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Air Traffic Control 
Dictated at Heston in 1976. 

People sometimes say that they wished that they knew a little more about the past of the Civil Aviation 
Air Traffic Control organisation, how it developed and how it came to its present state of the art. This 
is really rather difficult to delve deeply into the past because the speaker was born in 1918 and the 
start of commercial aviation is recorded as being in 1919! Can't say that I really had a great deal of 
interest in it at that particular time. However, if anybody really wants to listen to this little lot, I will try 
and do it in the order of, well, in chronological order, and if it becomes a little bit personal in places 
then I must ask anybody who listens to forgive me because I think it is about the only way one can set 
about doing it. 

So having just said that in 1919 a start was made in commercial aviation, I think you will find it was 
done on a Croydon to Le Bourget/Paris route and it was as long ago as 1922 that people realised that 
some form of anti-collision service was going to be necessary. And it was in fact, I believe, although I 
was only, what, four years old then, I believe it was started on the London/Paris route where, as all 
people who have any knowledge of radio at all, will appreciate that communications were very, very 
poor indeed and of course at that time in history Frenchmen didn't speak English and Englishmen 
didn't speak French! So one can imagine the confusion or otherwise that was emanating at that time on 
medium frequency radio telephony. About the only other useful thing that I can find out at about that 
time in history was that the metric system was used and aircraft were spaced 300 metres apart ie. 1000 
feet. 

Now two of the important events occurred in about July 1935 because that was when I started work in 
Civil Aviation and I was fortunate enough to get a job with the Marconi company in aircraft radio even 
though I had just spent the previous year or so training to be a radio operator to go to sea. However, 
they took me on and I got my Air Operators Licence and needless to say thought that I was a hell of a 
lad at that time, aged 17. So the second time that I ever got inside an aeroplane to fly was to assist in 
taking newspapers to Paris taking off from Croydon in wild, wet and filthy weather at 4.30 in the 
morning. Didn't think much of it especially when the aircraft burst a tyre on take-off and we made a 
most peculiar landing at Paris. I very nearly packed up flying and thought it was a silly thing to carry 
on with. However, pounds, shillings and pence in one's pocket were much, much more essential then 
than it is now or equally so and if my memory is correct I got the enormous sum for the first 6 months 
of 22s 6d per week. 

Early in 1936, having served my six month apprenticeship, during which I proved my ability in being 
able to operate a radio set in the air and being able to maintain the radio sets of that era on a routine 

daily basis, I was moved to Liverpool and history will show that I have had at least 43 moves, each of 
three months or more, where I have unpacked my suitcases and contributed something towards the 

Civil Aviation sphere plus, which we will come back to later on no doubt, something approaching five 
years with a uniform on during and immediately after the war. Two, I think, really interesting things 

occurred in 1936 as far as Air Traffic Control organisation is concerned. I don't have a copy but I saw 
one about 10 years ago of the Maybury report. In a nutshell, this said that the government would 

provide the Area Air Traffic Control Services. The government would also provide the Air Traffic 
Control Services at certain selected airfields for example at Croydon, Lympne, Manchester, Doncaster 
was one, I think, alongside the racecourse, Renfrew and so on. The non-states, as we now call them, or 
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the non-government airfields were at liberty to provide their own Air Traffic Control officers. One 
particular location where that occurred was at Liverpool airport. I know that because I was there at the 
time. 

The other important aspect of Air Traffic Control in 1936, was when the Americans started to produce 
some orderliness in the United States which was based on their radio ranges. They had previously used 
radio ranges but they did not attempt, until 1936, to provide any safety separation services. The radio 
ranges were therefore combined en route and let down facilities for a particular aerodrome so if you 
look at early maps of the airway systems in the States up to about 1946, or even later, you will always 
find that the radio range was normally located to give you a decent leg on the most suitable landing 
runway relative to prevailing winds and the usual considerations. 

The next little bit gets a bit personal again, but I think that it might be of interest. In 1938, I got one of 
those jobs from the Marconi company, who were employing me at the time, for one of the really rather 
nice and attractive jobs; very interesting. There was a little airline in Singapore, who were called 
Wearnes Air Services. Mr Wearne, I believe, developed the motor trade in Singapore in a big way and 
also the taxi service there. He branched out into the aviation world. In 1936, their chief pilot, whom 
many of you will have known, of great repute, throughout the entirety of his history and I believe of 
latter years he ended up as one of BA's senior pilots. He came over on a buying mission and he bought 
two De Haviland 86s. One was bought from Jersey Airways in Jersey and the other was bought from 
Air Works, where I happen to be sitting making this recording at the present moment at Heston. My 
duty was to fit both aeroplanes with a radio and test it, of course, and fly out in one of them to 
Singapore and to remain there for roughly three months to give experience to locally recruited radio 
operators and also to give the Marconi marine engineer a bit of practice and know-how on maintaining 
aircraft radio equipment. He, incidentally, was absolutely horrified when he saw it because he said you 
can't possibly maintain a thing that size because it is much too small! Which I suppose is 
understandable when one realises that ships' transmitters you sort of opened the main gate and walked 
inside if you wanted to change a valve. 

However, as far as I was concerned that was a very interesting period from the communications point 
of view, I think I should just mention that one frequency change only was made on the radioset and 
that was from 346 kilocycles which was Heston's frequency to 333 kilocycles and we left the 
transmitters and receivers on those for the entire duration of the flight. It was, as one can imagine, a 
very nice trip indeed for a lad of 20 years old. Not only that, at that time of my life I had a wonderful 
time. 

I came here to Heston in late 1937, I think it was, and got involved with quite a number of interesting 
things because a radio operator in those days was a scarce commodity and we could do quite a lot of 
freelance work with the small charter companies and suchlike things so progressing rather quickly the 
type of thing that was of enormous interest although some were disastrous, of course. One trip, I went 
out at the crack of dawn all the way to Liverpool not above a thousand feet on a horrible day was when 
the regrettable accident happened to the Thetis, near Liverpool. Another one that sticks in my memory, 
was the French liner called the Paris which burnt up in Cherbourg. We went over and photographed 
that. Another quite interesting one was seeing the then King and Queen setting off to make a tour of 
the United States and see the British Navy forming up off the east side of the Isle of Wight to escort 
them down the Channel, I think, possibly somewhere about Land's End where they gave up the full 
Naval escort and reduced it to probably about four ships. Such like things were all jolly good fun and 
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really only of particular interest, I think, to me so I won't bore anybody any more on that lot! Oh, the 
other thing that people might be interested in happened during 1938 and 1939. There was a 
tremendous amount of Army cooperation flying done by the small air groups of that period and people 
will, I'm sure, find it almost unbelievable when I say that in the latter stages, certainly in 1939, and in 
the late part of 1938, as many as 26 aircraft were being put up over London for searchlight practice. 
We were spaced in parallel tracks, one mile apart, and normally at 6, 8 and 10,000feet. So it meant 
that you had 3 miles lateral separation, none on the turn of course from another chap at the same 
height and the whole thing was done without any nav lights on. The searchlights didn't find us very 
often but nevertheless it's a fair number of airplanes to put up and they were.all controlled by radio 
telegraphy. We didn't have any particular RT at that time. I will come back to that in a moment. 

Just a little bit more history which will probably never get in the record books but in 1939, I became 
an air traffic control officer. I had just completed a fair old number of years to this stage. Now I think 
that if we can take 1939 as a period where a reasonable amount had already happened in the growth of 
communication and air traffic control and then see how it whizzed ahead during the wartime days and 
how various things throughout the succeeding years bore fruit. 

In 1939, we need to realise that MFRT (medium frequency radio telephony) had just been phased out, 
one hundred per cent phased out. It was used between 1935 and 1939, to my own personal knowledge, 
up north. It was used out over the Irish Sea, up and down towards Newcastle and the southern end of 
Scotland. There was a certain amount of HFWT but not extensively used for air traffic control 
purposes until you move further east and then on lots of occasions, it was used for the few companies 
that did fly a long way to communicate back with Base. So the main band of communications in 1939 
over this country and the whole of the continent was on medium frequencies radio telegraphy. So you 
could sit here quite easily and hear Paris, Brussels, Amsterdam, Frankfurt, Berlin, Zurich you name it, 
you could hear it all operating on virtually the same basic frequency of 333 kilocycles  and they were all 
spaced between a few cycles up and down either side of it. There was a very good fixing service even 
though not quite as swift as the modern stuff as one knows it, but the basic fix in southeast England 
was obtained from Croydon, Lympne and Pulham. 

Two other interesting things, which came about in that era was what was called the Lorenz beam. 
This was used and developed by the Lorenz company in Germany and needless to say was quickly 
dropped as soon as the war came along. The other reason that it became the SBA (Standard Beam 
Approach) was really rather more accidental. I think it is truer to say that the Standard Telephone 
Company acquired the UK rights from the Lorenz company so it was known as the SBA. Also at that 
time, there were two aeroplanes, called Scilla and Syrinx, which were the land plane versions of the 
four engined flying boats which were flown by Imperial Airways. These two aeroplanes were fitted 
with some very special top secret equipment which turned out to be the pipsqueak and DF equipment 
that was used by the RAF and these aeroplanes flew to Brussels. Fear of death, God and all the rest of 
it, meant that they were not allowed to fly beyond Brussels into Germany at any time. I believe that on 
one occasion they did and all panic was set loose. 

As older people will know anyway, the pipsqueak was an automatic transmission from the fighter 
aircraft and the transmission was there for fifteen seconds so you could have 4 different flights all on 
the same frequency provided that they pipped in at the right time and then the HFDF stations on the 
ground would take bearings on them so that they knew exactly where they were and then they would 
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transfer the positions to the operations room plotting tables at Fighter Command. That was, the war in 
the air was going to be won. Fortunately, VHF came along a bit later on and made communication 
from air to ground and ground to air a sensible means of communication. 

The other thing, too, that needs to be said about this period of time was that there was a thing called 
ICAN ( the International Commission for Aerial Navigation) which was a European sponsored thing 
which subsequently in 1945 or thereabouts, became ICAO which was provisionally PICAO to begin 
with and then ICAO later on. So, there were certain things there where agreements were made with the 
continent because we were closely tied to them all the flights were making across water to Paris, 
Brussels, Amsterdam and beyond. That was where the aviation interests lay. So all communication 
was done by the Q code. The Q code had been borrowed from the mariners but on the aviation side we 
did in actual fact need an awful lot more abbreviations and more quick questions and answers. So the 
aeronautical Q code was based on French. If you knew your French, which most of us of course didn't, 
then the Q code became reasonably self-evident and it overcame the language barrier so 
communications were reasonably good and reasonably swift. 

The other thing of interest at that stage was the River Thames was used as the dividing line of the 
country between what we might call British Thousand Feet, back to the Thousand Feet business and 
non-metric was north of the Thames but the moment you moved south of the Thames, everything went 
metric. I think one has to realise, too, that whereas now flights radiate from London to the west in 
those days they were virtually non-existant because there were no trans-Atlantic flights other than the 
start of flying boats, which were based at Southampton, Poole, Shannon and that sort of thing. So the 
radiation of the aeroplanes that were providing flights were of course really as they are now, that is 
they headed up to Birmingham, Manchester, Belfast and Renfrew. I don't think that Edinburgh was 
very much on the map at that particular time and then they radiated in the south and southeast to 
Amsterdam, Brussels, Paris and the Channel Islands, which is of course where the airlines run now. So 
we haven't really altered that very much. We have only put more airplanes and faster planes on the 
routes. Certainly we didn't have quite the number of aeroplanes in the fleets as we have now but in 
some little notes made a long while ago there was one period, a daily period in Liverpool where we 
had six arrivals in ten minutes. Later on, all six planes wanted to go out in the same ten minutes! So 
we did have our little flurries! 

The other thing I forgot to mention was the Standard Beam Approach. It is also of interest, I think, to 
know that Liverpool had a Medium Frequency Beam Approach system. The transmitter was down near 
the river for those who are familiar with Liverpool and it also had two marker beacons. It was left and 
right of the on course signal when you came in was the usual combination of the overlap of A's and 
N's to give you a steady tone down the middle. 

A really good advance of communications in 1940 was when VHFRT became a reality. Four channel 
sets and maybe we will come back to that later on. Northolt, after the war, which was then the busiest 
place and some pretty phenomenal movements were put up in the course of 24 hours there. We were 
still playing around with four channel sets. Things have moved on a bit now with 360 channels as the 
norm! So right, 1940 VHFRT came into the picture as also did radar. But I think the interesting thing 
here is that whereas radar has, and still is, given an enormous amount of credit as the be all and end all 
on air traffic control, to me it is a great shame that no credit anywhere appears to have been given to 
the people who developed and produced VHF. 
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A while back, I had the pleasure of showing round some of the gentlemen from the Aeronautical 
Society the old southern air traffic control centre and I was talking to this about one of the visitors over 
lunch and he said to me " I suppose you too say that radar is the best thing that ever happened to air 
traffic control" to which I replied "No, I didn't" and he said "Good heavens, you're the first person 
who has ever said that! Which do you think is more important?" So I said "VHFRT, of course because 
if you can't talk, you can't use your radar" and he turned round and said "That's what I have been 
saying to Watson Watt for 20 years." So I then asked him if he could tell me a bit of the background 
history of VHFRT where it was developed and where should credit go for it. He drew himself up and 
threw his chest out as far as he could, and I might add that he was a little man, it is probably safe to say 
so now because I have little doubt that he has gone to another world, and he said that he had the 
honour of being the head of the department which developed it at Farnborough. So there you are, late 
credit for something that is, I think, of the greatest value in the whole of the development and use and 
control of aeroplanes. 

So as far as VHF was concerned the fighters of course, the hurricanes and spitfires in particular, were 
fitted with VHFRT in a really mad panic followed hot foot by the aircraft that were put on the night 
fighter side of the act. Initially, I think  that they used Defiants, I know that they trained on them at a 
later stage, Beaufighters and Mosquitos. At the same time, the VHF fixer service came into being and 
was also extremely useful for direction finding, homing and landing of aircraft which came in rather 
more when flying controls, as it was called, started to become useful in the RAF. So Fighter Command 
was the first to get its VHF and Coastal Command and Bomber Command had to soldier on for a very 
long time on HFRT on 64/40 kilocycles and 21/10 kilocycles in the Coastal Command group. 

In 1941, I put a uniform on and as people seem to think that I knew something about Air Traffic 
Control I had the astonishing business of being told as an Acting Pilot Officer to report for my very 
first time anywhere, anyplace to Bentley Priory and I have never seen so many broad rings on arms and 
all the rest of it! I went there and reported and precisely one chap spoke to me all day. A nice greeting 
to get into something that is going to be important. So even though I am six foot tall, I felt a bit small 
that particular day. However, that feeling didn't last long and I moved off to Valley, in the days that 
Valley didn't have any grass at all. It was just sand and one went to bed  in sand! I didn't stay there 
very long before I got involved in my first batch of instructing and I assisted in instructing on four 
courses in Fighter Command before I got moved onto a really intensely interesting and enjoyable 
station, from the flying control point of view at East Fortune, North Berwick, in Scotland. This was, I 
think, the third night fighter training unit to be set up. I think Church Fenton had the honour of being 
the first one, one in Hertfordshire whose name escapes me for the moment was the second and East 
Fortune was the third. We were greatly honoured because, I think I'm right in saying, we were the first 
training station with full VHFRT. I can assure you that I made the most of it. It was an intensely 
interesting year in the days when one could get things done. One didn't have massive committees, all 
spreading it out as long as they could and failing to get anything done because either Christmas was 
coming or spring was coming or summer was coming or it was too late to put it in before the winter 
and then we would start all over again as has been happening in the last twenty years. I mustn't be too 
cynical but that is the way one looks back, I think, at one's early career lifetime. 

Just very quickly, things that happened at that particular unit where I was stationed for 10 months only. 
During that time, two runways were extended, one DREM lighting system was in the process of being 
installed, the whole of the Mark 2 system and the contact strip lighting was installed and the entire 
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aerodrome was camouflaged. I had the honour of, I think, probably the first glasshouse control tower 
on the roof of the standard type RAF control tower because the OTU Operations Room got there first 
when they moved into the building that we should have been in. Didn't matter, as we got a much better 
one by going on the roof! 

The station went over from mobile transmitters and receivers on VHF  to proper station ones and so on 
and so forth. Movement rates was somewhere I learned a tremendous amount about timing movement 
rates, the numbers that you could do in a mixed environment. Our mixtures there were Masters, 
Defiants, Oxfords, Blenheims and later switched round to Blenheims and Mark 2 Beaufighters, with 
the Rolls Royce engine. A frightening beast which had a notorious habit of swinging to the left and 
frightening people. However, we were very proud, and I think quite rightly, of our record there. We 
succeeded in moving quite regularly, without any exaggeration, up to 32 an hour an night and we gave 
a completely free runway, with nothing else on it from end to end, for each movement. In other words, 
we were doing what we were taught to do by ICAO and sundry other people. As a personal 
achievement, I did succeed on one morning duty in shifting 160 movements in four hours. I wasn't 
even allowed to go for a pee or for the usual tea either! That was achieved by very good discipline all 
the way round and close co-operation between Air Traffic Control, the instructors and the pupils. In 
those days, one only had a maximum of four Officers, whether you were working for four hours a day 
or twenty four hours a day. 

The other bit that might be of interest in the wartime era is to just mention briefly the instructing side 
of Air Traffic Control. I mentioned earlier that I had instructed on four courses with the Fighter 
Command Group before going on to East Fortune and from there I got landed back right into the 
training era where the three separate schools ie. Fighter Command, Bomber Command and Coastal 
schools. It was decided that they should all be amalgamated under the then Chief Instructor, who was 
well-known to most people in the Air Traffic Control organisation, Mr Kirk Smith as he is now. He 
was then Wing Commander Kirk Smith We met at Bridgnorth. He had previously been at Watchfield. 
The school was enlarged to embrace the three commands because it simply wasn't big enough. There 
weren't enough buildings or classrooms, billets to sleep in and all the rest of it. So he moved his 
school, which was the Bomber Command school, from Watchfield to Bridgnorth, and was joined by 
all these other people. So, when it was built up and ticking along fairly well, we moved back again to 
Watchfield where they had built some more huts which were able to accommodate more people for 
sleeping and provide lecture rooms and so on and so forth. So if any of the modem instructors think 
that they are hard worked, boy, they should have worked in those days! 

We were running six courses simultaneously with fifty pupils on each course. Every week one course 
was going out and another course was coming in. Each course was of six weeks duration. The average 
instructor was scheduled to give ninety lectures, each of 45 minutes in just over four weeks of time. I 
will leave you to work that one out! On my arrival there I met the chief instructor and in my innocence 
I thought that my duty would be to lecture to all the various courses on fighter command aspects of air 
traffic control but not a bit of it. One lectured on every single subject to your own particular course. I 
asked if there were any lecture notes available. The chief instructor opened his drawer and pulled out 
one piece of paper which had typed on it 26 headings of suggested lectures. That was it! AP1234, as I 
think we called it, hadn't even been thought of then. It was gradually written towards the end of 1941, 
possibly 1942. So there we were, a lot of green instructors teaching a lot of green pupils but 
nevertheless, I think that we had a fair measure of success. 



From then on, I succeeded in extracting myself from there having instructed on four courses and 
moved onto Portreath, on the north coast of Cornwall, just west of Newquay. Excluding Predannack, 
it was probably the nearest airfield to Gibraltar, North Africa and all points east. So it was a very 
interesting station indeed. It was "owned" by Fighter Command who had a fighter sector operations 
room there. There were two long-range coastal fighter squadrons with Beau fighters initially and then 
changed over to mosquitos. There was also a passenger transit outfit called an Overseas Aircraft 
Dispatch Unit and it was also the last port of call for all sorts of aeroplanes ferrying to Gibraltar and 
further points east, which ranged from single seater fighters to anything you like to think of that had 
the range to get to Gibraltar and beyond. So one way and another, that was an intensely interesting 
station to work at from my point of view, in particular. 

I could probably recount a few hairy tales of that place but I don't really think it would interest too 
many people. For those who may possibly listen to this tape, we've still got one or two chaps around 
who were there at that time. Les Hilliard at LATCC who was flying Mosquitos with great, big 
enormous cannons in them with 6-pounder shells. Don Lipman was the UK chap in charge of the 
Bretigny Experimental thing which tied up with Euro-control. He was there as a squadron officer who 
consumed large quantities of bacon and eggs in the middle of the night in the air traffic control 
organisation. Although rationing was on, we were able, thanks to our contacts with local farmers 
through Q sites, to get our eggs and bacon without too much difficulty. 

Now to VE Day. When the invasion of Europe started the west coast of this country very quickly 
wound down to nothing. The war was over in a big way as far as the West Country was concerned. I 
got a bit in the doldrums there but after about four or five months I had the chance to go to Canada 
first and then America and got involved in airways courses to learn how the Americans and Canadians 
ran their airways system. They had of course kept their system going because the war wasn't in the 
same sort of category as here and commercial flying continued without any break at all. A group of us 
went off to Patricia Bay on Vancouver Island and arrived two months before expected! We joined in 
with the Canadian Air Traffic Control course and arrangements were made for us by the appropriate 
transport command group, 44 group, for the ten of us to move on down to Seattle, where we were 
joined by another ten. So there were 20 Englishmen all having a bash at an American airways course at 
Seattle, the home of the B29. I believe we all managed to pass and we were all given an honorary 
American tower operator's licence, not an airways licence just a tower licence. After that, we rushed 
back to Montreal because we were told that we had to be back in England smartly and we were going 
to fly home because we were needed. On arrival at Montreal, we were told that we weren't needed so 
we dispersed again and I had a very happy month back in Edmonton, getting up as far as White Horse 
on the Yukon. On VJ Day, the entire Canadian air force was grounded for 48 hours so I was able to 
celebrate the end of the war in Japan with a little bit of local hooch. It was a good trip and we came 
back and then I went on to Uxbridge and joined up with the CAC, Continental Aircraft Control. 

Finally, the war finished, as everyone knows and in 1946, there was an effort made to restart civil 
aviation with a modicum of an anti-collision service. If my memory is right, there were only 26 of us 
who were around then in 1946, who had in any way been connected with civil air traffic control in 
1939 before the war kicked off. Now we have got 1400 and something or another, reducing gradually 
at the present moment in history. 
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In 1946, certainly the London area was the area that I was particularly familiar with at that time, then 
later a fair amount back in Scotland and at a later stage took in the intervening path based upon 
Manchester and Preston. However, in the meantime, in 1946, the first control zone was, I think, the 
Metropolitan control zone based upon London. This was supported by the area scheme which I 
suppose really was very similar to the Maybury recommendations of 1936 and it was based on wireless 
telegraphy. Here I think, people who listen to this tape, if anybody ever does should realise that VHF 
was supplied for airfields only. The even more important thing to remember is that with one or two 
very small exceptions, no aircraft had more than four channel sets. 

In the London area, Heathrow was being built as a very long-range bomber or transport command field 
under the aegis (or auspice) of the RAF. Northolt was another airfield and used initially, much more 
extensively than Heathrow simply and solely because it was finished and had buildings and sundry 
other things. Believe or not, there was a peculiar initial plan for no fewer than 36 civil airfields all to 
be run by the ministry of whatever it happened to be at that time. 

In 1947, due to the foresight of a father of one of our well-known controllers, recently retired, who had 
had an association with GCA Trucks during the war and he was aware that approximately 18 of them 
were in this country having come over from the States on the lease-lend scheme that was in force in 
those days. In very short order, it was decided that places like Liverpool, Prestwick, Northolt, 
Heathrow, Manchester and Nuns Corner were all scheduled to have GCA. Initially, we were trained at 
Watton under the jurisdiction of the RAF and some other controllers who were instructors in those 
days are still with us. I can think of one at Heathrow and another at West Drayton, who came to us 
after they took their uniforms off and since then, I think they probably enjoyed life on our side of the 
fence. 

I think one should realise that at that time in history, we had enormous delays in landing aircraft in 
poor weather. We weren't the only ones. The USA had equally long delays and if anything, worse, 
because places like New York had many more airplanes. We had a piece of radar for the first time and 
the biggest and greatest problem of all was to get our own people and our own pilots interested in it. 

'Basically, controllers and pilots seem to be completely anti anything new! However, we managed to 
prove quite conclusively that with the radar there was no need to hold any longer at Northolt, which 
was the busy station. In its heyday, Northolt was considerably busier than Gatwick yet is, or 
Manchester or Abbotsinch. 

As far as the southern half of England is concerned, Heathrow was launched as the first operational 
GCA, albeit not terribly busy. The second one was opened at Northolt and I think  that this is an 
opportunity for me to really praise, in the nicest possible way, all the directors who were involved in 
the Northolt GCA truck. I was a talk-down controller but nevertheless I was the chap who opened his 
big wide trap and said that holding was unnecessary and we succeeded in proving it. When I say, we, 
once again the directors were the chaps who really did the hard work. The talk-down controllers had a 
dead easy task, we just did the talk-down when they had finished and I think just a little bit here for the 
benefit of anyone listening to this tape, they need to realise that the directors are working on a radar 
which had a total range of 26 nautical miles, a top cover of ronghly 5 - 6,000 feet, a fairly fast scan 
rate, which was certainly something in its favour. It had no MTI, it was on 10cm so it was subject to 
plenty of rain clutter and at Northolt it sat close to the runway, as all GCA trucks did, in effect below 
the two large hangars to the north of it. Any aircraft downwind on the northern side to come in and 
land on zero 6 were identified, then they disappeared behind one hanger. Identification was confirmed 
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when it went through the little V-shaped gap between the two hangers, then it was lost again before 
being picked up on the other side. 

In those days, airplanes had only 4 channel VHF sets, so imagine trying to run an airfield as busy as 
Gatwick on a total of 4 channel sets with another airport nearby using at least one of the frequencies 
available. Quite a problem. Success at Northolt was achieved by doing all the directing on the 
approach frequency, all the talk-downs on the tower frequency and all the ground movement, taxi-ing 
and initial outbound clearances, on the HF  frequency. It worked!! 

Around 1948 - 49, we had at London airport the 10cm MEW (Microwave Early Warning ) radar. That 
was located where the old Southern Centre building was, but not at that particular time. I am told on 
reliable authority from the Director General of Telecommunications that the siting was very critical 
because the Blue Diamond garage across the Bath Road was the only place for miles around where 
you could get T and P! It was also a very good radar site. I believe that there is one radar site in its 
vicinity to this day. The object of introducing this radar was to learn what we could about it and we did 
learn quite a lot. Its greatest use came in at a slightly later stage when we introduced the airways 
system. So there we were having made a beginning by licking the landing problem and we were 
beginning to introduce radar to the area scheme of things and eventually to the airways system itself. 

In development at the same time was a thing called Climax. This is now known as the VHF multi-
carrier scheme and was extremely successfully. The principles of it, which any TELS chap will explain 
to you much better than I can, are still utilised and give a darn good coverage. 

Most of the period 1948 - 49 was taken up by airways planning, implementation and training. When 
one thinks about the amount of training that went on for Mediator and the implementation of 
Mediator, one must remember that quite a lot of the implementation was already there and in being. 
Airways planning, apart from the odd exceptional radio range, there were no facilities at all. So some 
chaps up in headquarters did an excellent task in planning implementation and training of the airway 
system in very short order indeed and much, much quicker than we do things nowadays! 

In 1950, Airways Control started at Uxbridge initially with Green One out to Shannon. Here again, this 
is an example of a time in history where we led the world in a very big way indeed. Thanks to the 
success of the Climax VHF frequency system multi-carrier, we with our airway system commenced 
with VHF from the word go and we were undoubtedly the absolute envy of any of our friends in the 
United States, who had virtually no VHF at all within their airway system. In fact many them were still 
pressing telephones and calling a range station and getting their messages passed to aeroplanes via the 
communicators at range stations. We therefore kicked off to a magnificent start as at least we could 
talk to the pilots. 

The Green One therefore started the airway system and was fairly quickly followed by the rest of 
Southern England, extended towards Preston and then onto Scottish based upon radio ranges, non-
directional beacons and fan markers. VOR was on the horizon and in about 1951, it was agreed that 
VOR would become the standard radio navigation aid for the parties contributing to ICAO. This 
was a pity because it took hundreds of thousands of VORs to do it whereas it could have been done 
almost as well with many other hyperbolic systems which have been used and in force at various times 
ranging from GEE to Decca to radio web to this that and the other. 

11_ 
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According to my memory, back in 1946 the first bit of radar that we had was something, I think, called 
an ACR3X. This was a small radar with VHFDF superimposed by mirrors which was tried out for a 
short while at Heathrow. It wasn't very successful so disappeared. In those days, civil people were not 
allowed to go it alone on anything at all. The first continuing radar project that was placed upon the 
Ministry of Supply was the ACR6 and the PAR. Believe it or not, these were to have been air 
transportable and this is why the Beverley was built. With its capacious fuselage, a mobile beast of 
enormous dimensions including a scanner of ACR6 size was easily accommodated. The initial order 
was something of the order of 60 for the RAF, 40 for the Royal Navy and our bid was about 18. The 
ACR6 is still in use to this day. It is interesting to note that the Royal Navy pulled out of the project 
completely followed at a later stage by the RAF leaving us holding the baby. It worked! We had a 
prototype ACR6 which was installed in the new London tower, which opened in April 1955. It has 
been a reasonably satisfactory radar; it was the best going at that time in history. There wasn't a better 
one so we used it and still use and it still gives a reasonable service. 

The PAR story wasn't quite so good. Again the Royal Navy and the RAF pulled out of the programme 
so once again we were left holding the baby! This was extensively tested. An operations officer 
developed the process of photographing aircraft in flight and measuring its precise accuracy in relation 
to the accuracy of the equipment. I am one of the few chaps that can boast that he did walk from one 
end to the other end of the Boscombe Down runway because that is where we carried out some of the 
overall PAR trials. The PAR from the controllers point of view was not quite so nice as the linear 
display that we were accustomed to on the GCA trucks, which we had imported from America as a 
result of lease-lend. However, on sheer accuracy for approach success point of view it was a little bit 
better and we quickly got used to using it and history records that modified versions of that are still in 
use today and people quite like it. However, as a maintenance commitment from the TELS points of 
view it was simply not on. Even I as a controller knew it wasn't on as it was an impossible beast to 
maintain to the standards and length of time that we required. So there is the approximate ACR6/Par 
story for you. 

Switching now to the radar application to airways, the MEW, which had a potential range of 
approximately 120 miles, up to about 12,000 feet or thereabouts, was applied to the airway system in 
the London area. It was applied to move the traffic faster and more smoothly. At no time, did we make 
idle pretence that it gave a phenomenal safety factor. Obviously, if you are moving the traffic faster 
then it wasn't going to be in the air so long and it was indirectly safer. But we never tried to introduce 
radar on the basis that we could do it on an ad hoc process which, regrettably to me, has crept on, on 
and on, throughout the application of radar by others. Notably, the most peculiar application we have 
in the upper air space where we had half of it and we planned the other half. Other examples we have 
of my personal view of the poor manner in which we tried to apply radar is in the lower level air space. 
For example, just to the north-east of the London control zone at the present time in history. We seem 
to have fewer air misses in that area when we did not try to use radar to resolve them. However, that it 
is a beef of mine which I failed to put right in my time and I only hope that my successors will make 
the thing more accurate as time rolls by. 

Now, going back to where I was a moment ago, the airway system was producing a certain number of 
delays because the outbound delays were excessive. The MEW, which had no MTI, showed all the 
heavy clutter all the way round London airport, which was the busiest aerodrome in the country and 
we could not use the MEW for radar separation purposes anywhere within 15 miles in the Woodley 
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direction and 20 miles in the Dunsfold direction. Dunsfold has always taken something like 23% of all 
departing traffic, we used to get huge delays there and one must remember here that Northolt was 
offering as much traffic as London airport down in that direction. However, we always clutch at straws 
as most people know in the air traffic control organisation, particularly during its development period, 
and there was a discarded piece of equipment lying around the country, which again, our thanks go to 
the present Director General of TELS. He was able to acquire a Type 11. This was a wartime mobile 
equipment on 50 centimetres which was given a fortnight's trial and it successfully saw all aircraft as 
they were within one mile/one minute of take off at Northolt and everything at London Airport taking 
off was seen. It was applied operationally and promptly and immediately was filling the gap between 
the ground and the distance factor out to the 15 miles direction in Woodley and the 20 miles direction 
in Dunsfold. In very short order indeed, excessive outbound delays were cut virtually to nothing. So 
here we were situated in the busiest part of the country where the landing delays had been licked and 

 now the outbound delays had been licked. 

The other thing that needs to be appreciated is the fact that there was no money in any kitty to progress 
the 50 cm radar type 11 and it was the Marconi company who developed what was known as the 232. 
Private venture radar based upon their previous knowledge, experience and production of the type 11. 
They then went one stage further and produced the next version, which was basically a 232 transmitter 
receiver with a 264 type aerial. Frequently known as a 264H and I think was one of the most 
successful ones was later installed at Manchester airport. From that early work, it is fair to say of the 
much maligned planners, of which I was one, was produced the 50cm plan to cover the United 
Kingdom with radar. Some of it is now working quite nicely. St Anne's in particular is an excellent 
example of a 264 radar. Many people have said why on earth did we go for 50 cm? It was because it 
had MTI fades and blind velocity fades etc. The first reason we went for it was that the initial type 11 
was available and techniques and certain components etc were available on 50 cm. People said at the 
time and since, why didn't we go for 23 cm? The simple answer was that there was no work 
whatsoever being done in Europe or the United Kingdom on the 23 cm. So there was a choice of 50 
cm or 10 cm. I think that the right choice was made. 

Referring back to the ACR6PAR story, from the aerodrome point of view, the original plans were to 
duplicate the ACR6 so that all important fields had a standby. This was modified to a policy which 
was partly introduced to various places to one ACR6 and one 232, acting as one standby to the other. 
This was done because a 232 was roughly half the price of an ACR6 which again, as history has 
shown, was not too bad a choice considering it was made twenty plus years ago now. On the Area side 
again, people have said to me many times why didn't we go for high-powered 10 cm radar? For 
example, a type 80. I can sum up in one sentence, it was simply and solely because one type 80 cost 
more money than the total civil vote for all technical services. 

From 1951 to 1952, there was a gradual further application of radars to airways. The difficulty here 
was that justification for the expense had to be made to the Treasury. It is interesting to note that the 
Royal Navy, who did a lot more flying then than they do now, were going to reactivate Abbotsinch and 
Stretton which we later called Antrobus. They were going to install radar at these two airfields so that 
they could use direct radar control for their aeroplanes inside the Manchester control zone and the 
Renfrew control zone, as it was then. They approached us asking if we would like to use their radars 
and we answered in the affirmative as anything we can get for nothing then we are more than happy to 
use! We couldn't justify using radar at that time because there were no delays to arrivals or departures 
out of Renfrew and Manchester to give Headquarters any useful ammunition to reinforce any case to 
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the Treasury for the use of radars. So at least we got those for nothing! Stretton/Antrobus, in the north 
of England, had the first piece of radar in that part of the world other than the GCA trucks. As far as 
Renfrew/Abbotsinch was concerned, Renfrew had been tested out for GCA trucks but was totally 
unusable in the PAR vein owing to the King George V docks and hammer-headed cranes at one end of 
the aerodrome and the tram lines running across Paisley to Renfrew at the other end of the runway. As 
far as Abbotsinch was concerned, the radar that the Navy were going to use there did not in actual fact 
come out of the packing cases. One famous officer, who was IC radar at Abbotsinch, he never got over 
that at all! 

A 
Earlier, I mentioned that VOR  was on the horizon, roundabout 1951/2. About this period, ICAO voted 
for the VOR to be the standard navigational aid until 1975, a year ago. The UK agreed only by virtue 
of being outvoted from its desire for an area navigation system. Initially, the UK was only prepared to 
put in sufficient VORs to meet its international obligations in this particular respect. That was how we 
kicked it off. We did not put *expensive VORs all over the place were there wasn't a trunk route or a 
really well-used airway. We had then, and note that at that time we based our first system on radio 
ranges, NDBs and fan markers. I forget how many ranges we had, but we were getting by with 33 non-
directional beacons at that time and 13 fan markers. Planning group in Headquarters, which wasn't a 
very big group then with only one small deputy directorate, and look at it now, did some work to 
decide how many VORs would be required to provide cover in Europe down to 5000 feet covering the 
leading airways over Europe. Believe it or not, and I have not counted them to see how many we have 
got now, but that day it was calculated that no fewer than 180 VORs were required in Europe to 
provide coverage from 5000 feet upwards if any lateral separation at all was to be allowed. 

Other problems are site acquisition for any en route aid out in the sticks, costs and the very difficult 
and high cost of roadways for access, power supplies and that sort of thing, work services and so on 
and so forth. It all does become very, very expensive as we are beginning to realise more in 1976 with 
a little bit of budgetry control. 

From 1962  - 1969, a number of things happened over this period of time. There were gradual changes 
to the airways system; little things called Red Three, Blue Twenty nine, Amber Twenty five, the 
Amber Twenty one and two extensions all came in during this period. Biggin Hill was closed, as was 
West Mailing and the Manchester TMA, which I wasn't so familiar with then but I was after 1969 or 
thereabouts when I went up there. It has since undergone at least two changes and it has got an 
enormous advantage for all practical purposes over the London area which hasn't been appreciated as 
a general rule and that is that it's holding patterns were clear of its airways layout, particularly related 
to Barton and Congleton when that came in. 

Another introduction throughout this period firstly in the London area, secondly extending to 
Manchester and virtually to Scotland, nowadays, are standard instrument departures. All scoffed at it 
when it started but has finished up very successfully. In the same period, many changes to the upper air 
space there have been at least three rationalisations of the route structure to the Atlantic Ocean which 
has paid off. That was triggered off by Preston who suffered a major cross-over problem in the 
overloadings on particular routes before that was put right or improved upon. Other things which were 
considered at various times: there was a lot of equipment progression improvement during this period, 
Doppler and inertia navigation, pictorial display, omni track, decca, VOR, DME etc. and now more 
than ever area navigation seems to be getting back. Whether you can have more multiplicity of 
satisfactory tracks with the navigation being kept in the cockpit within an overall radar watch remains 
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to be seen. I personally hope that we shall get aeroplanes back onto proper route structure so that the 
military side of aviation can have play areas which are segregated from the civil aircraft. 

The register of civil aircraft/fixed wing aircraft has about 3500 airplanes. The fixed wing side of the 
military runs out at about 1900 fixed wing aeroplanes of all types. A complete change of the ratio in 
earlier years. I would very much like to see a serious attempt being made by the military to do more 
planning and injection of flights in a planned organisation in the way that we have developed and then 
apply radar to it as necessary and not play around with everybody yacking at everybody else and trying 
to ad hoc the whole thing I haven't failed to make that side of things a good deal safer. In my time, I 
tried hard for example to get St Anne's to do a proper job of work, which is a much superior radar to 
that which we had to rely on in the North of England 10cm, rain, underneath the airway, 40 mile nulls 
on the overheads and the rest of it, you name it we put up with it. 

Let me switch around a bit to other topics. Firstly, aerodromes in the London area and the main 
changes that have taken place. I touched early on about London airport, it started life as a standard 
type 3 runway layout. The military always had one runway somewhere within about 30 degrees of 
whatever way the wind happened to be blowing. Around it they were going to have the usual perimeter 
track to quite rightly disperse their aeroplanes. The more they were dispersed in wartime planning, 
obviously the safer it was. From a commercial point of view, the worst possible thing we could have 
was to have aircraft scattered all over the aerodrome! So, the London Airport Planning Committee was 
formed which imposed another triangle upon the existing triangle. It was planned to put the terminal 
area in the middle where it now is. The important thing to appreciate is that the planners were 
planning a further three runways to the north of the Bath Road in the area which is currently occupied 
by the M4 motorway. The general idea being, and they were pretty good paper exercises thought up by 
gentlemen who really had no conception how aeroplanes were controlled because they were talking 
quite seriously in terms of 180 movements an hour for London airport. Whilst London Heathrow was 
developing, Northolt was soldiering on and it was a busy place. Then, sometimes things go ahead of 
schedule so it is interesting to note that Northolt did in fact close and move across to Heathrow one 
year ahead of the first intended date. 

In 1951, a decision was taken to go ahead with a new centre to be known as the Southern Centre Air 
Traffic Control Centre. This was to move the then airways procedural system from Uxbridge to join 
the radar at London Airport and was planned to open in April 1955. Roughly a four year plan from 
start to finish. At the same time, the London Tower was developing and growing and was also planned 
for April 1955. The Centre opened on April 1st and the Tower some two weeks later; both were 
improvements on what had gone before. 

London Tower planning. 

The design of the tower, looking at the external side of it, is a most peculiar shape. The shape was 
decided by the technical people together with the architects as the shape least likely to affect the up 
and coming ILS. The original planners of the tower planned the glasshouse for a period of ten years 
only. The glasshouse portion was a temporary structure and had things gone according to plan it would 
have been removed in 1965 at the end of its ten year life. Many people have said what a bloody awful 
staircase to which I replied I am very proud to have got you that bloody awful staircase. The whole of 
the lighting system should have been installed and operated from the fourth floor of the tower together 
with a system known as ground traffic indication. The ground traffic indication/indicators 
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were coils sunk into various parts of the runway concrete on what is now known as 28Left and certain 
taxiways. They were sunk in at the junctions where the present block numbers start and finish across 
the runway system. The idea being that if an aircraft crossed one of these coils in the concrete it would 
reflect back through the wiring system to the ground traffic indicator, which was huge wall display of 
the surface of the aerodrome, and indicate that there was an aircraft in that block. Likewise, if it was a 
vehicle a different signal was fed back and a V would indicate in that particular block. A further 
refinement to this was that if any vehicle or aeroplane was in any block it automatically put a red light 
at the appropriate position behind the aeroplane or vehicle. At any one time, you could only ever have 
one aeroplane in one block and that was the general idea. Having said that the glasshouse portion was 
to have been laid four foot six lower than it now actually is ie. on top of the lift shaft. A great big hunk 
of concrete sits on top of the lift shaft and that was where the actual tower was to be. It was entirely 
due to my efforts and my grilling by the then Aerodromes Division that we got the whole thing 
changed and the lighting panel correctly placed where it ought to be under the hands of the controllers 
in the first place. That decision having been made, the enormous amount of wiring that was involved 
in it meant that there had to be false floor under the tower. A very rapid decision was taken because 
the girder work for the glasshouse itself was on the roof when the contractor was ordered to stop work 
while plans were made to make it four foot six higher. Hence the fundamental and simple why you had 
such a bloody awful staircase up the tower! The secondary reason was that we wanted to put an ACR6 
console into the tower and there had to be above the staircase a means of lifting the heavy components 
up inside on a internal crane. I think that the crane's guiderails are still in the roof of the tower. So that 
explains why there is such a difficult staircase at the top which is safer than the original one as it has 
been modified. 

Many people said that there isn't room for this, that and the other, including the large lighting panels 
for which there was no time to have them reduced in size or modified. Having won the battle of getting 
the original lighting panels up to the glasshouse, we then used equipment and switches which were 
standard stock railway signalling switches and therefore readily available. We also had to explain to 
our Control Tower planners, or furniture makes as I rather rudely call them, that there was no intention 
of using Standard A or Standard B panels. I requested that they draw up what I was asking for which 
led to inevitable battles. The greatest satisfaction that I had at this particular stage to know and 
convince me 100% that we weren't far off the ball on what we were doing because there was a film at 
that time being made by the Ealing Film studios called "Out of the Clouds" which helped us 
enormously. We were approached by the studios for the plans of a reasonably up to date tower so we 
said "How about these?" because we had just more or less completed the detailed plans for the tower 
and to our joy, they accepted and they produced a full sized model in the studios. In my briefcase, I 
have six shots of London tower taken inside the Ealing Film Studios. All this was done full size. The 
switches for the lighting were borrowed from Standard Telephone and Cables. The ACR6 came from 
Cossors, the AM came from Decca's, synchronome clocks, the Marconi DF indicator, all the 
telephones and the VHF RT switches etc were all built into this full size model. At least this meant 
that we knew there was plenty of space so we were able to press on. 

I disagreed with one of our most senior officers who changed one part of the original planning. A 
decision which lasted a fortnight. I am referring to the ground movement controller who was 
positioned on the main desk in the centre of the room. This desk has since been added to. The difficult 
problem we were faced with has now stood the test of time for just over 21 years. It is about to be 
altered now and my great hope now is that the new one will be better than the old. 
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The Approach Control Room. 

For the first time, we were able to move our search radar into the control room instead of being out in 
the GCA trucks. Our then Director General said that everything had to be laid out neatly in the centre 
of the floor so that the public could walk around the gallery above and watch the controllers at work 
below. My own aim and plan at the time was to only use half the approach control room because we 
were about to move into a new set-up which would leave the other half, the northern half, for future 
developments. For the first time, there was one control room in use and one standing by ready for use. 
The enormous improvements that one would expect over time have been achieved. 

In the Approach Control room, the plan was to have had the talkdown, the PAR, to the right of the 
then Director's position and next to that we planned to have an ASMI. The ASMI was proved to be 
most useful if we were going to have a much higher landing rate than we were then getting with full 
scale talkdowns. The modern day controller has advantages over his predecessor because he has many 
more of his airplanes in virtually the same speed group but with mixed types. With a Dakota, a 
Constellation or a Comet, which is just beginning to appear, coming up behind him then the three mile 
separation applied only at your threshold so the most important thing of all was to know when the 
landing craft had cleared the runway. That was how we got the money authorised for the first ASMI. 
So, yes, we were going to have it up in the glasshouse and the equipment was proved on top of the 
glasshouse before it was actually built. It was first seen by myself and another officer on the River 
Thames where the Decca company used to have their boat, called the Discovery, and the aerial head 
was mounted on a pile. We were so impressed with it and could count the lampposts on Waterloo 
Bridge and see swans on the river. We were quite convinced that we, ATC, wanted it. Having got it, 
we were pleased that we did. 

Before the war, an enormous amount of land had been bought up all the way round Heston right down 
to the Bath Road to where the Henlys roundabout garage is, and was. The village of Cranford to the 
west was also bought up. The Heston plan being intended to have something of the order of 2000 yards 
in all directions and a terminal building down by Henlys airport garage by the roundabout which 
would have given about a 200 yard walk to Hounslow west. Heathrow was already in existence and 
was owned by the Fairy Aviation Company. There was also another aerodrome at Langley whose 
hangars are now used by the Ford Motor Company to make trucks. There was also an airfield at 
Hanworth and quite a lot of aviation was done from there. There was Hendon, Northolt and umpteen 
others. Interestingly, none of these places had any runways! During wartime days, the maligned Works 
and Bricks Department built at least 300 aerodromes, most of which did have runways. The 
construction stage during the war was incredible. 

At that time in history, it was my good fortune to be in the planning group in Headquarters. It was also 
at this time that the second London airport, which was highly criticised by vast numbers of the public 
and all ATCOs needless to say, because we were going to put a white elephant in the worst possible 
place in relation to London airport. Fair comment, if you like! The simple brief was that an aerodrome 
had to be found close to a railway station, because if you think back into history people didn't have 
motor cars then. People went to aerodromes in large numbers of coaches from London. The 
administrators of that era were telling us that we should use Blackbushe. We knew that it was common 
land and would therefore never have the potential for big development. A great length of the runway at 
Blackbushe has since been restored back for common land purposes. It would also have been very 
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difficult to activate Blackbushe with three airways surrounding it, nowhere to put any holding patterns, 
Farnborough on its doorstep and Odiham just a bit further down the lane. 

As far as Gatwick was concerned, it was not too bad from the ATC point of view and we did in actual 
fact look at and explore no less than 54 sites for the siting of a third London airport. Still likely to be 
Stanstead, isn't it?! However, Gatwick was a terrible white elephant when it opened as it had very few 
aircraft movements and now it is running at about 400 a day on the one runway. 

I think that I have been to more stations and served in more places than any other controller in this 
country. Since starting work in civil aviation, just over 41 years ago, and about 37 as an air traffic 
control officer, I have unpacked my suitcases in more than 43 different locations in that time for a - 
period of 3 weeks or more. I only unpacked them in Shetland, where I signed on at Sumburgh, as an 
ATCO1 for 2 days when medicals started. In spite of all this, I did spend 8 years at the Southern Air 
Traffic Control Centre. When I went back there, after validating at Uxbridge and then had a 4 year 
break in HQ, I returned to practical activity again rather than planning. At this stage, there were 5 
sectors, when I left there were 12. The first revision that took whilst I was there was that the old 
original DO, that is D Outward to the uninitiated, was taken out of line and also several radar divisions 
were done. There were also some experimental printers which were printing one plus three, semi-
automatically from London Airport Heathrow which produced one departure strip and three en route 
strips for the initial requirement. That eventually led on to Minicap and all the other things which 
came after my time. 

I was particularly concerned with the whole of the radar reorganisation and the whole of the closed 
circuit television network that went with it. It commenced life with a working party of four people and 
took four years to complete from agreeing the plan. By that time, I was the sole survivor of the first 
four. Credit is due to the TELS organisation who either made half the stuff from scratch from all the 
basic plans for the materials, the team to make it up, all the wiring that went with it, all the 
instructions to the Marconi who won the contract for the closed circuit television and the cabling that 
went with it, the tunnelling through of the basement to bring it all in, the modification of buildings etc. 
It was a big plan, nothing like this had been done before in the closed circuit television field at all and 
it finished up as the largest CCTV network in the world. It worked and was better than it had been 
before which was the object of the exercise. Since then a lot more has been improved and to go to 
West Drayton now is quite an eye opener compared with the old days at London Airport. 

A lot has developed from that first CCTV, which was probably the only one at that time using 625 
lines. Other people from commercial approaches and elsewhere got in on the act and up to that time, I 
don't think you would have seen any CCTV for aircraft arrivals, departures etc. In my time there, there 
were people modifying the basic printer process of input of data so that you could print from a printer 
direct onto a television display output. Following on from this type of work, both directly and 
indirectly, scientists were continually improving things, in time providing EDDs (electronic data 
displays). Someone in Malvern came up with the idea of touch wires, the attendant presentation now 
has been applied to computers etc. It is used in the outside world as well as our own. At the same time 
in the old Southern Centre days, we had the stack position television installed back from Heathrow to 
the Centre. 

At the end of my eight year tenure there, we finished up with one MEW plus a spare also an MEW and 
a type 14 low and high. We kicked off with a type 11 which then became a 232 and we finished up 
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with a 264T, T for temporary, and I think it is still there, the 264 West, the 264 East, Ash and Ventnor 
were on the horizon and Sopley was in use for upper airspace. From the old Southern Centre, I moved 
on to Manchester Airport. It was pleasant to move to an aerodrome after being away for over 10 years 
from seeing airplanes departing and arriving and the approach and tower work that went with it. The 
other really nice thing about going to Manchester airport, I think was, working in a completely 
finished building which was really quite unusual. The other nice feature, I think, particularly for 
anyone who serves at Manchester is the fact that just below the tower on the main concourse, you have 
got everything you need for normal living ie. Post offices, banks, flowershops, book stalls, chemists, 
barber shops and various other things. We couldn't get things absolutely free of course, but it was 
rather nice to be able to not to have to bother to have to go to shops and such other horrid things which 
are normally associated with life in far off places. 

<j I spent some two and a half to three years at Manchester which was a very enjoyable period indeed. 
Then after roughly 19 years in grade as a Grade 1 single pointed salary, no annual increases etc, I got 
promoted and moved onto Preston. Apart from the domestic split once more, of which there have been 
many, Preston was also very enjoyable. On arrival, I was immediately and first of all brought into the 
Watch rosters trial. There was a similar one run at Gatwick. It lasted about two months but neither the 
staff nor the official side liked it very much so Preston were able to go onto, for the first time from 
their point of view, a four watch system which worked like a charm with no complaints. Once 
controllers realised that they were not called for duty every fourth night. Preston always managed to 
contain its night watch with half the number of personnel required by day and the other required 
numbers split. The 104 days from the 96 days, or four watch cycle, was made up by giving each 
controller one extra day off once a month for 8 months out of the 12 months per annum. 

We gave a considerable degree of attention to putting forward the plans to the then division and HQ. I 
think CATO were the HQ unit concerned at that time to split the Lichfield sector, which was absurdly 
overladen with movements of aircraft through  it. It was the busiest sector in the country. It had, on 
one count, 45 airplanes reporting over Lichfield in one hour. With one D controller and one D 
controller assistant, one radar controller and one radar controller assistant. The composition of the 
traffic in that sector was really the only way in which we managed to survive as long as we did was 
because 50% of the traffic overflies, 25% of the traffic lands and the other 25% of the traffic takes off, 
mainly in the Manchester and Liverpool area. The great day came and the Lichfield sector was split 
and I think the majority were content even though the usual difficulties arose with people saying 
beforehand that it wouldn't work! What a pity, that we controllers can't see a little bit ahead and 
realise that practically every improvement, every change has generally been an improvement on that 
which has gone before. 

Another innovation that happened at the Preston centre, was the introduction of the radar video 
corridor at Lichfield. Once again, there was a lot of opposition to it but the busiest month that we had 
for military crossers at that particular level which was allocated to it initially, which was Flight level 
nine zero, was 140 flights in a period of one month. During that time, our controllers had to actively 
and directly control 14 aeroplanes in relation to the preferential treatment which was permitted in the 
corridor after the requisite warnings had been given by the RAF. 

Another thing we got very deeply involved in was the rationalisation of the upper air space routing to 
distribute the traffic more evenly on the United Kingdom's airways system to prevent bunching and 
then distribution onto the ocean tracks. On particular north about days, Belfast would have about 100 
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flights over it in the middle day period and Dean Cross, for example, would only have 10. On another 
day, we would get exactly the reverse of that. So we made a modification to the system, amended it 
again in the second year and once more in the third year. The best description of the three was given to 
me one day by a supervisor within the Oceanic centre who said that there wasn't much wrong with the 
first one, the second one was bloody awful and the third one was better than the first one. To which, I 
replied "Thank you very much". 

To a certain extent, during my time at Preston, one was always in the difficult, awkward position that 
Preston was closing. In all, it took some 7 years from the policy decision to close Preston to actually 
achieve it and was finally closed after I had left that particular post and once more I succeeded in 
getting promoted and moved on and became the Deputy Director of ATC Personnel. 

In the progression from one post to another within Air Traffic Control as an entire career, it was here 
that I struck quite the worst job that I have been ever asked to do in the whole of my working lifetime. 
To be quite honest, I did not enjoy it, I hope it did not do it badly but I was very glad indeed when I 
was told that I was moving on to become the Inspector of Air Traffic Control, Southern Region, at 
Heston. I have done 41 years and 3 months since I started work at Croydon and I feel now that I am 
more than content to retire early and to do things that I wish to do in my own time for the first time in 
my life! In summary, I have enjoyed my life immensely and I hope that I have contributed here and 
there to commercial aviation and in a short way, during the war to the wartime effort. Whether I shall 
do much flying in the future remains to be seen as I shall be living in the most southerly town in South 
Devon and the only aeroplanes that will disturb me are Islanders en route from Plymouth to the 
Channel Islands and occasionally I hear the jets at 30,000 feet toing and froing up and down red 
something or another and amber 25. 

at 


	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5
	Page 6
	Page 7
	Page 8
	Page 9
	Page 10
	Page 11
	Page 12
	Page 13
	Page 14
	Page 15
	Page 16
	Page 17
	Page 18

