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Welcome Harry, can you tell 
us something about your 
career?
I was born in Buckinghamshire in 
late 1937 and went to High 
Wycombe Royal Grammar School 

but just for one term, as we then moved to Kent. I finished 
my education at the Harvey Grammar School in 
Folkestone. I’ve been retired for some years and I am 
finding it quite busy.

What started your interest in aviation? 
I grew up a few miles from RAF Booker, a wartime 
Elementary Flying Training School equipped with Tiger 
Moths, I suspect that the sight and sound of them puttering 
overhead ‘infected’ me.

In what, where and when was your first 
flight?
When we moved to Kent, I joined the local Air Training 
Corps squadron, which led to the first of many visits to RAF 
Hawkinge, then the home of No 166 Gliding School. I went 
to work as ground crew and was taken for a flight in a 

Above A young 
Harry enjoys some 
flying in a Chipmunk, 
having initially 
learned in Tiger 
Moths at Rochester 
courtesy of an Air 
Training Corps 
scholarship. 

Right As a trainee in 
Canada, Harry and 
Canada got on very 
well, he still has a 
soft spot for the 
country and its 
people.

Meet the Members

We meet Harry Hopkins, career RAF officer and Cold War 
Vulcan pilot, RV-4 co-builder, founder of the Gloster Strut and 

former LAA Board member

     Hats off 
to Harry…
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Top left Back in the 
UK Harry was sent 
for training on the 
Vulcan and is seen 
here second right 
with his crew in June 
1961. He did four 
tours on the Vulcan 
at a time when the 
Cold War was at its 
height.

Above left An 
unfortunate incident 
befell Harry when he 
was co-pilot on a 
three-aircraft goodwill 
visit to New Zealand, 
the Vulcan ending up 
with a collapsed 
main gear.

Above Having joined 
up, Harry was sent to 
Canada for training 
on the Harvard. Like 
all pilot recruits, he 
wanted to be a 
fighter pilot.

Sedburgh glider as a reward. I can still remember it as 
being exhilarating and I was totally hooked.

Where did you do your flight training?
I was awarded an Air Training Corps flying scholarship and 
was given 30 hours on Tiger Moths at Rochester, 
culminating in a PPL.

I joined the RAF later the same year and was lucky 
enough to be sent to Canada for service flying training, 
starting on the Harvard, which seemed big at first. It was 
noisy and smelly and shook and bucked when doing the 
pre-take off run up for mag checks. I used to feel air sick 
doing spins and aeros, and regularly greyed out when 
doing a roll off the top. It had no G meter, so we had no 
idea what we were pulling. That apart, the flying was great.

I had one ‘interesting moment’ – just after take-off the 
airspeed began to decay, and I was bracing myself for a 
stall. If I’d noticed how fast the countryside was whizzing 
past, I’d have realised it was an instrument fault. An 
instructor was sent up to formate on me and lead me back 
into the circuit and set me up on finals (we hadn’t yet got to 
formation flying). 

I was told it was my fault – that the static vent had been 
taped over for washing – but I later realised this didn’t 

explain it at all. It was a leaky ASI bellows that caused it. 
The RCAF used the T-33 Silver Star for  

advanced training and it was a delight to fly;  
quiet, aerodynamically clean and with good 
performance. Ours were Canadian built versions 
with RR Nene engines. 

You enjoyed training abroad then?
Yes, it was brilliant. I really missed Canada when I 

got back to the UK and found that everything was shut 
when you came out of the cinema, and all the houses 
looked drab after the multi-coloured Canadian scene. I still 
have a soft spot for Canada.

What were you flying when you got back?
Back in the UK we were given a few hours in Vampire 
T-11s and FB5s, to get used to the British weather etc. It 
was then that I had my first experience of negative G and 
slow rolls. By now I knew I wanted to be a fighter pilot and 
it was great fun to fly the single-seat FB5s, although the 
instrumentation was dated – a magnetic compass and a DI 
which toppled if you threw the aircraft around. The 
performance of the Vampires was similar to the T-bird, but 
the cockpit of the T-11 seemed very cramped in 
comparison (ejection seats had been fitted as an 
afterthought). Before a first flight in the -5, the ground crew 
would push the booms down to show us what the landing 
attitude looked like. I have fond memories of both aircraft. 

At the end of this short course I was posted to the 
Vulcan school at RAF Waddington to be a co-pilot.

How did you get on with the Vulcan?
The navigators on my first crew failed the course, and I 
was loaned to Boscombe Down for some Vulcan trials 
flying. I managed to scrounge trips in the back of a Meteor 
T-7 and a Javelin, the latter being the only aircraft in which 
I’ve been supersonic – going down vertically. I also flew a 
few trips in a Valiant. 

This little secondment ended with a landing accident 
when we brought the trials Vulcan back to Waddington and 
hit a snowbank on the runway in the dark. The port u/c leg 
folded, followed by the nose leg and I was ordered to 

“I really 
missed Canada 
when I got back 
to the UK 
and found 
that everything was 
shut when you came 
out of the cinema”
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jettison the canopy so the crew could exit through the top 
of the aircraft. 

A couple of years later, by which time I was on a 
squadron at Scampton, we took three aircraft out to 
New Zealand for the opening of a new runway at 
Wellington Airport.

We approached in a Vic formation and the aircraft in 
which I was co-pilot then peeled off to land. Unfortunately, 
we hit a lip at the start of the runway and had to divert to a 
nearby RNZAF airfield for a landing on one main u/c leg 
and nose leg. Again, I got the order to jettison the canopy 
but this time the nose leg didn’t collapse. So my slender 
claim to fame is my belief that I’m the only Vulcan pilot to 
have to blow the canopy twice.

Tell us more about your ‘Vulcan career’
After three years of co-piloting I went back to Waddington 
to form a crew of my own and was the most junior captain 
at the time of the Cuban crisis. By this time each Vulcan 
squadron had one aircraft at 15 minute readiness to go to 
war. The readiness could be upped to five minutes by 
manning the aircraft, and to two minutes by taxying out to 
the runway, something we practised regularly.

At about that time Gary Powers had been shot down 
over Russia, and our role changed from high level to low 
level, which made the flying more interesting.

After this second tour of duty I escaped the V-Force, 
or so I thought at the time, to become a Jet Provost 
instructor, but at the end of two years instructing I was 
unceremoniously yanked back to Waddington for a  
third tour. I was later to have two more years – my fourth 
and thankfully last Vulcan tour.

Several years later I was sent to do a staff job in 
America (working in an underground bunker, need I say 
more?). There I discovered the wonderful world of private 
flying in small piston engined aircraft, fly-in breakfasts and 
trips to Oshkosh and Sun ’n’ Fun.

Did you join the EAA?
Yes, and I became a member of Chapter 80 and met some 
amazing people, one of whom was building a Van’s RV-4. 
Sitting in it I realised this was just what I wanted, so I brought 
most of a kit back with me when I returned to the UK.

How did you get on with the build?
Most RVs are built by first time builders and there are more 
than 10,000 of them now flying, but no, it wasn’t easy. It 

was a slow process (no quick build kits in those days) but 
it was enjoyable. Maintenance is straightforward until 
someone bends something.

How many types and hours have you flown?
Excluding purely passenger flights, I’ve flown about 30 
types but clocked up less than 5,000 hours.

Do you have a favourite and less well-loved 
type?
The RV-4 handles beautifully and has a sparkling 
performance, but the aircraft of which I have fondest 
memories is the T-33. I had a flight in a Streak Shadow 
which I really didn’t enjoy, but not enough to say I truly 
disliked it.

The Vulcan was the most uncomfortable aircraft to fly 
because of the length of time you’re strapped to a hard 
seat, with poor air conditioning. I have zero wish to fly one 
again, which is just as well now the last one’s grounded.

What aircraft have you owned? 
I’ve owned shares in an Emeraude (underpowered but 
pleasant to fly), an RF-6, a Robin DR200 and an RV-4, but 
a stroke has put paid to my flying days.

How did you hear about the LAA 
The PFA used to advertise in the back of Flight magazine, 
so I’d been aware of the Association long before I had any 
idea of building – possibly since 1958. I joined while I was 
still in the US, around 1988, by which time I’d decided I 
wanted to build the RV-4.

And I believe you went on to form the 
Gloster Strut?
I retired from the RAF about a year after getting back from 
the States and looked for a Strut offering the same 
experiences I’d enjoyed in EAA Chapter 80, but there 
wasn’t one in my local area, so I set about forming the 
Gloster Strut, which I based on my EAA experience. At first 
I ran it single-handed but soon found a kind soul – Tim 
Houlihan – who took over the printing and distribution of 
the newsletter, which in those days was mailed out, and 
I’m talking about the days before self-sealing envelopes 
and self-adhesive stamps. A few years ago, I found 
another enthusiast – Mike Waldron – to arrange the monthly 
speakers. After 25 years at the helm I handed over to Mike, 
and now just act as membership secretary. 

Below Harry formed 
the Gloster Strut, 
which is very active 
with events such as 
an annual Scout 
Camp at Defford.
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How do you think Struts can help the LAA 
member?
Struts provide a social dimension to LAA membership 
and are a wonderful source of information, help and 
encouragement to those who are building, operating an 
aircraft or running a group. They also help the 
Association, both in recruiting and member retention.

(Harry is too modest to mention that as part of his 
Strut duties he represented his Strut at the National 
Council, ultimately becoming the Council Chairman. 
This eventually led to him serving for a long spell on 
the LAA Board, where he very much represented 
grassroots issues, and raised the Association’s profile 
at awards events, such as the Royal Aero Club Annual 
Awards, to its current high position. Ed.). 

When was your first PFA Rally?
I attended my first Rally the year I left the RAF in 1991 
– the first year it was at Wroughton. My wife and I 
owned a VW Camper and we found a great 
camaraderie in the camp site. I was assigned to the 
fencing crew and remained in that team right up to the 
move back to Sywell, since then I’ve been involved in 
organising the judging for Association trophies. 

But I’m a latecomer when it comes to Rally workers, 
several have been volunteering in little-known but 
important background jobs since the early days. We 
have many unsung heroes.

What was your best aviation moment? 
My first flight in the RV-4 that I’d helped to build. It flew 
like a dream. I’d been flying an underpowered Robin, 
so the contrast was striking, plus the feeling of flying an 
aircraft that I’d helped to create put a big grin on my 
face.

Any aviation heroes?
Several, but Bob Hoover stands out for his exceptional 
skill and modesty.

Any ‘hairy’ moments?
Doing a display in thick haze in a Mk 1 Vulcan and 
pulling it in a tight turn on finals, having gone through 
the centreline I realised I had a lot of out of turn aileron 
control on, but bank was still increasing (they had 
separate ailerons and elevators, rather than elevons). 
Fortunately, when I stopped pulling the ailerons took 

effect again. Lessons learned – stick within what you’ve 
practised and throw away a bad approach.

Do you have an aircraft or vehicles wish 
list? 
As a youngster I was an aeromodeller and the first 
issue of the Aeromodeller magazine I ever bought had 
photos of the diminutive Chilton DW1. When I saw one 
in the flesh I wanted to own and fly one. Now I never 
will. 

I’ve lusted after so many cars in my time – too many 
to mention – but I still have an Austin10 convertible 
which Valerie and I used for our honeymoon!

Are there any Aviation books you would 
recommend?
Wind in the Wires by Duncan Grinnell-Milne and 
Sagittarius Rising, by Cecil A Lewis – two books by 
WWI pilots who were very brave young men.

Do you have other non-aviation hobbies?
Throughout my adult life I’ve taken evening classes in 
metalwork, and more recently in silversmithing.

And what advice would you offer fellow 
pilots? 
For pilots I’d say keep in regular practice and don’t just 
bore holes in the sky, have a programme of exercises 
to maintain your skills. 

And, before take-off, think how you would cope with 
an engine failure or power loss before lift-off, just after 
lift-off and early in the climb – moments count, and you 
won’t then waste any wondering what to do. 

And for owners, read Malcolm McBride‘s articles in 
Light Aviation and learn from them. ■

Above Harry with his 
wife Valerie, now 
sadly deceased, in 
the Van’s RV-4 that 
they brought back as 
a kit from a posting in 
the US and 
completed with a 
group of builders. Val 
was also an integral 
part of Harry’s LAA 
activities.
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