beating up the place you land at and ask for a cup of tea 
and the use of their telephone!

The helicopter that I’ve least liked flying is the Chinook. 
It’s a really capable helicopter with a huge load lifting or 
troop-carrying capacity, but the early models suffered from 
numerous failures, including some synchronising shaft 
issues (which link the front and rear rotors). This happened 
on one of our early test flights at 10,000ft over Chivenor, 
and the crew that day were lucky to save the aircraft. 

A similar occurrence had happened a few weeks earlier 
with a German Chinook at Manheim, Germany in 
September 1982, and 46 of the crew and parachutists on 
board were lost. Consequently, if Chinook trials were 
programmed, I would volunteer to fly the photo chase 
aircraft and I spent many happy hours in a Scout helicopter 
watching the very capable Chinook being put through its 
paces by my colleagues – all without incident, I might add. 
Also, the natural frequencies of the Chinook’s engines/
rotors caused my nose to itch – a common complaint 
resulting from nose-hair vibrations. That was the real 
reason that I preferred not to fly the mighty Chinook!

What has been your best aviation moment?
My best aviation moment was graduating from the US 
Naval Test Pilots’ School. There were 16-hour days for 
most of the year, but the effort paid off and it was the start 
of an amazingly fulfilling career for me. For ‘best’ flight I’ll 
go with the most unusual flight, which was a six-hour flight 
test of the Skyship 600, an airship which was being tested 
by several test pilots in Australia over Sydney. I flew for 
about 30 minutes and the word ‘ship’ was very apt – the 
aircraft wallowed around the sky and responded about 30 
seconds after a control input had been applied. Rolling 
and yawing required a lot of anticipation, during which you 
could have made a cup of tea in the galley. Needless to 
say, the aircraft was deemed unacceptable for the role 
which the Australians had in mind.

Have you experienced any hairy moments? 
As I said before, only a few hairy moments in flight testing, 
but plenty while on operational flying with the Navy. Most 
were avoidable e.g. persevering too long in poor visibility 
and then being forced to land in inappropriate places, 
mostly in Norway. However, once from Yeovilton at night, 
we inadvertently flew over a ridgeline in low cloud at about 
20ft in the pitch dark. I saw the radar altimeter suddenly 
plummet towards zero, but the main thing that got my 
attention was a red tree on the port side of the Sea King 
and a green tree on the starboard side, illuminated by our 
navigation lights with the treetops well above us. Thankfully 
we’d flown right through a gap, another lesson learned 
– press-on-itis can be a killer. I was lucky on several 
occasions, but I absolutely can’t recommend it.

Do you have any aviation heroes? 
I’ve already mentioned Captain Eric ‘Winkle’ Brown, and 
his book Wings on my Sleeve is a must-read for anyone 
interested in flying, and particularly test flying. The early 
Space Shuttle astronauts were also heroes because the 
first flights were only a few months before I started test pilot 
training, so it was a topical time. Two of my test pilot 
course colleagues flew the Space Shuttle a total of five 
times – if only I’d been born in the USA…

Do you have an aviation wish list?
I’m happy to own my VP-1 and Jodel but I’d also love to 
own a helicopter, if I was wealthy enough, but I’m not… 
Nothing too fancy – something I could take my family out in 
on a Sunday afternoon. At ETPS I fly the H125 Squirrel – 
that would do. As for flying, it would have to be the Space 
Shuttle. I flew the Space Shuttle simulator, including an 18° 
glideslope approach to Edwards Air Force Base during my 
test pilot training. How I would love to do that for real. 
Or it could be Fireball XL5 on which I was hooked as a 
child – great black and white TV!

What advice would you give to fellow 
pilots?
Enjoy every moment of your flying but don’t ever stop 
learning – if you stop learning, stop flying. 

Also, try to share that learning with others, whether it’s 
about good experiences or bad ones – both can be 
equally valuable to someone who has not experienced 
what you have. But, most of all enjoy it – and keep 
enjoying it! ■ 
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