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A career in 
pictures…

Welcome Peter, can you 
tell us something about 
your career? 
I have been a full-time, 
freelance aviation 
photojournalist for the past 32 

years and I am currently co-compiler of Pilot 
magazine’s Old Timers section. I have been very lucky 
in having had two quite distinct careers. Born, 
educated and professionally trained in Bristol, I was in 
‘education’ for the first 28 years of my working life as a 
geography teacher, deputy head of a large mixed 
comprehensive school, and a principal adviser in the 
newly created County of Avon Education Department. 
During the latter 14 years I was also responsible for the 
LEA Careers Service across the county. Throughout 
this time, I was also actively engaged in my passion for 
aviation – photography, writing and flying.

In 1988 the opportunity arose to seek voluntary 
redundancy and I was able to transfer my hobby into a 
full-time job as a self-employed aviation photojournalist 
and broadcaster.

 
What started your interest in aviation?
Being brought up in north Bristol I was close to one of 
Britain’s great post-war aircraft and aero-engine 
production centres – the Bristol Aeroplane Company at 
Filton. From seeing the Brabazon sedately climbing 
skyward on 4 September 1949 and attending the Battle 
of Britain At Home Day at RAF Filton two weeks later 
with my older brother, I was hooked on aviation. 

I took every opportunity to go to Filton to ‘spot’ what 
was going on and occasionally crossed the city to 
Whitchurch Airport, home of the long-established 
Bristol & Wessex Aero Club. By 1952 I had met a 
number of fellow enthusiasts, including the late Edwin 
Shackleton, holder of the Guinness Record for the 
highest number of aircraft types flown in as a 
passenger, who all joined Air Britain and formed a local 
Bristol Branch. I attended my first major airshow at 
Farnborough in September 1952 and witnessed the 
tragic crash of the DH110, with an engine falling into 
the crowd nearby. It didn’t detract me from my passion 
for all things flying – developing from a ‘spotter’ to a 
photographer and reporter, having soon realised you 
couldn’t get photos published without writing about the 
aircraft photographed.

In what, where and when was your first 
flight?
On 19 August 1954, after a visit with friends to the DH 
factory at Christchurch, Hants, I seized the opportunity to 
go across the airfield to the Christchurch Flying Club. So, 
my first ever flight was 20 minutes with young flying 
instructor John Pothecary, in Tiger Moth G-ADWO. I have 
met John many times since at Shoreham and Old Sarum 
and photographed the various interesting vintage aircraft 
he has restored and flown. My second flight in April 1955 
was equally memorable, being in Nord NC853S F-BAFH 
from Yvrac over Bordeaux, Bristol’s twin city in France. 
During the next 10 years I took every opportunity to fly with 
members of the Bristol & Wessex Aeroplane Club at 
Lulsgate, many of whom gave me hands-on experience. 

Where did you do your flight training?
With plenty of ‘handling experience’ behind me when I set 
out to obtain my PPL on 9 March 1972 with the Bristol & 
Wessex, I completed my first solo in Cessna 150 G-AVVW, 
after eight hours dual, six weeks later. As a teacher I had 
the advantage of school holidays, so by 26 June I had 
completed all the necessary exercises at 22 hours total 
time. I was then able to enjoy myself on cross-country 
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Above An early PRM 
photo, the mighty 
Brabazon landing at 
Filton in 1949

Top left Peter’s first 
published 
photograph – Auster 
G-AGVM after it 
stalled at Lulsgate 
while taking part in a 
landing competition

Top right First 
air-to-air, taken for 
the local newspaper, 
Beverley XB283 
dropping paras over 
Weston-on-the-
Green.

flights to Staverton, Halfpenny Green and Shobdon to build 
up the hours before obtaining my PPL in September 1972. 

How did your photojournalism progress?
I had my first photograph published in the Bristol Evening 
World newspaper on 21 September 1959. B&W Club 
Auster Alpha G-AGVM stalled and crashed during a spot 
landing competition at Lulsgate – fortunately the pilot and 
co-pilot were not seriously hurt but the aircraft was a 
write-off. A reporter at the event didn’t have his camera 
with him and asked if he could take my film into the 
newspaper office. I still have the prints he gave me with the 
one-guinea reproduction fee. 

I got into the aviation press at the end of 1959 when 
Flight magazine printed my story about the Filton-based 
Avro Ashton Olympus testbed, WB493, being painted up in 
civilian markings for a starring role in the film Cone of 
Silence. In 1960 I started a 50-year association with Ian 
Allan Ltd., publishers of the then spotter’s bible ABC of 
Civil Aircraft Markings, providing photographs to author 
John WR Taylor for this and its various off-shoots each year. 
I had my first air-to-air photo commission in September 
1961 when I was invited by the Western Daily Press to 
photograph some local paratroopers taking part in an 

exercise over Weston-on-the-Green. It involved flying in a 
36 Squadron Hastings from Colerne to Abingdon, briefing 
for the drop, photographing the three ‘local’ paras on the 
ground then flying in trail with a Beverley to capture them 
exiting the aircraft before landing back at Colerne.

As a regular contributor to the Air League’s monthly 
magazine Air Pictorial I was invited to RNAS Yeovilton in 
August 1965 to gather material on the training of RN fighter 
crews. As well as a comprehensive briefing this involved 
my first flight in a military jet – Hunter T8 WW661 – to 
photograph 766 NAS Sea Vixen FAW2s. Job done I 
thought, but no, I was on the Ops board to fly in a Sea 
Vixen in the afternoon. So, there I was in the ‘coal hole’ of 
XS582 at 28,000ft off the North Devon coast, with the pilot 
asking if I would like ‘a bang dive’. What could I say? 

The following year it was an invitation from the RAF to 
make a flying visit around Training Command that gave me 
my first opportunity to handle a Chipmunk (CFS Little 
Rissington) and a Jet Provost (RAF Leeming).

When Ian Allan launched Aircraft Illustrated in 1968, I 
was invited to contribute to the first edition and continued 
to do so until it ceased publication in 2009. This opened up 
new opportunities for flying and photography. As a ‘Bristol’ 
enthusiast I was particularly pleased while visiting RAF 

“I attended my first major airshow at Farnborough in 
September 1952 and witnessed the tragic crash of the DH110 

with an engine falling into the crowd nearby”
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Northolt in October 1970 to be given the chance to try to 
keep a Bristol Sycamore helicopter in the air. I was warned 
by the QFI pilot that it would be like driving up the M1 
drawing a circle with my left hand and a square with my 
right. That was an understatement! In August 1968 I had a 
rare opportunity of having several flights in a Bristol 
Longhouse (Type 192 twin-rotor Belvedere HC1) when I 
visited No 66 Squadron at Seletar, Singapore while on a 
two-week tour of the Far East Air Force.  

From first flight to last, Filton’s most famous product, 
Concorde, has captured my photographic attention, and a 
3 hour 25 minute transatlantic flight in G-BOAA on 28 
August 1984 was one of the highlights. I was 
commissioned to write an article on ‘the day in the life of a 
Concorde pilot’ and flew to New York in a Boeing 747 on 
27 August and met Captain David Leney to talk about his 
day ahead. I joined the crew at breakfast and went with 
them to the pre-flight briefing. I then became a passenger 
and boarded the aircraft and took up my seat for about 10 
minutes before being called to the flight deck, where I sat 
on the jump-seat for the take-off, landing and most of the 
time between. I did return to the cabin to have my 
first-class meal – I couldn’t let it go to waste! In the 65 
years that I have been flying, this rates as one of my most 
memorable experiences.

How did you hear about the LAA?
I joined the then PFA in the mid-70s as an inevitable 
consequence of attending rallies and fly-ins across 
southern England, and meeting the likes of Tony Young, 
founder of the Wessex Strut. Henstridge, Popham, 
Dunkeswell and of course Cranfield were ring-fenced in 
my diary as soon as the dates for the PFA events were 
announced. Although I have never felt the need to engage 
in aircraft building, I have always admired the skill and 
determination of those that do and, in the fullness of time, 
succeed. The first homebuilt aircraft I followed in detail and 
photographed in the air was Ed Clapham’s and Bill Dobie’s 
lovely Turbulent G-ASFX. It is still active today and I was 
pleased to photograph it alongside Peter Watts’ 
magnificent Sirocco G-CEAO at last April’s LAA Wessex 
Strut Fly-in at Henstridge.

How did you find the move to aviation 
writing?
The transition from education to aviation for my day job in 
1988 was relatively easy, as to some extent it was a 
continuation of what I had been doing for a long time. I had 

gained experience with HTV West in writing two adult 
education series and appearing regularly in the evening 
news programme. The TV company transferred my adviser 
role from education to air correspondent. 

Since its move to RAF Greenham Common in 1973, I 
compiled and edited the Air Tattoo programme and in 
1988 was asked by the RAF Benevolent Fund, at short 
notice, to edit the RAF Yearbook. After its publication I was 
offered a rolling contract to produce magazines, books 
and programmes for RAF Benevolent Fund Enterprises 
(RAFBFE) at Fairford. I continued as a contributing editor 
with Aircraft Illustrated and editing several on-going book 
series for Ian Allan Ltd., including the annual Military 
Aircraft Markings that I originated in 1980. From 1996 I 
became a regular contributor to Pilot magazine and 
subsequently edited the Old Timers’ section. All the while I 
was building up my collection of aircraft photographs that I 
have supplied to a wide range of aviation magazines and 
book publishers for the past 60 years. 

You have written over 70 aviation books – 
can you name some and why those 
subjects?
With a close interest in vintage, veteran and warbird 
aircraft it was natural that the first hard-back reference 
book I had published (by Ian Allan in 1980) should be 
Preserved Aircraft. This was a record of the many different 
types of aircraft displayed in museums and collections 
around the UK, some of which were still airworthy. 

In 1980 I made my first visit to the Confederate Air 
Force ‘Airsho’ at Harlingen, Texas and I quickly established 
a wide circle of friends among the CAF Colonels, from 
co-founder Lloyd Nolen and many of the warbird owners 
and pilots to the very supportive media team led by Russ 
Anderson. Over the next 25 years I flew in and 
photographed many CAF aircraft, and in 1991 wrote 
Confederate Air Force, published by Osprey Aerospace. I 
was honoured to be invited by the CAF to produce its 40th 
anniversary book in 1997. I also wrote and/or edited more 
than a dozen books for the RAFBFE including Brace by 
Wire to Fly by Wire (1993); International Air Tattoo Silver 
Jubilee (1996); Sabre to Stealth – 50 years of the USAF 
(1997); and Wright to Fly – celebrating 100 years of 
powered flight (2002). 

When Concorde test pilot Brian Trubshaw wrote his 

Above A visit to  
No 66 Squadron at 
Seletar, Singapore in 
1968 enabled Peter 
to fly in, and 
photograph Bristol’s 
‘Flying Longhouse’ 
Belvedere HC1s.

Below Peter has a 
long association with 
Concorde and was 
present at Filton on 
26 November 2003 
to witness the final 
Concorde landing.
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Above Peter’s first 
hardback book was 
Preserved Aircraft in 
1980. He has 
subsequently 
published over 70 
aviation titles.

Below An 
interesting, although 
rather alarming, flight 
on a Pterodactyl 
microlight at Warren 
Farm in 1981 was 
‘not particularly 
enjoyable’.

Inside Story of the supersonic airliner in 
2000, he invited me to provide a selection of 
photographs to be included in it. Following 
Brian’s untimely death in 2001, and the last 
ever Concorde flight by G-BOAF to Filton on 
26 November 2003, I felt really honoured to be 
asked by the publishers to write an additional 
chapter, and with it photographs, for Concorde 
– the complete inside story (2004). Sutton 
Publishing followed this up, knowing my passion 
for Concorde, suggesting I should produce a 
small, 120-page hardback, profusely illustrated 
guide to the Concorde story. First published in 2005 
it was an instant success and led to eight more in the 
series, including Vulcan, Spitfire and Red Arrows 
stories. 

With the centenary of the Bristol Aeroplane Company in 
early 2010 fast approaching I was frustrated by not finding 
a publisher to take on a small book similar to the Sutton 
series, so I decided to produce, publish and sell Boxkite to 
Concorde – 100 years of Bristol Aircraft myself. I enlisted 
the support of the Bristol Post newspaper, Airbus and 
Rolls-Royce at Filton and my contacts in the aviation press 
and succeeded in selling more than 2,500 copies in the 
first year and the remaining 1,500 by 2013. 

I returned to another of my favourite photographic 
subjects – the RAF aerobatic team – to write 50 Years of 
the Red Arrows published by The History Press in 2014. 
This resulted in an approach from Royal Mail to assist with 
the support material for their special 
postage stamps featuring the team, 
followed by the RAF Centenary in 
2018.

What aircraft have you 
owned? 
The late Dennis Squires, a director of 
the Bristol & Wessex Aeroplane Club, 
became a close family friend in the 
early 1960s, and when he decided to 
buy a Cessna Skyhawk I went with him 
to look at various examples until he 
decided on 1964 C172E G-ASSS, which 
Rogers Aviation had for sale at Cranfield. 
Delivered to Lulsgate by Bob Crowe on 
31 October 1965, Dennis and I shared 
Triple-Sierra’s cockpit for well over 2,500 
flights over the next 40 years. In 1989 Dennis re-registered 
G-ASSS in both our names. I have continued the part 
ownership with my eldest son Andrew, now sharing in the 
Triple Sierra Flying Group.

Total number of types of aircraft and hours 
flown?
Of the 1,592 hours P1 time to date, more than 1,550 hours 
of that total has been in the Cessna 172 with the Cessna 
150 and Piper Tri-Pacer making up most of the rest. That 
said I have ‘handled’ with a demo pilot, QFI or senior 
military pilot more than 60 types ranging from Chipmunk, 
Trago Mills SAH-1, Grumman American AA5, Harvard and 
Jet Provost to P-51 Mustang, Meteor TT10, Hawk T1 and 
Phantom FGR2. The latter was one of the most memorable. 
With the 25th anniversary of the F-4 Phantom being 
marked at IAT 83 at Greenham Common, I suggested that 

a visit to an RAF F-4 squadron to obtain material for the 
programme and press releases would be appropriate. 
The upshot of this was an invitation to visit No 56 
Squadron at RAF Wattisham to talk to aircrew, 
engineers and ops staff and take photographs on the 
ground and in the air. Squadron boss Wg Cdr Geoff 
Brindle was a confirmed ‘friend’ of IAT and hosted 
son Andrew and me on a couple of cold early 
January days. What I hadn’t anticipated was that he 
would arrange a long pairs sortie to get the 
photographs and, as he had allocated ‘twin stick’ 
XT908, an opportunity for me to handle the 

Phantom. From flying low-level out over the North 
Sea, putting it into a zoom climb, and trying to manoeuvre 
the F-4 to within range of the other fighter was awesome – 
an unforgettable experience for a civilian pilot. Flying 
circuits with John Brown in a Twin Bee amphibian at Lake 
Winterhaven, and piloting new C-130J Hercules ZH869 for 
30 minutes with Lockheed Chief Test Pilot Wayne Roberts 
at Marietta in March 1998, were two of the memorable 
flying experiences I had in America.

Do you have a favourite and worse type 
flown?
My favourite has to be the vintage Cessna 172E that has 
proved so pilot-friendly and reliable over the 55 years that I 
have been flying it. It is simple (manual flaps and basic 
panel) and provides a stable platform for 

photography. 
The aircraft I found most difficult 

to fly, and therefore liked the least, 
is the Pterodactyl ultralight. I first 
met this basic weight-shift machine 
at Wellesbourne Mountford in 1980 
and managed a few hops in the 
High School of Hang Gliding 
Limited’s G-BHEY. Run by a 
former pupil, I was invited to the 
School’s Flying Evening at 
Warren Farm on the Mendips 
the following summer, where I 
was encouraged as a PPL 
holder to fly an improved 
‘controllable’ version. After a 

short briefing I got airborne and 
soon found myself at about 200ft heading away from the 
field. It was then that I started to have doubts about my 
ability to turn the aircraft to head back and land. Was this 
how the early pioneers felt 75 years before? 

I did manage to work out how to do it with the help of 
the throttle in my left hand, control stick in my right and 
some careful body movement. The successful landing (I 
walked away from it!) was more by luck than judgement.

How did you get involved with RIAT?
I visited North Weald in May 1971 to cover the RAF 
Association South East Area’s first Air Tattoo for Air 
Pictorial and met Pat Bowen, the Tattoo’s publicity 
manager, who said that his son Paul, who was the air 
operations manager, would help during the day. This he 
did, giving me a ‘staff pass’ and taking me to the 
operational side of the airfield to photograph some of the 
participants. He asked me to let him have a set of my 
photos, which I did, and I subsequently received a letter 
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from the Organising Secretary, Sqn Ldr Jack Currie, 
thanking me for my ‘help’ with the successful first display. 

I was invited to help with the programme and take 
photographs at the 1972 Embassy Air Tattoo – so I 
became established as a volunteer. The big move to RAF 
Greenham Common in July 1973 saw me with an 
additional role as press officer, plus programme editor and 
member of the photo team. I continued with these tasks in 
1974, the last year the event was organised by RAFA SE. 

With the possibility that the Air Tattoo was finished, a 
group of us, including Paul Bowen and Tim Prince, both air 
traffic controllers at Boscombe Down, met at a pub in 
Wiltshire to see if there was any way forward. Thankfully 
Paul and Tim found it by securing the backing of the RAF 
Benevolent Fund with Air Marshal Sir Denis Crowley-Milling 
becoming Chairman of the IAT76 organising committee, 
and Sir Douglas Bader as President. I was given a free 
hand to produce a bigger and more prestigious programme 
and secured the gifted aviation artist Wilf Hardy to produce 
one of his stunning paintings for the cover. I continued as 
press officer and member of the photographic team until 
1981, after which I concentrated on the programme and 
became manager of photographic services for all of the 
Tattoos until 2012. I am hoping to complete 50 years as a 
volunteer photographer at RIAT 2021.

What have been your best aviation 
moments?
Flying in a Cameroon special shape balloon from the 
Bristol International Balloon Fiesta across my home city 
early in the morning was marvellous. But piloting Cessna 
172 VR-HRH out of Kai Tak Airport, Hong Kong on a 
cross-country flight to Sek Kong and landing back at Kai 
Tak before the airliners streamed in was incredible. My  
first visit to Oshkosh in 2011 is also indelibly marked in  
my memory. I hadn’t anticipated such a magnificent feast 
of aviation.

Any aviation heroes? 
As for many boys who were teenagers in the 1950s and 
1960s and saw Reach for the Sky and The Dambusters, 
my heroes included Douglas Bader and Guy Gibson. 

Any ‘hairy’ aviation moments? 
I have had one or two narrow scrapes while engaged in 
air-to-air photography. Flying out of Cranfield in a Cessna 
182 to photograph a new Cessna Caravan and in the climb 

to the east, we started to drop behind, and the other pilot 
said that smoke was coming from our exhaust. Pilot Tony 
Crowe declared an emergency and we turned back for 
Cranfield, by which time smoke was beginning to come 
into the cabin. Skilful flying and knowing the aircraft and 
local area meant that Tony touched down safely just inside 
the airfield boundary. The fire crew said we looked like a 
Red Arrows Hawk trailing a big plume of smoke. I brushed 
up on PFLs in my Cessna 172 after that!

Far more serious was a landing accident at Midland, 
Texas at the end of an air-to-air photo shoot after the CAF 
Airshow in October 1997. I was in the backseat of the lead 
Harvard in a flight of three, having been hurriedly recalled 
to the airfield as a thunderstorm was approaching. We 
were making a stream landing and at three miles a Boeing 
737 took off ahead of us. It was a calm evening and as we 
were slowing down, we ground looped, at about the point 
that the 737 had started to get airborne. We swung round 
in front of the following T-6 that was still travelling quite fast. 
He collided with us and sliced off most of our fin and 
rudder and removed the astrodome immediately behind 
the rear canopy. We taxied to the T-6 line tailless, causing 
considerable consternation among the ground crews. 
Fortunately, no-one was injured – I was very lucky! 

The lesson I graphically learned from this – beware of 
wake turbulence whether landing or taking off, particularly 
when there is little or no wind to dissipate the vortices from 
the other aircraft. It was a hot, calm evening and the lightly 
loaded 737 was quickly airborne. ■

Below A lucky 
escape at Midland 
Texas. Peter was in 
the rear seat of this 
Harvard T-6 when 
wake turbulence 
caused a goundloop 
and subsequent 
collision with another 
Harvard.
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