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The author on duty in the Movements Room, 1961

Tales from Tangmere Tower
M. J. Estall

National Service had come late for me, having been deferred for five years, but in December 1959 the Queen caught me and I was “in”. After ten harsh and wintry weeks of
square-bashing at Bridgnorth and one month air traffic training at the Central Control
and Navigation School, Shawbury, I was promoted to AC1 and pronounced fit to be let
loose on an operational station. I applied for postings anywhere abroad (at Her Majesty’s expense), including Marralinga Rocket Range in Australia, Hong Kong or Germany — so they sent me to Sussex! Tangmere was the chosen place, but due to a poor
telephone line my mother misheard the posting as “Tangiers”. This brought on much
matronly concern and talk of sun cream, shorts and dark glasses before she could be
reined in!
Tangmere’s main runway (07/25) and the shorter one (16/34) were built in 1939-40
and extended just after the war. The control tower was built around 1943 and the airfield had for many years after the war been in the glorious bosom of Fighter Command
and the High Speed Flight. In 1946 “Teddy” Donaldson’s Meteor and in 1953 Neville
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Duke’s Hunter had each set world speed records flying from the station. In 1958, Signals Command took over; its role was calibrating ground-based navigation and airfield
landing aids using the Varsity and Canberra aircraft of 115 and 245 Squadrons. In addition to these calibration flights, there were the daily Canberra-flown “Milk Runs”. The
“Northern” run flew over Scotland and the North Sea and the “Southern” around Germany and the Eastern Bloc borders calibrating various strategic defence radars.

Eleven Varsities and four Canberras at dispersal

My safe arrival in late March 1960 was something of a miracle in itself. I had departed Shawbury that Saturday morning on my Triumph motorcycle, loaded up with
kitbag, holdall and small pack, travelling south to sunny Sussex. Soon after refuelling in
Wolverhampton, I had taken a wrong turning only to arrive in the middle of Birmingham where the Bull Ring was being built. Shoppers, dumper trucks, cement lorries,
scaffolding and chaos then at last the open road again — only to find I had taken another wrong turn and was heading back north, passing the garage at which I had filled
up nearly two hours before!
I soon settled into the routine. Us Erks would open the tower at 0800, make tea, test
the land-lines to the Goodwood transmitters, open the switchboard and test the emergency lines, then clock in with Uxbridge Air Traffic Control centre. We would also take
the Notams (Notices to Airmen, from the Air Ministry) off the teleprinter and advise the
Senior Air Traffic Control Officer (SATCO), duty controller and Officer Commanding
(Flying) of Royal flights, airfield closures, frequency changes and so on; remove the
”Airfield Closed” marker from the signals square, check the Very pistol, flares and Aldis
lamps. Then we would turn on the ACR7 radar and calibrate the azimuth against a
block of flats in Bognor about six miles southeast. Finally we would take the runway
controller out to his caravan after the duty controller had done the runway inspection,
test the runway controller’s phone and get a “Weather Actual” from Met.
Aircraft movements from the squadrons and call signs for the day were then posted
in Chinagraph pencil on the Perspex movements board behind the controller’s positions. This showed the aircraft type and serial number, call sign, pilot’s name, ETD, des-
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tination and job, ETA, Souls On Board and any other relevant information. The two
“Milk Runs” would be sent on their way then it was sit back and wait for the action.
When I arrived in late March 1960, the operations clerks were working a roster system. In addition to all the tower duties their job also included station guard duty,
where we were expected to keep the IRA and all-comers at bay with a torch, truncheon
and a whistle! During these two-hours-on, four-hours-off patrols we usually found
some quiet spot for a fag, hoping the Orderly Sergeant or an officer didn’t find us. A
good place was in the sentry box right outside the guard room where nobody ever
dreamed of looking! A relic from wartime, it was seldom used for its original purpose
and served this secondary duty very well. Later, after grumblings from us Erks about
the long hours we had to do, which could include up to four or five hours night flying
cover almost immediately after a full day on duty plus guard duties, a watch system
came into being. Thanks to the SATCO, Squadron Leader H. T. W. “Tom” Sawyer, we
were taken off the guard duty roster, much to the chagrin of other Erks in some of the
other sections!
Under the new system, each watch covered all tower duties in alternate twenty-four
hour periods, midday to midday. So we had every other morning and afternoon off
plus a long weekend every other week, from Friday lunchtime to Monday lunchtime.
The bad news was that on the “other” week we usually had to open the airfield and
tower on a Saturday morning for an Air Chief Marshal (Sir Harry Broadhurst) to fly in
and spend the weekend at his Goodwood retreat. Even then I could still ride to my
West London home, a distance of 63 miles, and be there by mid-afternoon.
At the time of my arrival at Tangmere, the regional Master Diversion airfield was
Manston but it closed in 1960 and Thorney Island, our neighbouring station, took on the
role. Thorney was very prone to closure by fog and sea mists during which times
Tangmere temporarily became the Master Diversion. Another role we took from
Manston was to become the base for 22 Squadron’s Air-Sea Rescue Whirlwind helicopters. Intended to drag downed aircrew from the watery grip of the English Channel,
they in fact spent much of their time rescuing kids on their inflatable lilos or rubber dinghies, having been blown out to sea from the popular Sussex beaches only a few miles
away. Another important role was pulling people from precarious positions halfway
up cliffs or stuck in quarries and casualty evacuation from accident sites. The helicopter
aircrews did much splendid work in these areas during my time at Tangmere, but never
once did they have to perform their prime aircrew rescue role.

One of 22 Squadron’s Whirlwinds, with my Triumph in the foreground
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The choppers spent much time practising “Fanstop”, a simulated engine failure and
auto-rotation to a safe if somewhat rapid descent and touchdown, or doing homing runs
on a “Sarah” beacon dropped in the middle of the airfield. Us Erks, who could pinch
rides by speaking nicely to crew members as they visited the tower for Met or Flight
Planning purposes, were often taken up as supernumerary crew. This meant dressing
up in a flying suit and bone-dome and sitting on the floor of the Whirlwind by the
winch with one’s feet dangling outside. We were, of course, safely secured around the
waist by a strong webbing harness up to a rail in the cabin roof but there were one or
two of my colleagues who were vertigo-prone and graciously declined the offer of a
ride!
I was less sensitive in these matters and went up many times. After doing a couple
of ”Sarah” runs one evening the pilot called down for me to jump out and fetch the beacon while he hovered at about two feet. I complied but forgot to undo my harness and
discovered that it was too short for me to reach the ground. This left me dangling helplessly at an altitude of about six inches which the two crew thought was a great joke.
Judging by the time it took the pilot to reduce the hover height, allowing my feet to
touch down, they had enjoyed my plight hugely!
At dawn and dusk on most days a Whirlwind flew the “Nooky Patrol”, southwest to
Selsey Bill and then eastwards at about thirty feet towards Worthing or Brighton returning at about eight hundred feet a mile or so inland. On summer evenings the crew took
delight in stirring up great whirlpools of sand over the courting couples in the dunes!
We also played tag one day with a speedboat in Chichester harbour but the greatest
waste of public money must have been the day someone was lowered by wire to a
Chichester harbour pub car park to get a crate of light ale for the officers’ mess! Then
there were the mushrooms. Tangmere was surrounded by agriculture, including mushroom farms and at certain times of the year parts of the airfield were thickly covered.
The helicopter crews would find patches, mark them on the crash map (a large, gridcovered photograph of the airfield showing the crash gates), returning on other days
with the Whirlwinds to collect their booty. These must have been the most expensive
mushrooms in the world!
I did a short spell running the Flight Planning section situated, I think, on the site
now occupied by the excellent Tangmere Military Aviation Museum. Here the walls
were covered with inch-to-the-mile Ordnance Survey maps on which were marked all
the danger areas. A pile of Notams, taken off the teleprinter every morning, stated
which areas were active (gun-firing, parachute dropping, balloon flying and so on), and
my job was to mark the appropriate area with the activity details. Aircrew flying calibration missions could then see which areas to avoid. Being interested in maps, this job
was a delight and many happy hours were spent there. Daily contact with aircrew also
meant that rides could be cadged — and they were!
One of the best was a trip in a Canberra flying formation with two others for our
1961 Battle of Britain display. I was sent to South Cerney for decompression and later
turned up at 245’s offices for the flight. It was baking hot, just over 90 degrees I recall,
and the temperature inside the Canberra’s bubble canopy soon rose to about Regulo
Mark 7. The flight lasted an hour and all was well until just after the final “Run and
Break” at very high speed and very low altitude along the main runway. The positive
“G” as we pulled up to turn downwind and the negative “G” as we levelled off and descended onto finals was too much for my digestive system and I lost the lot as we came
over the fence, only just getting my oxygen mask off in time. When we got down I was
made to clear up the cockpit floor but didn’t feel too bad as one of the regular crew in
another aircraft had suffered the same fate.
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I heard the Canberra described by one 245 Squadron pilot as “a very flyable aeroplane”. He went on to prove it by taking one at about 300 knots between one of the
many pairs of blast walls situated around the airfield, momentarily almost disappearing
from sight where the belly of the aircraft could only have been a few feet above the
deck. Later he “buzzed” a nearby farmhouse, most of the station buildings and in the
same pass nearly took the roof off the CO’s mansion. We were forever getting complaints about low flying from local farmers that their chickens had stopped laying or the
cows had dried up, so this bout of over-enthusiasm was very speedily dealt with by a
disciplinary board.
I thought I had scrounged a trip to Gibraltar one weekend on a Varsity going out
there for some calibration work. The first attempt was cancelled on the runway end
where the final engine check before take-off showed a “mag drop” so the flight was rescheduled for the following weekend. This time it was cancelled because of crosswinds
around the Rock so I never did make it abroad. I did grab a spare seat on a flight calibrating Swingate TACAN near Dover one day during which I caught sight of the Normandy coast but that was the nearest I ever got to foreign climes.

Local Control. My desk is on the left.

Each summer we were invaded by University Air Squadrons. Their Chipmunks
made use of a large grass area south of the main runway with about a dozen aircraft
continually taking off and landing. These movements had to be coordinated with our
own traffic, which was the job of the local controller, but the movements also had to be
logged and counted, for safety and statistical reasons, and that was down to the Ops
Clerk. There was much concern one day when I recorded a hundred and twenty Chipmunk take-offs and only a hundred and nineteen landings! Had we lost an aeroplane?
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Had one gone down unseen in the Goodwood Hills just to the north? Eventually the
aircraft was found neatly tucked up in a hangar completely unaware of the trouble it
had caused.
The Ops Clerk’s duties were many and varied. Manning the telephone switchboard
was OK, but monitoring radio frequencies was boring. The monitor room was used to
listen out for 121.5 (Emergency), 117.9 (NATO common frequency), 142.29 (Signals
Command common) and the FIS (Flight Information Service) frequencies, so it was usually pretty quiet. The room was also used to complete the monthly statistical report, a
task usually laid to any Erk that could count, so duty in “Monitors” was not popular.
Much better were assisting the local, approach and radar controllers and being duty
driver for the week, which was often very interesting! Like the day a piglet escaped
from the pig farm just outside the fence at the south end of the short runway. Although
it was a beautiful afternoon there was no flying going on and the local controller, bored
stiff and scanning the airfield through binoculars for something to do, spied the beast
right at the intersection of the two runways. Being duty driver I was dispatched to
gather it up and return it from whence it came. Have you ever tried to catch a piglet
with a Land Rover?
After several fruitless attempts, the squadrons, who were sunning themselves in
deckchairs, playing cricket and so on, saw my efforts and came to help, as did the fire
crews in their foam tenders, the maintenance staff and anyone else with nothing to do.
Eventually the piglet was surrounded by about fifty men in a large circle, closing in.
You could see his head darting from left to right looking for escape but it was no good.
After several minutes of swearing, much laughter and many unsuccessful rugby tackles,
during which the origin of the expression “an armful of greased pig” became abundantly clear, the escapee was captured and reunited with his siblings. The men and vehicles dispersed and life that afternoon resumed its tranquil way.
Animals and aircraft are generally considered not to mix too well. One fine day the
local controller spotted a horse on the perimeter track near the 07 end of the main runway. Once again I was duty driver and sent to deal with the situation. I approached
with a confidence that soon evaporated. Its head and ears went down and it looked at
me with malice aforethought. The runway controller, seeing my plight, called for assistance from the tower and the approach controller, who knew a bit about horses, arrived.
He simply grabbed an ear and the horse submitted meekly, recognising the officer’s authority and giving in without resistance. This clearly demonstrated that I was definitely
not officer material! After lunch on most days a boxer dog would appear from between
the hangers and gallop straight across the dispersal area and the main runway to disappear through the fence and into the pig farm at the south end of the short runway. Two
hours later, almost to the minute, the dog would come flopping back to base by the
same route. Believed to come from somewhere in Tangmere village, canine romance
was considered to be his prime purpose.
Another job much favoured by the duty driver was bird scaring. This involved tearing up and down the main runway, both doors removed from the Land Rover, firing
smoke puffs from a Very pistol at the fastest possible rate! Towing in the runway controller’s caravan very soon taught us how to reverse a large trailer into a confined space
but some never did master this particular art. Collecting the battery-powered “Glim”
lamps after night flying was also good exercise. You put the Land Rover in low ratios,
set the steering and walked behind picking up the lamps as you went. The best bit was
trying to catch the rabbits who, mesmerised by the headlights, just sat up on their hind
legs staring straight into the beams while you made a dive for them making sure you
weren’t run over by your own vehicle. I got a hand to one once — but it got away.
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The signals square by the tower and the Vulcan arriving for the Battle of Britain Display, 1961

There were two Battle of Britain displays during my time at Tangmere. The first, in
1960, I spent in the radar room and I saw nothing except returns on the ACR7 screens,
but in 1961 I was on duty in local control at the top of the tower and could see everything. As well as flypasts from visiting aircraft, many others had arrived a day or two
earlier being parked on the dispersal area. This included a VuIcan in 1961, which was
roped off in front of the central hangar. Mac and I decided to go and have a look at it
one evening and Mac, being one of nature’s adventurers, climbed over the rope to look
up inside the front wheel bay. It was a windy evening and the aircraft must have been
just on a point of balance for, as he leaned on the front oleo to gain a better view, the
nose rose a few inches, the oleo letting out a loud groaning squeal at the same time.
Mac broke the world record for fifty yards from a standing start, cleared the rope in one
bound and was gone!

A Gloster Javelin FAW.9R, with in-flight refuelling probe, among the many aircraft on static display
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There were many flypasts that day; this one was by USAF F-100 Super Sabres
and F-101 Voodoos

A Blackburn Beverley or “Flying Council House” of Transport Command
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A busy day up top

One regular occurrence was a Station Commander’s inspection. The Group Captain
was always accompanied by the Wing Commander Admin, Station Adjutant, Orderly
Officer and Station Warrant Officer. A character feared by all, the SWO would poke his
head into the movements room on his way up to the glasshouse demanding, “Tea,
strong and sweet”. If he got it the CO would be out of the tower in ten minutes; if not,
the inspection would drag on forever.
One of these events came immediately before an AOC’s inspection. Us Erks had
been told to clean out the goldfish pond in front of the tower, incarcerating the poor fish
in a water-filled dustbin while the pond was emptied, clean stones from the rose garden
placed in the bottom and refilled with fresh water. When completed it looked an absolute picture. Next morning was a different story, however, as we opened up the tower
to find fifty dead goldfish floating belly up. Unknown to everyone, “Pop” Taylor, the
station’s general handyman, had sprayed the roses for greenfly only a day or so before
and so all the nice clean stones that we had so neatly laid had been covered in poison.
We found that the dead fish were much easier to catch than the live ones had been!
Many other events come to mind. Like the Thruxton Jackaroo that dropped in just as
I had delivered the runway controller to his caravan prior to a session of night flying. It
was a very dark night and I was waiting by the caravan for the three Canberras on the
ORP to take off before returning to the tower when a stream of sparks appeared right in
front of me, travelling at some speed down the runway. The runway controller held the
aircraft which were running up their Avons ready for a “stream” take-off while I investigated. The dark blue Jackaroo had two middle-aged ladies on board who had lost
their way on a flight from France, seen our runway lights and just “dropped in”. What
would have happened had they arrived about ten seconds later does not bear thinking
about!
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After the ladies had parked their aircraft out of harm’s way, I took them to the tower
where they got a stern but understanding lecture from the SATCO about the station being “Twenty-four hours PPO” (Prior Permission Only). Word soon got around that
there were two women aviators in the tower and officers appeared from all parts of the
station on all manner of excuses. Tangmere was a “dry” station, i.e., no women, so any
pretext was found to go to the tower. (There was in fact one lady officer — a lecturer at
the Joint Services Language School that occupied a large black hanger on the southeastern corner of the airfield. This establishment taught the languages of the Eastern
Bloc countries, radio monitoring techniques and all sorts of other hush-hush stuff). The
two flyers were escorted to the officers’ mess where they were fed, watered and given
beds for the night. Their aircraft was serviced and they left the following day after having done rather well from their ordeal.
The occasional station dances were very popular occasions. Nurses were imported
from the Chichester hospital and operators from the telephone exchange and a good
time was usually had by all. Alcoholic beverages were permitted at these events which
sometimes led to a degree of over-enthusiasm. Like the night when we “borrowed” a
car belonging to one of the runway controllers and took it for a spin around the perimeter track, later parking it between the blast walls. The only thing was that the pair of
blast walls we chose happened to be a ninety degrees to each other and so close that we
had to “bounce” the car in, leaving no more than an inch or two of space at each end.
History does not record how he got it out!
Another incident concerned a taxi returning from the language school. The driver
had reported to the tower on the way in, picked up an airfield driving permit and been
given instructions to obey the traffic lights crossing the two runways and also any signals from the runway controller’s caravan. It is easy to get lost on an airfield, for there
are few landmarks, and he did. He was seen heading down the main runway, oblivious
to Aldis signals and Very flares from the caravan, looking for the main gate, before I
was sent to guide him to the tower for another lecture by the duty controller.
I too became lost one night, seriously disorientated on the way back from taking the
runway controller to his post. It was a brilliant night with a clear sky and the aircraft
had just taken off but a thick fog had quickly formed to a depth of only about three feet.
I could see the tower quite clearly in the distance but could not work out how to get
there as the perimeter track boundaries could not be seen. I had to turn the headlights
off and fumble my way home.
They say lightning never strikes twice — not so! After an early take-off one day, a
Varsity suffered a strike over Croydon. Abandoning its mission it returned to base, the
compass was swung and it took off again that same evening with the same crew on
board. It was struck again, almost in the same place!
That same day the OC Flying had taken off in a Canberra for circuits and bumps
when he reported downwind that he only had “two greens”, the nosewheel showing a
“red”. There was also the possibility of a more comprehensive hydraulic failure. He
flew low and slow past the tower while we all had a look but at the best of times the
Canberra’s nosegear only shows half a wheel out of the bay so we could not tell by looking whether or not it was down and locked. He was sent to Boscombe Down which had
a very long runway in case he had no brakes either. Fortunately the aircraft landed
safely but was clearly u/s. Another Canberra was despatched to collect the stranded
pilot but this aircraft developed nosewheel “shimmy” while taxiing and also became
u/s. The first car sent to collect both crews had an accident in Chichester and a Morris
van had finally to be sent to collect everybody. Aircraft servicing on the station was
sub-contracted to Short Brothers and their service chief was not a happy man that day!
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A snapshot of the control tower, met office, and signals square taken from a Whirlwind

On one memorable evening, a spell of night flying coincided with dining-in night at
the officers’ mess and naturally the aircrew involved would be excused the otherwise
compulsory attendance at the mess. However the weather had not been good that day
with low stratus down to almost ground level and heavy drizzle so at around 4.0 pm the
OC Flying cancelled that night’s exercise. The presence of all officers was therefore required in the mess. By all reports it was a good evening but with the possibility of improving weather the active crews had to curtail their otherwise reckless desire for drink.
The controllers however, some of whom were scheduled to have been on duty in the
tower, were not so disciplined. By nine o’clock the sky had cleared and it was decreed
that the exercise was on and that take off would be at 2200 hrs. Sitting next to the radar
controller that evening, I could definitely smell something stronger than orange juice
and it was obvious that some of those on duty were less than one hundred percent sober. Years of training and experience took over and the controllers did their duty without incident but had that not been the case the proceedings of the subsequent court of
enquiry might have made interesting reading.
Then there was the night I nearly met my maker. It was a filthy evening with rain
and low cloud barely above limits but promising to clear and I had just delivered the 07
runway controller to his caravan. Driving back into the glare of the very powerful sodium lamps that lit the dispersal area, I became aware of what looked like two golden
disks spinning in the air about one hundred yards ahead. By the time I realised they
were the propellers of a taxiing Varsity unseen against the lights I was within fifty yards
and had to take very rapid evasive action to avoid being turned into mincemeat!
The movements room, which housed the switchboard and teleprinter (also the Baby
Belling cooker and oversize frying pan for those sumptuous late night snacks during the
long hours of night flying), was equipped with four letterbox-shaped slots. These allowed messages to be passed through into the radar room without destroying the op-
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erator’s night vision. Late one night I was on duty in “Movements” when I heard
sounds of battle coming through the slots. Two controllers, who had an unconcealed
dislike of each other had, for some reason, been put on the same duty by the SATCO,
and they were knocking seven bells out each other on the radar room floor. Peeping
through a slot, I could see one officer on the floor with the other’s hands around his
throat. The one in the recumbent posture gasped something like, “you b . . . I’ve only
got one lung”, which quickly brought matters to a conclusion. To a lowly Leading Aircraftman, behaviour of this type by two Flight Lieutenants was somewhat surprising!
Sometimes during the seemingly endless hours of night flying while the aircraft
were away and nothing was happening, the ACR7 could be used for “other” purposes.
These included spying on courting couples in the Goodwood Hills only two miles to the
north. When set to three-mile range the ACR7 could detect cars moving along a section
of the road that was visible to radar, stopping in a smudgy “return” from a group of
bushes or trees, and then driving back some time later!

Two ACR7 sets and the CRDF in the radar room

Some interesting aircraft visited us too. Long before it became famous in the James
Bond film, Wing Commander Wallis used to test his prototype autogyro some evenings
in the area in front of the tower. The Hawker P1127, predecessor to the Harrier, flew by
from Dunsfold on more than one occasion too as did the new Avro 748. Less welcome
were visits to the area by “Iris”. This was the air traffic procedure monitoring aircraft
and everyone had to be on their best behaviour when it was known to be around. Royal
flights were another pain. Here a separate and temporary airway had to be created,
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“Purple One” and on one occasion “Purple Two” as well, diverted our attentions from
the normal traffic.
One pleasure was watching a controller do a “Speechless. No compass. No gyro”.
Here a pilot who was lost, didn’t know which way he was pointed, and who was unable
to transmit speech could, by the use of the CRDF (Cathode Ray Direction Finder), be
brought home. Using the radio’s carrier wave, he would transmit “H” in Morse (four
dashes, requesting a “Homer”), and his trace on the CRDF would show where he was
relative to the station. The controller would call and identify him as “Speechless One”
(and “Speechless Two” if another pilot also decided to join the fun), and ask if he
wished to come to Tangmere. The pilot would then be asked to press his transmit button in answer to the controller’s questions, once for ”Yes”, twice for “No” and three
times for ”Say again”. The controller would tell him to turn left or right at Rate One for
thirty seconds and, by watching the CRDF trace could then tell whether he was flying
away from or towards the station.
If necessary he would then be turned towards us. By carefully selected questions requiring only “Yes” or “No” answers a skilled controller could guide the aircraft safely
overhead the airfield, descend it out and back in our safety lane and bring it into the
circuit for landing. It was great to watch and listen to and I saw it done many times in
practice, but fortunately never once in reality. One evening just before my due “demob”
date I was playing cards in the billet and, having virtually run out of funds retreated to
the airmen’s mess for refreshment. While I was away the Military Police pounced and
all those present were caught and later sentenced to fourteen days’ extension of service.
This included one of my colleagues who always boasted release a week before me but it
would now be a week later so he was not well pleased! A narrow escape for me.
Later that same week I was interviewed by the SATCO and offered my “tapes”, i.e.,
promotion from Senior Aircraftman to Corporal, if I would sign up for another year. I
had survived the first six months on twenty-eight shillings (£1.40) a week, less two shillings (£0.10) National Insurance less another two shillings deducted for compulsory savings, leaving £1.20 a week for fags, petrol and social activities. Routine promotion to
Leading Aircraftman and later to Senior Aircraftman had seen my pay rise to over £4 a
week by the time demob was due. Having already passed the Civil Service Commission
exam and landed a job as an officer of H. M. Customs and Excise, I was in a position to
decline the SATCO’s most generous offer. The prospect of a Civil Service salary of £838
per annum was riches beyond avarice and no amount of promised promotion would
have changed my mind!
I spent the best part of two very happy years at Tangmere and did all manner of
things that I would have not had the chance to do other than through National Service.
I think I matured a bit and learned to “get on” with all sorts of people, something which
served me well in later years. Revisiting the tower in 1975, I found some of the old
equipment, like the airfield lighting panel, the “Weather Actual” and “Movements”
boards still installed but decay had set in. By the time of my visit for the “Tangmere 99”
event the building, although given a coat of paint, was almost derelict. A small tree was
growing from the floor of what had been Local Control, the roof and all the windows
were gone and the Signals Square and Met hut had disappeared. I must admit to feeling
rather emotional at the time, realising that the edifice might very soon crumble into
nothing. That would be sad fate indeed for a building that has seen so much history
and had played such an important part in my formative years.
We thank Mike Estall for writing this story especially for The Tangmere Logbook,
and for the accompanying photographs from his albums. — Ed.

16

Mosquitoes in Snow:
Memories of Tangmere in 1947
Gerald Coombe

85 Squadron was one of the most successful night fighter squadrons during
the Second World War, having been
commanded by Group Captain John
Cunningham DSO DFC, who subsequently became the Chief Test Pilot of
the De Havilland Aircraft Company.
I joined the squadron as its Adjutant
late in 1946 at Tangmere upon my return from service in the Middle East. I
was a Navigator/Radar Operator, and
the squadron was equipped with Mark
36 Mosquito night fighters. Also stationed at Tangmere at that time were
Numbers 1 and 222 Squadrons equippad with Meteor fighters.
On 1st February 1947, King George
VI and Queen Elizabeth, accompanied
by Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret,

left Portsmouth on the battleship HMS
Vanguard en route for their tour of
South Africa. All three squadrons stationed at Tangmere, together with
many aircraft from other squadrons,
were due to fly over HMS Vanguard
and the Royal party on that day.
The winter of 1947, however, proved
to be one of the severest on record, and
although many aircraft from other stations were able to land at Tangmere,
snow prevented any from taking off,
and the flypast was cancelled.
Everyone from the Station Commander downwards was employed
with shovels trying to clear the runway,
but further snow made this impossible.
If snow ploughs were, by then, invented, none was available!
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Mosquitoes at dispersal, being readied for the Royal flypast, looking east towards the control tower (on the
left in the distance), January 1947

All station personnel were deployed in an attempt to clear the runway
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85 Squadron’s aircrew shovelling snow. Left to right: W/O Alan Walker, Flt/Lt Ken Lister, W/O John Burgess, F/O Jack Robb, F/O Harry Platt, W/O Larry Euesden, W/O Chalky White, F/O Derek Dee, Flt/Lt
Stan Durrant, Flt/Sgt Strickland, Flt/Lt Basil Scandrett.

Everyone wanted their picture taken in the snow. Without shovels this time.
Left to right: F/O Harry Platt, F/O Len Batin, Flt/Lt Basil Scandrett, W/O John Burgess, W/O Walker,
F/O Jack Robb, F/O Derek Dee.
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The photographer photographed. Myself in the snow, camera in hand.

The snow was but a memory when Tangmere’s Mosquitoes took part in the Battle of Britain Memorial
flypast over Buckingham Palace and southeast England on 15th September 1947
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AC1 Peter Hodkinson in the No. 1 Squadron Flight Office, Tangmere, 1937.
His name as fitter for K1940 is on the aircraft status board above his head.

Snapshots from My Father’s Albums
Ian Hodkinson

My father, Peter Hodkinson, was born in London in 1916 and entered the No. 1 School
of Technical Training at RAF Halton in 1933. He was assigned to No. 1 Squadron at
Tangmere in January 1936 and remained with the squadron for a little over two years
before transferring to No. 45 Squadron in Egypt. While at Tangmere, he took the snapshots on the following pages, which were the beginning of a life-long interest in photography that included hand colouring and developing and printing his own photos. Peter
retired from the RAF in 1968 after 35 years’ service and settled in Cornwall, where he
worked for English China Clays until his final retirement. He passed away in 1998.
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Hawker Fury K1940, one of Peter’s aeroplanes, undergoing an inspection in No. 1 Squadron’s hangar.
Note the steel-framed doors and the wooden Belfast roof truss just visible at the top of the picture.

No. 1 Squadron’s offices abutted their double Belfast hangar.
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K2881 was another of Peter’s charges. Tuned and polished to perfection, this aeroplane was one of the four
Furies used by No. 1 Squadron in their aerobatic display at the RAF Air Pageant at Hendon and the International Aviation Meeting at Zurich in 1937. Flight Lieutenant (later Group Captain) E. M. “Teddy”
Donaldson led the squadron’s display flight on both occasions, to great popular acclaim.

Peter on guard duty, armed with a truncheon and a serious expression, outside the Watch Office.
The functions of this building were taken over by the new control tower built in 1943.
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The “Square”, cookhouse, and infirmary.

It is not certain that this picture, found in Peter’s Tangmere album, was taken at Tangmere but it is a
rarity. Bulldog IIa K2188 was converted by the Bristol Aeroplane Company in 1931 as a prototype dualcontrol trainer. Only one other photograph of this aeroplane, from a different angle, is known to exist.
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Letters, Notes,
and Queries
The Moon Men and the
Girl with the Golden Voice
I was just 14 when war broke out. In
1941, as I was approaching my 17th
birthday, I decided that I wanted to join
the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force. I
wasn’t old enough to sign up but with
the enthusiasm of youth I didn’t think it
would be problem. As luck would have
it, shortly before I tried to sign up my
handbag, containing my identity card,
was stolen. It was a good thing that I
had reported the theft of my handbag
because when I reported to Bridgenorth
in Shropshire the first thing I was asked
to show was my birth certificate and my
ID card. I was a bundle of nerves by
then, especially when they rang the police in Richmond to check my story. I
couldn’t believe it when they said “OK,
move on to the next table”. I was worried for months in case they sent for a
copy of my birth certificate but I guess
they had more important things to do.
The next problem was getting on to
the radio telephony course. The procedure was to queue up in front of a table
where RAF officers decided what job
you were suited for. It soon became
plain that where you had been educated
was all-important. Two would-be plotters went to grammar school and were
sent to see the appropriate officer.
Those, like me, who had not been to the
right schools were given cookhouse,
waitressing, or at best clerical jobs in
admin. I had been taken out of school
at thirteen and a half years to look after
mother, who was ill for some time. I
never went back to school so my
chances seemed bleak. When my turn
came, I decided quite suddenly to say
that I had been to Southend High
School for Girls. I was sent to see the
Signals Officer who said that they were

short of RT operators. I could hardly
believe my luck. I really did feel bad
about telling such a lie but I felt better
later when I saw the cookhouse!
After six weeks square-bashing on
the Promenade at Morecambe, I was
sent to Cranwell in Lincolnshire for a
three-month course in radio telephony.
I passed out top of my class and automatically became a Leading Aircraft
Woman, LACW. That was great as my
pay went up to 11 shillings per week. I
was posted to Tangmere, which was
part of 11 Group Fighter Command.
We had Hurricanes, Typhoons, Spitfires, etc. Also, 161 Squadron aircrew
would appear sometimes, usually
around full moon. They were nicknamed the “Moon Men”. They went
on clandestine missions over enemy
territory, using Lysanders or sometimes Hudsons.
My first job as a trained RT operator
was at Flying Control. We sat in small,
sound-proof cubicles with a little hatch
through into the control room. We had
to log every word that was said over
the RT from ground-to-air and air-toair. We wrote in longhand but there
were many signs and abbreviations for
well-used phrases, i.e., “w/co” meant
“will comply”.
It seemed that the aircrew had no
idea that their conversation was being
logged because on one occasion the
Controller sent two pilots into my cubicle to watch and listen. They stood behind me reading as I wrote and I was
very nervous at first but was soon too
busy to worry about them. When the
action was over they looked very embarrassed and said they didn’t know
we were listening in.
Of course the language was pretty
blue at times so we just wrote “Polish”
instead. We had a Polish squadron
stationed with us at the time so that
was OK. The logs were sometimes
taken away for enquiries; for instance,
who saw someone go down — where
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and when — and also who was to be
credited with a “kill” when two pilots
made the same claim. It was all very
exciting and often very sad. I remember
one of our girls being in tears because
she had to listen and log a pilot saying
the Lord’s Prayer as he went down.
You never forget those things.
After some time at Flying Control, I
was sent to the Homer Direction Finding Station. The “Homer” was in a field
outside the airfield and in a line with
the runway. We had to cycle around
the perimeter and out into the country
to reach it and at night it was very
lonely and quite creepy.
The aerial was just under the roof
and was reached by a ladder through
the ceiling. In the room below were a
receiver and a large calibrated wheel.
There was also an open phone line to
Flying Control. This was used by the
clerk to pass on the vector or course to
the Controller. He in turn passed the
vector to the pilot. There were also four
Sten guns and ammunition, which we
hadn’t a clue how to use. Also an electric wall heater on which we used to
heat cans of beans and make toast!
This radio channel was only used for
planes needing help Mayday calls etc.,
and also by 161 Squadron pilots coming
home from drops or pick-ups in enemy
territory. Any plane in trouble would
tune into this channel, and we would
bring them in. Sometimes we would
see the damaged planes on the airfield
as we went off duty and wonder how
they had made it home.
We were not allowed to open the
door to anyone except the officer with
the password. However, on one occasion, when we had brought home a
New Zealand crew, there was a knock
at the door and, before I could stop her,
my clerk had unlocked the door. In
came three very drunken airmen wanting to thank us. Fortunately we were
stood down; otherwise the noise would
have been heard at Flying Control. We
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had great difficulty getting them out
and the next morning we realised that
the tyre marks of their jeep showed up
in the light covering of snow. We had
to run around and scuff out the marks
before the next crew came on duty or it
was seen from the air. As we cycled
back to our billet we saw the jeep
pranged in a ditch. I thought what a
wasted effort it was to bring them in
only so that they could end up in a
ditch. I heard afterwards that they
were not badly hurt but I guess they
were in trouble over the smashed jeep.
We used to feel very apprehensive
when we cycled around the perimeter
and saw the black Lysanders standing
at dispersal. We knew we were in for a
bad night. On one occasion we had a
call from Control to tell us to be on our
toes. That had not happened before,
although we always knew when the
Moon Men arrived that something big
was afoot. After listening in for several
hours I suddenly heard the hiss of a
transmitter. The pilot would transmit
for a few seconds every two minutes —
no longer in case the Germans were
also using their DF. I managed to get a
bearing but it was very difficult to tell
whether I had him on a magnetic or a
reciprocal bearing. For instance, suppose I had him on 360 degrees north, I
would also pick him up on 180 degrees
south. If I gave him the wrong bearing
I could send him away instead of
bringing him home.
To decide which bearing was correct, I had to press down a large
wooden plate above the wheel which I
was rotating. When I had the sound as
clear as possible I would press the plate
down with my thumbs and if the
sound decreased I had the right bearing. It was very difficult at times to tell
the difference and this was one of those
times.
I took the plunge and passed on the
vector to the Controller. I was surprised when I didn’t hear him pass it

on to the pilot. I still could only hear
the hiss as the RT was turned on. Suddenly the worried-looking clerk said the
Controller wanted to speak to me and
handed me the phone. I was panicstricken as this was unheard of, and I
felt even worse when he called me an
idiot and a few other choice things. I
said I could only report what I was
hearing and he said it could not be the
plane they were waiting for.
I knew someone was out there so I
carried on taking bearings and passing
them on and suddenly I heard a voice
and a call-sign. When I passed it on,
Control came to life and eventually we
heard the plane fly overhead. We were
then ordered to stand down. By that
time I was a nervous wreck. Soon afterwards the phone rang and the clerk
said, “He wants to speak to the girl with
the golden voice” and she handed me
the phone. It was the Controller, full of
apologies and praise. What a night that
was!
— Daphne Olley

Secret Heroes: The RAF’s Pigeons
Few people know of the important intelligence role played by pigeons in the
First and Second World Wars. I certainly did not, until I began to research
my father-in-law’s military service in
the Great War. In 1915, the RFC was
given the task of landing intelligence
agents at secret rendezvous spots near
or behind German lines. The agents
were armed with carrier pigeons, to
which the agents attached messages
about enemy troop movements, etc.
From the autumn of that year successful
drops of agents and their pigeons were
regularly achieved; some spectacular
successes being made by Lieutenant
Woodhouse flying a BE2C.
As the success rates improved, it became essential to send more birds to the
agents already on the ground who were
awaiting the means to relay their messages back to headquarters, and tests

were carried out to achieve this. Experiments entailed dropping pigeons in
harnessed pairs or with parachutes, but
unfortunately more birds perished than
reached the agents. In the end, only
landings by aircraft on secret landinggrounds worked as a means of resupply.
The SOE made great use of pigeons
during the Second World War, as did
the SIS and other intelligence services.
The main carrier pigeon bases were at
Oxford and Haywards Heath. The
birds returning to these home bases
brought with them crucial secret information, some of which was not disclosed until long after 1945. Of 16,554
birds employed, only 1,842 made it
home. For their endeavours, several
birds were awarded the Dickin Medal,
the “Animals’ VC”. One bird, “Commando”, from the RAF base at Haywards Heath, survived over a hundred
sorties; others included “Kenley Lass”
and “Blue Hen”.
Another involved a bird subsequently given the name of “Winkie”,
which was involved in an RAF crew
rescue in 1941. A Beaufort aerop1ane
from Leuchars ditched in the North Sea
off the Norwegian coast. The crew
took to their dinghy with Winkie in her
container. She was sent aloft with a
message giving their position and flew
100 miles back to her base, where Sergeant Davidson of the RAF Pigeon Service calculated the whereabouts of the
dinghy and alerted Air-Sea Rescue.
The ASR crew found the ditched aviators, who all survived. Winkie received
the Dickin Medal for this extraordinary
feat in 1943.
— Clive B. Glossop

Home on the Range
My two-year National Service commenced in January 1952. I was eventually posted to Tangmere as LAC armourer, attached to the armoury and
seconded to 29 Squadron which, at that
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time, were flying Meteor NF 11s.
On a fairly irregular basis I, with five
other airmen, were instructed to join
Flight Sergeant Peter Bone, an exSpitfire pilot, to operate the Manhood
air-to-ground firing range, used by RAF
Odiham and RNAS Ford as well as by
Tangmere’s squadrons. When the firing
range was to be used the Flight Sergeant
would collect the airmen, a Land Rover
from the motor pool, rations from the
cookhouse, and proceed to the range.
The range was located west of Selsey
Bill in an area defined by the Broad Rife
and to the south of Ham Farm. The
range covered some twenty acres with
the southwest boundary being the shingle beach. At the east and west boundaries of the beach there was small
wooden hut upon which a red flag was
raised when the range was in use.
The range was run from a threestorey brick tower with electricity provided by a generator on the ground
floor, which enabled the running of the
radio communications between the
range control tower and the aircraft using the range. The control room was on
the top floor. The ground floor was
used for storage and the second floor
was a mess room with cooking facilities.
There was no water supply and one of
the duties was to drive to Ham Farm
and collect water.
The planes came in flights of four
and fired at four separate targets which
were erected, scored and kept in order
by the six airmen. Each target consisted
of a tubular metal frame about 10 feet
square with a balloon-fabric target and
canvas backing. The planes arrived
over the range and circled in an anticlockwise direction coming in over west
of the Ham Farm area, firing at the targets and then flying on across Bracklesham Bay.
The Flight Sergeant would initially
clear each plane for dummy runs and
then to live runs after which we (the
airmen) would mark the targets with a
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long coloured marking stick. Typical
dialogue between ground control and
pilot would be: “Red Two, you are
clear for a live run on Target Two”.
The planes would dive at an angle of
about 30 degrees from around 3,000
feet and fire at the designated target.
Quite frequently the targets were damaged and collapsed from the cannon
shell impact, at which time we, the airmen, had to carry out the necessary
repairs. Whilst we were doing this the
planes carried out dummy runs and it
was prudent to get a move on.
This was all rather exciting as events
frequently occurred. One particular
Meteor pilot was obviously unused to
air-to-ground firing and on a firing run
flew very low over the target area. Despite a warning from the Flight Sergeant, the pilot on his next firing run
managed to hit the top of the target
with his ventral tank. He flew out over
the channel with aviation fuel pouring
from the tank. He was not allowed another run.
A more frequent occurrence was
when a plane had a “runaway gun”
which continued to fire as the plane
flew out to sea. The shell splashes were
quite visible for a considerable distance
across Bracklesham Bay. On one occasion, two Supermarine Attackers from
Ford collided whilst using the range.
This occurred to the north of the range
and unfortunately one of the pilots was
killed.
— Michael Hemming

Japanese Submarines
I was particularly interested in “Get a
Picture of It!” in the last issue of The
Tangmere Logbook.
In May 1942, Allied forces captured
the harbour of Diego Suarez on the
northern tip of Madagascar. The rest of
the island was captured from the Vichy
French later in the year. On 29 May, a
small floatplane appeared over Diego
Suarez.
Nobody suspected that it

could possibly be hostile, but it was. It
had been launched from a very large
Japanese submarine, and its mission
was to see what, if anything, was in the
harbour.
The following evening the tanker
MV British Loyalty and the battleship
HMS Ramilles were torpedoed in the
harbour by a midget submarine
launched from a second large Japanese
submarine. The midget submarine did
not escape, and was scuttled by its crew
of two officers who swam ashore and
made their way 12 miles north to their
pick-up point. For two days, they were
pursued by a 15-man British patrol. The
Japanese killed one of the British soldiers and wounded another four before
themselves being hunted down and
killed.
I forget what my source material is
for this story, but I do remember that
was mentioned in Churchill’s The Second World War.
— Colin Richardson

The Few
A tribute to the Few
who were called upon and flew.
Some so young, life just begun,
daring and brave, our country to save.
Flying so high, blue sky, white clouds,
fighting the fear for England so dear.
Losses and prangs, sadness and tears,
happiness and joy, comradeship found.
As they listened for the bell
and faced living hell.
— John Twine

Answer to Photo Quiz, Autumn 2010
Our photograph of HMS Victorious with
American aircraft aboard came from the
Eisenbarth Photograph Collection held
by the U. S. National Naval Aviation
Museum, under accession number
2008.122.085. Curiously, the description
given by the museum is wrong, claiming that it was taken “during operations

in the Mediterranean Sea, circa 1958.”
HMS Victorious’s commissioning book
for 1958-59 mentions neither any instances of joint exercises nor any crossdecking with U. S. Navy vessels and
their aircraft in the Mediterranean in
those years.
In fact, the photograph was taken
between July 15th and July 20th, 1959,
off the coast of Norfolk, Virginia, during Operation Rip Tide with the U. S.
Navy’s Second Fleet. The aircraft in the
picture are two Grumman S2 Trackers
(possibly one or both are TF-1 Traders,
since no radomes are visible) and a
Douglas F4D-1 Skyray of VF-13, all
from the USS Essex (CVA-9); a Supermarine Scimitar of 803 Squadron and a
Westland Dragonfly of the ship’s flight.
The picture could not have been
taken on a later joint exercise, since the
USS Essex (whose CVA-9 marking is
visible on two of the USN aircraft) was
refitted as an ASW support carrier and
recommissioned as CVS-9 in March
1960. Naturally, the knowledgeable
readers of The Tangmere Logbook were
not led astray by the Naval Aviation
Museum’s error. Congratulations (in
alphabetical order) to David Burleigh,
John Cassford, Peter Croft and John
Hanmore, our joint winners, who got
all — or very nearly all — the facts
right. The runners-up are Terry Bryant,
Harry Fuller and Steve Reed.

Corrections and Clarifications
We thank Mrs Jennifer Dexter for emailing us to say that the photograph
on page 14 of our Autumn 2010 edition
was taken by her father, Squadron
Leader Frank Howell DFC and Bar,
then of 609 Squadron, at RAF Kinloss
in December 1939 or January 1940 and
not, as implied, at Apuldram in 1943.
How an unattributed and misidentified
copy of this photograph found its way
into the public domain, where we
found it, is unknown to us.
— Ed.
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Snippet from our archives . . .

— Museum Collection
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— Museum Collection

Photo Quiz
Name at least two of the three men in the foreground. Give the place, occasion, and
date. Bonus points will be awarded if you can name all three. Clue: Two have made
appearances in previous editions of The Tangmere Logbook.

Visit the Museum’s website for our Events Calendar at
www.tangmere-museum.org.uk

Cover illustrations
Front cover: Colour photo of the interior of the “glasshouse” of Tangmere’s control
tower by M. J. Estall. Back cover: In September 1957, Supermarine Scimitar XD245 is
prepared for launch from the USS Saratoga during Operation Strikeback. Official
U. S. Navy photograph.
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