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Experimental Flying. During one period we were also
able to park the gliders in K1 hangar (Black Sheds).
This was a lot closer to our usual launch point and
considerably shortened the time needed to prepare for
flying.

Introduction.
Shortly after the end of the Second World War a
number of ex-Luftwaffe sailplanes and gliders were
delivered to Royal Aircraft Establishment for testing.
Three of these, a Kranich, Grunau Baby and SG28,
were acquired by the RAE Technical College. Two
British gliders, a Slingsby Tutor and a Cadet were also
made available. With these aircraft a College Gliding
Flight was formed to provide flying and aeronautical
engineering experience for the students. The Flight was
commanded by Mr Alex Cameron with second-incommand Mr Robbie Roberts. Both were very popular
college lecturers who had returned from wartime flying
with the R.A.F. I believe that Alex had been a pilot
with the Pathfinder Force and Robbie a navigator in
Bomber Command. Both were great characters who
did much to enhance the college curriculum.

GRUNAU BABY AND CADET IN K1 HANGER.
A large Nissan hut formed the workshop and was
situated some distance away from the Bessoneau The
workshop was a cold and eerie place to work on a dark
winter evening and I remember being chased by a
rather aggressive police dog on the way home one
evening. The Flight’s transport consisted of a Balloon
Winch, for cable launching, and a couple of Jeeps for
moving aircraft and personnel about on the ground. The
Jeeps were also used to lay out and retrieve the
launching cable or effect repairs in the event of the
cable breaking. Some of the senior students were given
driving instruction and obtained their driving licence.
They were then trained and qualified to operate the
winch.
The Flight operated primarily from the Farnborough
Airfield during the evenings and week-ends whenever
the weather permitted. It also trained at the RAF
Gliding School at Detling, nr Maidstone for one or two
weeks during the summer

BOB SMYTHE, ALEX CAMERON AND Mr ROBERTS

A German Feiseler Storch and, on occasion, an Auster
and were used to provide aero tows. These were flown
by pilots from the Empire Test Pilot School and the
Flight was very fortunate to be given a great deal of
help by the Test Pilots. Bill Bedford, Bob Smythe and
Artie Ashworth frequently gave their time to provide
instruction.

ON THE FARNBOROUGH AIRFIELD 1950.
Another very popular and essential member of the
Flight was Mr Albert Rouse who often flew with us.
Being the Senior Foreman in charge of the Carpenters
Shop, Albert supervised and certified all repairs to the
gliders and the Gliding Flight could not have remained
operational for long without him. Our faith in his
airworthiness certification was demonstrated by the
number of volunteers available for test flights on
completion of repairs.

Air Experience.
My first flight took place in December 1949 on a cold
afternoon at Farnborough, when Alex Cameron gave
me an air experience trip in the Kranich. The Kranich
was a large German two-seater with tandem cockpits.
The sailplane was sitting on the grass, on the opposite
side of the runway from the control tower. The two

The Gliding Flight hanger was a WW1 wood and
canvas construction ( Bessoneau Hanger ) situated in
the south west corner of the airfield. We shared this
hangar with the Tiger Moth belonging to the CO
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ride, Alex took over for the landing. The spoilers came
out with a bang and I thought for a second that the
wings had dropped off. With a rumble the aircraft slid
along the grass, the port wing dropped and we sat and
waited for Jim Tucker in the Jeep to collect us. I
scrambled out and helped to tow the Kranich and the
cable back to the launch point for the start of the next
flight. All this gave me a grand total of 3 minutes and
15 seconds of dual in my log book and I felt on top of
the world. This, or something very similar, must have
been the experience of all new members of the Flight.

detachable wheels, which clipped over the landing skid,
were locked in place and the wings were being held
level by someone holding the wing tip. The steel
launching cable, with a small parachute and steel ring
on the end, stretched away into the far distance where
the balloon winch was parked with a driver and
signaller at the far end of the runway. I struggled into a
seat parachute for the first time. I was told that you
won’t be high enough to jump, but the parachute well in
the seat had rather sharp edges and it made your eyes
water if you didn’t use one. After strapping myself in to
the rear cockpit I realised just how difficult it was to see
over the edge of the cockpit, even with the hood off.
Alex told me to keep my hands off the stick and feet
clear of the rudder pedals on take off and I heard
Robbie plug the cable into the nose and check the cable
release by pulling the ‘tit’.

Ground and Airborne Slides.
After this initial experience, we had to get down to the
real work of learning to fly, operate and repair the
aircraft by ourselves. To start with it was ground slides
in Cadet RA952. In this exercise you were towed along
the grass by the winch cable, so that you could learn to
keep the wings level. This put a lot of responsibility on
the more senior students who were operating the winch
and driving the Jeeps to collect the cable from the other
end of the runway. You relied heavily on the skill of the
winch driver to provide enough speed for control, but
not enough to get airborne. I did a total of eight ground
slides before being deemed proficient to go to the next
stage. I well remember that on the second of my ground
slides, the winch operator got a bit enthusiastic and I
was up to 10 feet before I had time to think. I panicked,
pushed the stick hard forward and hit the ground with
one hell of a bang. This only resulted in bouncing up in
the air again. Fortunately, the winch driver saw my
plight and stopped the incipient stall before I hit the
ground again - boomps a daisy.

WINCH LAUNCH AT FARNBOROUGH
The signaller flashed slow dashes on with Aldis lamp to
get the winch to take the slack out of the cable which
snaked away into the distance. I was just wishing that I
had gone to the toilet again when the lamp gave a series
of quick blips and we shot forward and up to about ten
feet before I realised what had happened. Alex dropped
the wheels with a clunk and went into as steep a climb
as he could get without bunting violently. I was
surprised by the lack of noise and the marvellous view
of Farnborough as we climbed away. As we got nearer
to the winch we gradually levelled out, until finally,
Alex pulled the tit and the aircraft ballooned up as the
cable dropped away at about 900 feet. Alex asked me
what my altimeter was reading and I said that it must be
wrong, because it looked a hell of a lot more than that. I
took the controls and did a left hand circuit out towards
the Queens Hotel and came in over the Farnborough
Road and the RAF Officers Mess. Just as I was
beginning to get the feel of the controls and enjoy the

SID TAYLOR IN THE CADET.
Following this it was airborne slides, when you
practiced straight and level flight about one foot above
the ground. I seemed to manage this fairly well and
moved quickly to the next stage.

Medium and High Hops with “S” turns.
When starting medium hops you felt as though you
were getting somewhere, as it was the first time that
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changed little in the five years since the end of the war
and there was plenty of evidence of the previous
occupants about. In places bullet and bomb splinter
holes could still be seen in the sides of the hanger and
the place had rather haunted air about it at first. We had
not been in our billet very long when an RAF Sergeant
came in to give us the ‘gen’ - mostly which were the
best local pubs and how to get your girlfriend into
camp without passing the guardroom.

you had been allowed to leave mother Earth on your
own. Take off, climb to about 100 feet, release the
cable and land straight ahead. If this was successfully
completed a few times you went on to the next stage.
Up to this point you had always flown straight and level
towards the winch - with the winch driver hoping that
you did not land up in his lap. The final stage before
you were let loose on a circuit was therefore high hops
with ‘S’ turns. Take off to about 300feet - drop the
cable and then turn to port, then starboard and land
straight ahead. To start with I found it a bit hairy to find
the horizon was not in its usual place and a little
bothered about digging a wing in. However, I soon got
the hang of it and just got my ‘A’ Certificate before we
went to gliding camp at Detling.

Royal Air Force Gliding School, Detling.
The senior students in the Flight had been to Detling
in the previous year (1949). We all assembled at South
Gate to board the vehicles, looking forward to a
welcome break from studies. The convoy consisted of
two Jeeps, Balloon Winch and two 60ft “Queen
Mary’s” with the gliders packed on board

THE DETLING BILLET
I also discovered that the reference to shooting alluded
to an incident the previous year. Apparently, a night
rabbit shoot was arranged on the airfield, armed with
whatever “ironmongery” they could get. An apprentice
managed to winged in the process and the authorities
were not amused - hence the lecture. After eating, we
went to the hangar to unpack the gliders and get
ourselves sorted out for the following morning.
The next two weeks were marvellous. We flew as much
as possible during the daylight hours and in the
evenings some undertook repairs while the lucky ones
went to the pub. How many apprentices could be
carried by one Jeep had been in contest for some time
and on one memorable return from the pub up Detling
hill, the police were not too pleased to find a Jeep
underneath a swaying pile of bodies. (I can’t remember
what the record was , but I think it was 18 achieved on
the way to the Apprentice Hostel at Farnborough. ) Our
days consisted of flying, retrieving, signalling or just
loafing about awaiting our turn - hoping all the while
that the aeroplane did not get bent before it got to your
turn. You were very unpopular if you caused any
damage.

THE STORCH BEING PUSHED INTO THE
HANGAR AT DETLING.
The Kranich was to be towed down by the Feiseler
Storch flown by Bob Smythe. One lucky member of the
Flight flew down, while the rest of us draped ourselves
around any convenient vehicle. Stopping the convoy at
a pub on the way down caused the landlord some
consternation, but he was soon happy when the hoard
descended on the bar. The rest of the journey was
completed in a very satisfactory warm glow.

After a couple of circuits in Kranich VP591 with T.I.Q.
Hall and a number of high hops with ‘S’ turns in the
Cadet, I was elected to go for the first solo circuit of the
new intake. I had been hoping someone else would get
the pleasure, but was out of luck. I climbed into the
Cadet and Robbie checked the cable release while I
tried to conceal the fact that my knees were shaking.
The instructions were simple “Climb to the edge of the

The airfield was situated on a high ridge close to
Maidstone. On passing the Guard Room at Detling, we
parked the trailers and were given a short lecture by the
Camp CO - no girls on camp and, if there were any
signs of shooting, the guard would be turned out. Our
billet was the usual wartime wooden hut with a couple
of cast-iron coke stoves in the middle. The airfield had
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wasps nest and I had to make a hasty retreat when the
strumming noise turned nasty. On another occasion, the
parachute on the end of the cable came off. All I could
hear was the heavy shackle whistling down over my
head and wondering which way to run, as I couldn’t see
it. Much to my relief, the shackle buried itself in the
ground about 10 feet away and I found a funk hole
under a thick wooden plank just in case it happened
again.

ridge, keep your speed up in the turn, follow the road
downwind and watch for a signal to turn in and land.” I
climbed to 700 feet and managed to drop the cable well
enough, but got a bit of a shock when I looked down.
With the high ridge you appeared to gain several
hundred feet very suddenly. Remembering Robbie’s
warning about not stalling in the turn, I stuck the nose
down and practically went into a dive to get round the
corner. After this I followed the road with one eye on
Robbie a couple of hundred feet below me. He waved
and I fumbled the turn to find two large trees in front of
me, well short of the landing zone. I managed to get
between these by banking very steeply and was just
feeling rather pleased with myself when I noticed a
concrete gun emplacement right in front of me. Too low
to bank into a turn, I shoved on the rudder pedal and
landed in a side slip. I just missed the pillbox, but it
didn’t do the landing skid much good. It was a much
chastened ‘ace’ who returned to the launch site especially when it was pointed out that I did not need
to go into a vertical dive just to turn the corners. I felt a
bit better later when someone forgot to jettison the
wheels on the Kranich until at about 700 feet. Much to
our delight they made a loud whistling noise on the way
down and a large dent in the road outside camp. The
Storch had to fly the axle back to RAE to get the Forge
to straighten it out.

One morning we were all working in the hangar when
someone started to sing the “We’re poor little lambs
who have lost our way”. I think it was called the
Wiffenpoof Song. We all joined in and harmonised
wonderfully in the acoustics of the hanger. It was one
of the most moving experiences I have ever had and I
have never forgotten it. We were later asked to perform
in the Officers Mess, but knew that we could not repeat
the performance without the acoustics of the hangar.
Once or twice we had to wait for the morning mist to
clear before we could operate, but we were lucky
enough to be able to fly every day.

Just after this I had my first flight in the Storch with
Arty Ashworth. It was an incredible aeroplane, as it
took off in a very short run and was almost impossible
to stall. Arty let me stand up behind his seat and fly
with the stick while he operated the rudder pedals. I
clearly remember doing a tight turn and looking down
on the bald head of an old gentleman working in a
greenhouse in Maidstone. We also did a ‘recce’ of the
pubs at low altitude to plan the evening foray. I thought
that the test pilots were great and was very proud when
I was to fly with Bill Bedford in the Kranich. I was
heading for the rear cockpit when Bill said “No, In the
front, you’re flying this thing”.

WAITING FOR THE MIST TO CLEAR.
We had all worked hard, played hard and learned a
great deal but, like all good things, it came to an end all
too quickly. The return to Farnborough was very
similar to the trip down, except that the object was to
not pass a pub without stopping. When we arrived at
RAE we parked the trailers and some of us continued
the session at Robbie’s house. How his charming wife
put up with us I will never know and all I remember is
arriving home in the Jeep with a very thick head. I don’t
think that I could stand the pace now.

Late one evening I had to do a quick repair on the rear
fuselage of the Kranich after the wheels hit the ground
and bounced up awkwardly to punch a hole underneath
the fuselage, just in front of the tailplane. Albert
showed me how to scarf round the hole, cut a panel to
fit and then strap heater pads on to ensure that the glue
cured properly. Another job I did for a while was to act
as the intermediate signaller. The airfield had a hump in
the middle so that there was no direct line of sight
between the launch site and the winch. Some
unfortunate, with a battery and Aldis, lamp had to stand
on this very lonely hump and relay the lamp signals. It
was a very quiet spot and the only sound was a loud
strumming from the cable every time a glider was
launched. During one launch the cable disturbed a large

In between studies for the college examinations I
continued flying at weekends and sometimes doing
repairs in the workshop with my pal David Anderson in
the evenings. I vividly recall flying in the recently
acquired two-seater T21 Slingsby one snowy day with
Spike Mintern. I had not realised how difficult it was to
judge height in the snow and in doing tight turns low
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events or made errors, I ask your indulgence and would
welcome any comments, corrections or additions.

down and only avoided digging the wing in when Spike
noticed a trail of snow coming off the wing tip.
When the aircraft were not available or in full use, it
was often possible to get blind flying practice in the
RAE Link Trainer. A heavy meal before rough air
practice under the hood was inadvisable. However, I
managed to log up several hours in the Link, which
came in very handy later on.
One of my biggest disappointments at this time was at
the 1950 College Sports Day.. On the morning of this
occasion, we had decided that it would be a good idea if
we did a fly-past over the sports field during the
afternoon. Alex dashed off to organise the aero-tow and
we got the Kranich out in readiness. When the Storch
arrived it was decided that all being well, we might
even land on the sports field to liven things up. In the
event, the wind was too strong to operate and we waited
around for a couple of hours before deciding that it was
not on. I have always regretted not being able to do it.

CELEBRATING THE FIRST CIRCUIT.

It all came to a halt for me one day when I got my callup papers for National Service with the RAF. Bill
Bedford knew that I wanted to fly and on my last visit
to the Gliding Flight, very kindly gave me a reference
to give to the selection board. I handed in my RAE
pass and went off to do my two years stint with a
Mosquito Photographic Reconnaissance Wing.

(THE AUTHOR STANDING IN FRONT OF THE WINCH)

I only ever saw the Flight in action once more when I
came back on leave. I stood and watched from the other
side of the fence when they were using the cross-wind
runway. I remember feeling very isolated after the
camaraderie of the Gliding Flight.
On return to RAE from National Service, the College
Gliding Flight appeared to have ceased to exist. An
RAE Gliding Club was later formed, but it was the end
of an era so far as I was concerned. I look back on those
exciting days with nostalgia and often wonder what
happened to everyone. Some, like me ,went into the
Services and a few joined the Merchant Navy. Many
others went overseas to Canada and America.
So far as I can discover, all the aircraft were sold off in
about 1954. The Grunau Baby went to the Portsmouth
Naval Gliding Club. Kranich VP591 was used by ETPS
for height record attempts in about 1954, but I do not
know what finally happened to it. I think that the SG
38 was probably scrapped, as it was suffering from glue
failure in 1950.

LATE NIGHT IN THE HANGER.
KRANICH FUSELAGE REPAIR AT DETLING
( MESSRS FOX,IRELAND AND BARTER.)

In conclusion, I hope that this paper helps to bring back
many happy memories of the RAE Technical College
Gliding Flight to all its old members. I think that we
can be justifiably proud of its achievements. If ,with the
passage of half a century, I have forgotten significant
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SG 38.
TOWING BACK TO THE HANGER.

GRUNAU BABY

CADET AT FARNBOROUGH

OLYMPIA OUTSIDE THE DIRECTORS OFFICE
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SG38 WING REPAIR IN THE WORKSHOP

DOPING THE KRANICH WING
AT DETLING
(LEN ROBERTS ON THE LEFT)

FINAL INSTRUCTIONS

KEN IRELAND,BILL HASLER AND JOHN BARTER
WITH THE GRUNAU AT DETLING
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THE AUTHOR
The author left a wartime school, aged 14 and joined the Royal Aircraft Establishment in December 1943.
After waiting two years, until of age, he started as Craft Apprentice at the College in 1946. John trained as an
Experimental Instrument Maker until called up for service in the RAF in the summer of 1950. On return from the RAF
he joined the Instruments and Photographic Department of RAE, where he worked on the early stages of Head-up
Display and Flight Simulators. In 1959 he transferred to Space Department, specialising in Spacecraft Rocket Propulsion
and Attitude Control. He retired as head of the Propulsion Section in October 1989.
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