COMET TRANSPORT CREW

d E ARE A COMET crEwW of No. 216
:\‘ g/ Squadron and though we are based
at Lyncham, in Wiltshire, most of
cour working life is spent flying the air
routes that link the Commonwealth and its
Allies. We have been together as a crew
now for about a year and have logged nearly
400 hours in that time. Most of it has been
flown Eastaboui, that is, from the UK out te
Singapore and Australiz and back, rather
than Westabout via the United States and
Christmas Island. Qur primary job in life
is to be ready to fly men of the UK Strategic
Reserve 10 overseas trouble spots but in
spite of the daily tale of woes in the news-
papers, in fact this forms but a small part of
our actual work., More often than nol our
passengers are men and women of the three
Services going to join their overseas units or
returning home on leave.

Whatever the reason though, whilst they
are our passengers it is our job to get them
to wherever they are going, on schedule,
in safety and with a modicum of comfort,
This last is relatively easy in the Comet and
it is part of the job of our airquariermaster
to see that it is so.

It is only of recent years that airguarter-
masters have been carried and to this day
there are many misconceptions as to what
thetr duties are. Ours is a regular Sergeant
in the Women's Royal Air Force and whilst
she is with us, she is as much part of the
crew as the Flight Engincer. To those who
think her duties are merely decorative it
may come as something of a surprise to
know that she is responsible to the Captain
for the safe loading of the aircrafi, for all
documentation, provisioning and for al}
the. hundred and one items, big and small,
which make the difference between a happy
ivad of passengers and ones who, in the
sheer boredom of smooth and comfortable
travel, tend to overlook the faci that they
are being carried farther, faster and safer

. than military passengers
have ever been
moved before.
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Owr e¢ngineer and signaller are both
Master Aircrew and between them they
have logged over 10,000 hours, 2,000 of
them in Comets. Mention the romance of
travel to them and, il you are not dismissed
as a mental ¢ase, as likely as not you'll be
wreated to a dissertation on the relative
merits of Tiger Beer and Keo Brandy or the
pres and cons of night life in Hong Kong
with the more prosaic pleasures of Saturday
night in the local at home. Route flving to
them is ajl of a piece. The problems vary
but the pattern is the same. They will
grumble when trying to unfreeze a galley
water pipe in the bitter night of a Canadian
winter, and grumble even more when
tracing some obscure radio snag in the
sizzling heat of Aden, but neither would
change places for any other job in the
Service.

Our navigator is probably as hard
worked as any one in the crew. When you
are travelling at 500 mph, six or seven miles
up and on a leg which may include 1,000
niles of ocean, vou cannot afford 1o let
minutes slip by gazing at the scenery or the
clouds. The Comet can carry over 20 tons of
fuel and it can swallow this at a prodigious
rate. In the old days a pilot could well lock
after his own fuei/distance problem and fly
the aircraft as well but with the jet, the sums
get s complicated that the navigator has a
large share in fuel management as well as
the navigation of the aircraft. In many ways,
however, jet navigation is easier than in a
stower aircraft flying low down. Except for
the effect of jet streams, there is surprisingly
little variation in leg times round the year
and, as much of the navigation is monitored
on radio beacons, tremendous benefits
accrue from flving at jet cruising levels.

Our co-pilot is probably the least envied
and the most frustrated man in the crew.
He is, in effect, serving his apprenticeship
and in due course will be promoted to
Captain. Untl a year ago he was flying
Hunters, but since then has fearned that
there is more 1o flying than a fast break and
racking turn. It took him some time ¢
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adpust himself (o what was, for him, a new
kind of fiying, but now he enjoys it and is
impatient for the day when he wiil have a
crew of his own, Meantime, he is busy
enough. On route, he flies leg and leg about
with the Captain, and of course, they relieve
ecach other on the flightdeck. When not
actuaily flving the aircraft, he has a mass of
paperwork to see 10 and more often than
not operates the R /T as well. To anyone not
used to Alrways flving this may sound
simple  enough, but anyone who has
fistened in 1o the R/T involved in a com-
plicated traffic pattern ino one of the
world's busier airports, will readily appreci-
ate 1that it is not so.

Mamfe to Kano by Twin Pioneer

Our Capuain has been Aying now for
nearly twenty years and graduated to the
Comet via a fong line of heavy aircraft
starting with the Lancaster bomber of
World War II. He is apt to be somewhat
impatient with folk who still regard the
heavy jet as something impossibly difficult
to fiy and gets even more irritated with those
who declare that it's all too easy ! As always,
the truth lies somewhere in between. As an
aeroplang, it is easy and safe to handle but
the efficient operation of it over the air
routes of the world requires much pains-
taking study in the classroom and a fund
of practical experience on which 10 draw, if
safe decisions are 1o be made on the multi-
tude of tacticat problems that crop up.

As a crew, we are but one of many, but
once we have been detailed for a particular
flight, it becomes virtually a sclf-contained
unit under a detachment commander, our
Captam, To him falls the responsibility for
supervising us, our work and the operation
of the aeroplane for the whole time we are
away, which can be anything up to a
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month at a time. More often than not the
hardest part of rouie flying is not the flying
itself but the co-ordination of ail the ground
activities that must be completed both
before and after flight, On average, most
crews go through a three-hour routine
before take-off, and then fly a couple of four
of five-hour legs with a one and a half-hour
fag stop in between; and end the day with a
two-hour run-down period ar the night stop
staging post. In such a day’s work a crow
will either lose or gain about four hours

clock time, and after three or four days of

this, the individual crew member's bodity
functions are entirely out of step with local
time. If the route is then flown in reverse.
by the time we get back to Lyneham, our
stomachs are either prepared to accept any
food in any order at any time or have given
up entirely and refuse to function at atl. in
the Comet, the mdivisidility of speed,
distance and time is a practical phenomenon
and not a mathematical abstraction!
Quite the most satisfying aspect of our
work is the part we play in the Acromedical
Service, A man can fall desperately ill in the
most remote corner of the territories
garrisoned by British Forces and be, within
hoars, under expert care in the most modern
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und  fully cquipped  hospital. Truansport
Command and the Overseas Comminds
deploy, between them, all those elements of
Air Power which make these mercy opera-
tions possible. From the ubiguitous heli-
copter and light aircraft in the forward
areas, through a variety of medium range
transports  operating - within - overseas
theatres, to the long-range strategic trans-
ports operating from the United Kingdom.
All these forces are immediately and con-
stantly available for the swift transport of
the sick, together with trained teams of
nursing sisters and medical orderlies to
wittch over them in transit. The sketches
illustrate a typical but routine Casevac
aperittion, Private "X (No, §287651), @
i%rmsh r\uny drwu I'c|§ sgrmusly |I§ s0me-

The hardest part of route flying

where m o the British Cameraons, was flown
from Mamfe to Kano in Migeria by Twin
Pioncer and there transferred into our
hands. Five hours fater be was under the
vital specialist care and auention that was
not available in that out of the way corner
of Africa,

On return to base, we are normaily
allowed a stand-down for three days, partly
to compensate for missed weekends and
partly to catch up on sleep. Though our
families ure normally glad enough to sec us.
‘route grant” usually means overtinme for vur
tong-suffering  wives with the washing

machine to get us ready for our next spell
of living out of 2 suilcase.
After stand-down there (s much routine

work Lo go through at base and rght a the
tep of the Hstis training in adl its forms. No
maatter how much fiying we do on route,
ciach month we must iy a regular schedule
of exercises, designed to keep us on the top
line and to mprove on our all round pro-
ficiency as a crew team. It is no exaggeration
to say that the Command Salety record
stems directly from this insistence on train-
ing and stringent regard for its value.
However, we have a shorter term aim in
view. If, a3 a crew, we ¢an practise. learn
and study hard. we will soon be able o
qualify as competent to fly ViPs and so
begin to participate in this field of the
Squadren activites. Though such work is
onerous, and at times rather worrying,
there are compensations to be had. How.
ever, this is not for us yet. Finally, and
though an outsider might find it hard to
understand, the strange thing about route
flying 15 that though we are abways glad to
get back to base, after a few days we begin
to get the urge to be off again! It doesn't
really matter much where to, but if it should
turn out to be soumewhere where the food s
good and sun warm. so much the better
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