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Welcome Arthur, would you 
like to tell us something of 
your early years?
A lot of people, encouraged to 
reveal their souls to all and sundry, 
begin by saying something like ‘I 

came from a wealthy/musical/working-class/agricultural 
family’ and then go on to explain how their meteoric 
career in football or boxing was inspired by a distant 
relative called George. Where this is the case, you know 
you’re in for a pretty uninspiring experience…

Sadly, despite having chewed through three pencils 
and a ball-point pen as far as its pocket clip, I find it hard 
to avoid similar clichés myself. After all, I mean to say, we 
all have to start somewhere and our very first influences 
come from our parents. Bit of a foregone conclusion – 
forlorn conclusion in some cases! 

It all began when my mother travelled all the way 
down from the family home in Scotland (just outside 

Above Arthur with 
his rebuilt pre-war 
Luton Minor LA.4 
G-AFIR, the aircraft 
he planned to 
highlight the Air 
Ministry’s 
unreasonable 
intransigence in not 
allowing it a Permit to 
Fly by flying it in front 
of the press without a 
Permit. The Ministry 
relented at the last 
minute.

Edinburgh) to be with me when I was born in a London 
nursing home. I believe she had been expecting a parcel 
containing curtains but had to put up with me instead…

My grandfather was a renowned composer, brass 
band conductor and adjudicator. He spent most of the 
year away from home travelling, returning at the end of 
March or the beginning of April. The result was that my 
father, and all his many brothers and sisters, had 
birthdays between the last week in December and the 
early days of January. Dad was a writer and musician, as 
well as a talented performer on piano and organ. 

He was also a conductor of orchestral concerts – 
important to make that clear otherwise some people 
immediately think of the 221 bus and the terse epithet 
‘Fez-pleez’. His career brought to our various family 
homes an assortment of musicians and conductors, and I 
was brought up with top-notch performers who visited 
and played their finest on our pianos. Conductors, too, 
were regular visitors, in particular Thomas (later Sir 
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and acknowledged expert on early music, musical boxes, 
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Below A picture of 
Arthur (by the 
propeller) and Turbi 
G-APFA at the 1957 
LAA Air Rally at 
Sywell following his 
‘interesting’ trip 
across the cod-
infested waters of the 
Solent. Photo: 
Courtesy of the 
Harold Best-
Deveraux Archive.

Thomas) Beecham, who was a great musical mentor  
for me.

By the age of high single digits, I knew a lot about 
music but experienced that curious feeling of 
restlessness that was only sated by the sight of those 
low-flying supercharged RAF aircraft which endlessly flew 
low over us. We then lived in the largely open country 
between Northolt and Hendon – two big and busy 
airfields. The day I found they were all tied together with 
coloured ribbon and then watched as they actually 
performed a formation loop, I knew that the conductor’s 
baton was not for me. Watching the biplanes practice 
aerobatic flying for the upcoming Hendon Air Pageant, 
stirred parts that music had yet to find.

My father was a wise old fellow who was widely 
connected and he knew many people from many walks of 
life, not just those musical, so when I found that he had 
been on good terms with Claude Grahame-White at 
Hendon in the years following the WWI, and also Bernard 
Shaw, I knew I had a hard act to follow.

Mother was not all that better, as it turned out. In 
charge of music and entertainment for the BBC, she also 
had a wide variety of contacts from Arthur Askey to 
Flotsam and Jetsam, Tommy Handley, Richard Murdoch, 
Kenneth Horne and so on. These people came out to our 
home as well, so you never knew whether it was a string 
quartet that would be playing in the lounge or a wireless 
personality or comedian who would be in earnest 
conversation about something.

There was an amusing twist to mother’s life. She had 
been relocated to a satellite office in London’s Charing 
Cross Road after her original den at Broadcasting House 
had been bombed. This didn’t do her much good as, 
shortly after, a daylight bombing raid on London left her 
unhurt but trapped on the fourth floor of her Charing 
Cross Road office. 

I attended a notable school under the auspices of an 
equally notable, if not notorious headmaster who would 
go down in history as probably the first headmaster to 
serve a prison sentence and, ultimately, to commit 
suicide. Yes, school was something special!

School left me with an intense dislike of anything to do 
with the sort of sports boys play and I very soon 

developed a pathological distaste for any activity that 
encouraged the unwanted, pointless application of 
motion to a spherical object, regardless of colour, size 
and exact shape. Not a good characteristic in a lad at a 
school where sport seemed more important than writing 
and maths – subjects I rather preferred. 

There was, though, a happy twist to this. The school 
sports master only knew of one punishment for sporting 
delinquents like me – banishment to the school library to 
write an essay! Thus, my destiny was, in many ways, 
shaped indirectly through football, rugby and cricket, and 
a juvenile loathing of them all. 

In those days, the goal was London Matriculation. 
University was still fairly exclusive, and whereas today the 
vast slew of corrugated-iron universities (several layers 
down from the ‘red-bricks’) appear to take all and sundry, 
in those days it was still a finite quantity. I became an 
external student at one of the still-prestigious colleges.

A seven-year career in the Royal Air Force was 
ultimately thwarted; cut short by the rapid decline in the 
health of my parents, and I was released from my 
contract on compassionate grounds.

Can you tell us something of your career?
I spent some time working in the drawing office of 
Handley Page at Cricklewood and was then inveigled into 
joining forces with John Britten and Desmond Norman on 
the Isle of Wight. They had, unwisely as it turned out, 
agreed to build a Turbi for the PFA. The two were hard at 
it developing crop-spraying equipment for their business 
Crop Culture (Aerial) Ltd., and didn’t have time for 
anything else. The project was also being filmed for a 
weekly commercial TV programme so there was also a 
schedule of urgency. I led the small team that created 
G-APFA in the former Labour Committee Rooms in Star 
Street, Ryde. After the Turbi, I found myself designing 
and testing equipment for agricultural aircraft and this led 
me into close contact with Auster Aircraft where we 
evolved the Workmaster.

My interest in music never waned and, although I had 
consciously kicked over the parental traces, I remained a 
devout student of music and performance. An 
unexpected discovery that a lot of early 19th century 
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music survived only on the pinned cylinders of early 
high-quality musical boxes, led me to a deep study of 
mechanical music in which I found myself somewhat  
a pioneer. 

In 1962 I founded the Musical Box Society of Great 
Britain, and was soon presenting programmes of early 
mechanical interpretations of music on what was then the 
BBC’s Third Programme, now called Radio Three.

By a strange coincidence, my producer was the 
renowned Madeau Stewart, and it was a long while before 
we both realised that I was a friend of her father, 
Oliver Stewart, the maverick editor of the monthly 
magazine Aeronautics. In another coincidence, my 
Sunday morning radio programmes were with fellow 
musicologists, husband and wife Anna Instone and Julian 
Herbage. Anna was the daughter of the man who 
founded Instone Air Ways, later part of Imperial Airways, 
and later still BOAC.

This interest led to many commissions as a speaker-
lecturer-broadcaster around the world, and soon I found 
that aviation activities and mechanical music events often 
overlapped, and this allowed me to travel the world and 
often participate in both activities by careful adjustment of 
my diary! I edited the society journal, The Music Box, for 
more than half a century and produced a number of 
definitive works on the history and restoration of 
mechanical musical instruments, organs and clocks.

What was it that started your interest in 
aviation?
Two events shaped my early life, the first when I was 
extremely small. My parents had paused to break open 
the sandwiches on the edge of Shanklin Aerodrome at 
Apse Heath, I was picking buttercups the way annoyingly 
small children do. The further I looked into the distance, 
the more buttercups there appeared to be. As I 
progressed further and further into the airfield, I suddenly 
heard a dreadful noise and, looking ahead, I saw a 
monstrous machine bouncing along the turf towards me. I 
turned and ran. A shadow passed me, and the noise was 
in the air. I stopped and watched in wonder as the 
monster climbed into the blue. Now that was clever! My 
dad photographed events of that day so I can place it 
accurately, even quoting the registration of the Avro 504N.

The second event was several years later at the 
same site, when I was packed into a joy-riding 
Spartan Three-Seater, G-ABAZ, and taken for a 
flight around Shanklin beach and pier. Seated on a 
pile of cushions, I could only just see over the top of 
the cockpit. By now though, I was hooked.

On another occasion at Bournemouth, my 
mother and I saw Henri Mignet and his Flying Flea 
arrive on a demo tour of the UK. Soon afterwards, at 
the height of the Flea craze in Britain, my father and 
I watched one attempting to fly in a field at Harrow 
Weald. I forced my poor old dad to stand for hours 
as we watched some erstwhile amateur birdman 
charging around on the grass as he tried to get his 
Flea to Fly. I don’t think he did, but I was captivated 
by his curiously shaped aircraft. 

My dad also knew Will Hay, remembered today 
as a film actor and comedian, who owned a 
Robinson Redwing, G-ABMF, as well as a Puss 
Moth. He promised to take us flying one day from 
Mill Hill Golf Course. We got there and waited while 

he circled but because there was a crosswind on his 
favourite fairway, he waggled his wings and flew off. 

Few people today remember that Will Hay was Amy 
Johnson’s flying instructor. He was also an accomplished 
musician and astronomer, who published a paper on the 
planet Saturn.

The 1939-45 war changed everything and people my 
age grew up very quickly. Accurate aircraft recognition 
was often a matter of life and death and the daily papers, 
while diminished in size, all gave space to aircraft 
recognition. It was not uncommon to find two women with 
perambulators paused on a street corner for a chat when 
one might look up and say, “There’s two Me.109s being 
chased by a Spitfire Mark 14 and a Hurricane!” Yes, 
everybody learned quickly in those hard times. 

After the war the RAF released vast quantities of 
wonderful spares onto the consumer market. While the 
pages of the weekly magazine Exchange & Mart were 
eagerly scoured for bargains. The real place to go for 
aircraft bits was London’s Tottenham Court Road where, 
on the west side, there were shops that sold surplus 
goods. Spitfire tailwheels, hydraulic jacks, enormous 
quantities of new aircraft instruments, tools – you name it, 
there it was for sale. Low-reading ASIs were 7/6d each! It 
was here that I bought parachutes for their fine silk so that 
ladies I knew could sew themselves clothing. The 
parachute cord was a fine, flexible and lightweight 
indestructible thin rope. I still have some in use today! 

It was here that I bought my first barrage balloon – an 
aeroplane tarpaulin par excellence. My friend Ron 
Benton and I made a hot-air balloon out of one of these 
and a mutual friend, Don Cameron, was impressed 
enough to create a business making the things on a 
commercial basis.

How were you involved in the founding of 
the ULAA?
It was Ron Clegg’s original idea and several of us had 
the same idea at the same time. I don’t recall who 
came up with the name but, for an organisation with 
nothing aeronautical to start with, it was an impressive 
sounding handle.

As a founder and one who stipulated the goals we 

Below A R Weyl, 
who designed the 
Dart Kitten in 1936, 
was an early leader 
of the ULAA 
Technical Committee. 
G-AEXT spent a 
while in Arthur’s 
garden shed 
undergoing a 
fuselage repair after 
the owner had a 
mishap. It would 
survive several more 
crashes but still flies.
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wanted to achieve, I was by far the youngest of the 
founding members who were mainly mature and mostly 
retired Service personnel. It was, however, very useful to 
have these people on the committee because they had 
the experience I lacked. For example, they knew people 
and were accustomed to ‘networking’, skills I then didn’t 
even know I didn’t have.

I had no money to spare because of ailing parents, so 
when we actually founded the ULAA, I couldn’t even 
afford the tiny subscription we voted on. My ‘membership’ 
contribution was entirely the office equipment since I had 
a duplicator, a typewriter and paper. 

Our treasurer said he could not issue a membership 
number until I paid up! He was an accountant by 
profession, so I did not dare challenge him. It was a year 
before I had money to spare and began paying. 
Whereupon our treasurer allocated me a number – which 
explains why, as a founder, I have a high membership 
number: 124.

I was a member of A R Weyl’s Technical Committee 
for some years, a task taken over by Edward Mole after 
Weyl left. The job was mainly to try to find an engine 
manufacturer who would make us an engine that would 
conform to the then requirements for the Permit to Fly light 
aeroplane. There were plenty of offers – if we could 
guarantee an order of several hundred a year!

Did you have much involvement at 
Shoreham?
In the early days the Association met mostly in Maurice 
Imray’s London flat but occasionally we drifted to 
somebody else’s. Ted Davis owned the Davis Theatre in 
Croydon, and we sometimes met in the lounge there. By a 
curious coincidence, both my father and Sir Thomas 
Beecham had conducted concerts there before the war.

Apart from sorting out some of the problems following 
a devastating gale there, I had little to do with PFA during 
its Shoreham years, mostly because I then had no means 
of wintertime travel. 

Where did you learn to fly?
Flying was the goal of the Experimental Group of the 
ULAA at Elstree – a grand name we selected for an effete 
operation, I fear. We had a Benes Mraz BiBi BE.550, 
G-AGSR, which was on long-term C of A, we had the one 
and only Taylor-Watkinson DingBat, G-AFJA, and, later, 
Comper Swifts G-ABPE (in bits) and G-ABTC (also in bits 
but larger ones). The sole airworthy machine was 
H Clive-Smith’s Auster Autocrat, G-AIGT which we were 
allowed to fly, occasionally.

Our flying instructor was the indomitable Jean Lennox 
Bird, first female Pilot Officer in the RAF. She was a very 
good instructor who erred on the side of caution. 

Above The Slingsby 
Motor Tutor was an 
early set-back for 
both ‘Sling’ and the 
PFA for it was 
projected as an 
aircraft on which a 
skilled glider flyer 
might build hours for 
a power pilot’s 
licence. The 
authorities would not 
have it. Only two 
were built and fitted 
with the PFA’s JAP 
engines. 

Above Arthur comments that whilst most people learned to fly in aeroplanes, he 
learned on Austers at Elstree. G-AGXT was one of the three Club machines that he 
flew, it having the distinction of being the one used by a contemporary criminal in 
the aerial disposal of his murder victim’s body in the Thames Estuary. 
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When did you get into aircraft building?
I always wanted to build an aircraft and as a schoolboy 
began a Flying Flea, which only got as far as the rudder, 
wing ribs and spars. It was, though, good practice for 
what would come in later years. 

During the latter days of the war, a crashed American 
Piper Cub, accidentally stolen by some energetic 
schoolboys, provided wings for my first glider. I made the 
mistake of attempting to fly this from Pinner Hill Golf 
Course. Miraculously I made one flight (not really a flight, 
but it bounced along the grass at a maximum height of 
about two feet) and was promptly arrested under some 
war regulation which said that you were only allowed one 
foot off the ground at a time unless you wore an RAF 
uniform. And my glider, a fairly faithful interpretation of a 
Zögling knocked up from pictures in a boys’ magazine, 
was confiscated. Only my age (still very young) 
prevented me from being shot as a spy, or so I was told.

Peace brought frustration. I wanted to build a Flying 
Flea or something, but those who were slightly older 
– and much wiser than me – said ‘no’ and suggested that 
if I waited long enough something would come along.

After the war it was virtually impossible to build your 
own aircraft, but if you had a pre-war machine with all its 
paperwork (this last being most important) then you stood 
a better chance. 

I bought the remains of a Luton Minor LA.4 that had 
been built and flown in 1938-39 with an Anzani engine 
– G-AFIR. It had suffered engine failure in 1939, crashed 
badly in a field of growing corn and then spent three 
months in the open after the irate farmer prohibited 
anybody from walking on his corn until it was harvested!

The rules were that you could revive a pre-war Permit 
to Fly aircraft so long as you renewed no more than 20% 
of the original airframe/engine. Unwilling to put the 
original unreliable engine back, I chose a very nice 40hp 
Moteur Mengin, salvaged from the ill-fated Avion SCAL 
FB.30 Bassou, G-AFCD which had crashed at Hanworth 
in 1938. Designed by René Poinsard and manufactured 
by Établissements Pierre Mengin at 26, Rue de la 

Pépinière, Paris VIII, this delightful little horizontally 
opposed twin-cylinder motor developed 54hp at 
2,550rpm and weighed just 115lb. Unfortunately, during 
wartime storage it had ‘lost’ both its magnetos, and I 
spent much time and money trying to source 
replacements without luck. The PFA’s acquisition of a 
large number of pre-war and brand new Aeronca J.A.P. 
J.99 engines, offered a safer solution.

Unfortunately, replacing the original engine, whether 
defective or otherwise, was not allowed under the then 
Permit terms. And when I found that those bits of the 
Luton Minor’s airframe that were not broken were well 
and truly rusted or simply dried out after being stored 
atop a tin roof throughout the war, I realised that the only 
usable original part I had was the registration. The rest 
was not admissible. As for the 20% limit, it was clearly 
out of the question. My rebuild was around the 98% 
mark. In fact, my line at the time was that I had jacked 
up the registration letters and installed a new airframe 
behind them.

My companions on the PFA committee were horrified 
that I tackled the myrmidons of Whitehall head on and I 
was warned that the PFA was ‘not that sort of 
organisation’. Things were ‘best sorted out’ at a high level 
over a lunch with liquid refreshments. Having spent a 
long time and a lot of postage stamps on trying to 
convince the authorities that I owned an airworthy aircraft, 
in the end, and thanks to the enthusiastic help of an 
air-minded national press, I staged a press conference at 
my local airfield that would culminate with my illegal flight 
in a fully airworthy rebuilt aeroplane, after which I would 
arrange to be arrested. The authorities caved in and I got 
my Permit to Fly, which saved me from being chained up 
in the cells at Elstree police station. I was not alone in 
fighting the authorities, Ted Felce in Leicester and Bert 
Waterhouse were fellow combatants, equals who had 
airworthy aircraft but insufficient paperwork.

When the PFA wanted a British design to promote to 
potential homebuilders, I redesigned the pre-war Luton 
Minor to bring it up to the then date with the J.A.P. as the 
standard motor. This became the LA.4a, externally 
distinguishable from the LA.4 by the rounded rudder, the 
fixed fin and the taller, Cub-type landing gear.

Above The sight that 
greeted you when 
you opened the front 
door of Arthur’s 
parent’s house in 
Pinner. The engine 
seen here, by the 
way, is the 
marvellous 40-50hp 
Moteur Mengin at 
which the authorities 
threw up their 
collective hands in 
disgust. This was 
Arthur’s first re-build 
of the pre-war LA.4 
Luton Minor G-AFIR.

Left A rather young 
Arthur poses with the 
rudder of his HM.290 
Flying Flea in the 
summer of 1946. 
Note the watering 
can in case his 
shoes catch fire.
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What other aircraft have you owned?
The first aircraft I actually owned, because I was given it 
for preservation, was quite a famous one that still 
entertains those visiting the Shuttleworth Trust. This was 
an unissued Bristol F.2b, D8096. Housed since new in a 
packing case and rotting on the banks of the grand Union 
Canal at Watford, it was the property of Christopher P B 
Ogilvie at the Primrose Hill Garage. In 1948, as an old 
man, he was clearing his property as the council wanted 
to redevelop the site. He offered the Bristol to me for £10. 
It came with two replacement engines, about two sets of 
replacement wings and a huge quantity of other spares. 

As it was most definitely not an aircraft for which an 
ultra-light aircraft enthusiast might foreseeably get a 
Permit to Fly, I turned it down. Two weeks later Ogilvie 
telephoned to say that the council had given him a week 
to clear the place, and would I take it away for free or else 
he’d have to burn it! With the aid of Austen Chamberlain’s 
truck and several friends, we hauled the whole lot off to 
the United Services Flying Club at Elstree, where I stored 
the lot in one of the old hangars given over to the storage 
of old office furniture. 

There the pieces stayed until, as a result of what today 
would be called ‘networking’, I managed to convince 
Sir Peter Masefield, then head of Bristol Aircraft, that it 
would be a good idea for him to take this aircraft on as an 
apprentice restoration scheme. I might add that the 
Shuttleworth Trust was in its infancy then and had 
declined the offer of the aircraft for preservation.

My friend, Paul Simpson on Pinner Hill, had introduced 
me to the delights of the Aeronca 100. We owned 
G-AEFT, but after a major prang in the Luton Minor, I built 
another new airframe for the old registration. 

When W G Harrison broke his Dart Kitten, G-AEXT, this 
also ended up in my shed for a rebuild. Later, after I had 
moved home to the Isle of Wight, aside from my daytime 
job on the design which became the Britten-Norman 
Islander, I built another Luton Minor, this time a hybrid 
machine that resembled the old LA.4 but with the LA.4a 
two-piece I-beam-sparred wings.

I also had a small business making kits of parts  
for people who wanted a head-start in building.  
This included half a dozen Minors, as well as a  
Druine Turbulent.  

Below Best 
acquisition of the 
ULAA’s Experimental 
Group at Elstree was 
this gloriously ugly 
Brunswick 
Zaunkoenig. 
Captured at the end 
of the war, evaluated 
at Farnborough, 
declared surplus it 
was eagerly snapped 
up by the ULAA with 
a registration 
G-ALUA. It was very 
slow but a delight to 
fly. The engine was 
the extraordinarily 
light magnesium 
50hp Zundapp 
four-cylinder in-line.

I formed a crop-spraying business at Panshanger called 
Agricultural Aviation Co Ltd., and with this conducted 
numerous experiments using mainly Tiger Moths and, under 
duress, Freddy Laker’s Percival Prentices. 

It was while engaged in this that Christopher Cockerell 
was experimenting with what would become the air 
cushion vehicle or hovercraft. After a long period of trials, 
I wrote in the journal Hovering Craft & Hydrofoil that the 
commercial hovercraft would only be a success once it 
had the ability to ‘fly’ at a reasonable height and that the 
then-present method of measuring altitude with a dipstick 
was unacceptable. I described it as ‘the playpen effect’.

The upshot was my invention of the hovercraft skirt, 
first used on the Cowes-built SR.N1. It was March 29, 
1960 that I demonstrated to my colleague and co-
director of Phoenix Aircraft Ltd, Cecil Hugh Latimer-
Needham, at Panshanger when I flew a just under three 
feet long model of a hovercraft at a height of almost four 
inches off the ground. It may not sound much, but 
without a flexible skirt the model barely cleared one and 
a quarter inches. Soon the skirt was an integral part of 
all hovercraft. 

How many hours and types have you 
flown?
Without checking my log books I can only depend on 
fast-failing memory for recall. I suspect it is around 2,250 
hours – not a lot but mostly good fun, and slow too. From 
Avro Avian and Spartan Arrow through to a large number 
of Luton Minors, several Luton Majors and Minicabs, the 
types flown probably tops 40 or 50.

Do you have a favourite and ‘not so 
favourite’ types?
Well, I am rather biased here. I like attractive aircraft 
that are pleasing to look at and pleasant to fly, and 
there are still quite a few of those, starting with the 
Comper Swift and the BA Swallow. Of the foreigners, I 
enjoyed the Zaunkoenig, largely because it put a smile 
on your face and, because it was very slow, you had a 
long time to watch people walking their dogs on the 
ground beneath you. 

I got my twin rating on the Miles Gemini so I could fly 
our Dragon Rapide. I thoroughly enjoyed this aircraft 
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although it took an age to get accustomed to the attitude 
at take-off – as the tail comes up, sitting a long way 
forward in the nose, you go down about four feet! Which 
is another reason, perhaps, why you are always told to 
wheel in a DH.89a and not to attempt a three-pointer.

Ones I didn’t like? Well, the BAC Drone had a 
problem. It gave you the impression of being followed at 
close quarters by a police motorcyclist. Occasionally a 
radiator hose came loose in which case you received a 
down-the-back-of-the-neck douche of semi-boiling brown 
water. This happened to John Fricker in G-AEKV. 

The Percival Prentice (which Freddy Laker tried to sell 
me as a potential crop-sprayer) and the Thruxton 
Jackaroo both had an unusual characteristic in that they 
possessed a hidden compensating device which meant 
that whether flown solo or at full load, they always took off 
as if they were at maximum weight.

Have you had any ‘I learned about flying’ 
moments?
All of us have moments we would prefer to forget. One of 
mine occurred when flying the Turbi from Bembridge to 
the PFA Rally at Sywell and was crossing the vast ocean 
that separates the two islands of Wight and England. The 
Turbi’s engine was the Coventry-Victor Flying Neptune, an 
aeronautical conversion of the well-known agricultural 
power unit.

Quietly singing to myself as we crossed the waters of 
Spithead, the engine suddenly lost power and stopped. I 
realised that I hadn’t sufficient height to make Portsmouth 
Airport, not even the shore. It would be a splash-down in 
the water and the PFA would not be pleased if I sank its 
brand-new aircraft.

Making a ceremonial visit to Portsmouth Harbour was 
a giant American aircraft carrier, and this happened to be 
within easy reach beneath me. Quickly weighing up my 
chances of survival in the cod-infested waters of Spithead 
versus my probable lifetime incarceration at Guantanamo 
Bay for illegally landing on one of Uncle Sam’s boats, I 
chose the latter and lined up on finals on the enormous 
flightdeck of this floating American air base.

As I glided lower and lower, I saw that the deck of the 
ship was lined with thousands of sailors in their best 
uniforms – and all were watching me! About 26ft from 

touchdown and well below the height of the enormous 
office block on one side, the hay-baler engine suddenly 
re-started and rumbled effortlessly up to full power. Not 
really wanting to be part of an international incident, I 
climbed away as, hats off, the sailors all waved and, I 
think, cheered!

Hoping that they took it all in good part and had 
assumed it was part of Portsmouth’s Town’s welcome, I 
climbed away and continued to Sywell, choosing to say 
nothing but stay silent and hope that nobody in authority 
had noticed. I never heard any more about it, so I reckon 
I just about got away with it.

Are there any aircraft you would like to 
have owned?
As an aging old bugger, with the past so far behind me 
that even a pair of binoculars is pretty useless, I have 
gone beyond those stages of avarice where one covets 
an object, be it aeroplane, pipe organ or good book. But 
if I was younger and still able to nimbly climb into an 
aeroplane, I suspect that my chosen mount would still be 
my first love, the Comper Swift.

You clearly had other interests, do you 
have a favourite?
If you can no longer do something or contribute to it in 
any way, then you end up writing about it. I am a prime 
example of that dictum. Well beyond being behind the 
practical thrust of the chisel or bite of a file, I go in for the 
passive side of things – I write. I began this heinous 
felony in youth (remember my school sports master and 
his punishment of essay writing?). 

Initially I wrote enthusiastically for Paul Poberezny’s 
Sport Aviation, and others about maths and design, then 
aviation history, and then expanded into clocks and 
music as well as their restoration. As a one-time adviser 
to famous auction houses, I could not reject old and 
valuable clocks. As a restorer of musical instruments, I 
can’t chuck out ancient pianos and organs. Likewise, as a 
lover of history, architecture and science, I couldn’t hive 
off things of antiquity, and so I also write and research on 
local history. And as a devout, but ancient, aviator, I can’t 
ignore aeroplanes. But it’s fair to say that I love them all, 
so I don’t have a preferred subject. ■

Above BAC Drone 
G-AEKV was 
powered by a 30hp 
Carden-Ford engine. 
Part of the pre-flight 
check was to inspect 
the radiator hoses, 
which had a 
tendency to break in 
flight and give you an 
unexpected 
down-the-neck 
douche of semi-
boiling brown water.


