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P1127 XP831 on delivery to Thurleigh on 2 Feb 1965 (B1486C) 

 
Kestrel XS695 at Hole in Wood, March 1966 
(B1874E) 

The Harrier Story at RAE Bedford At the start of a new year, we like to look for anniversaries of special 
events and achievements at RAE Bedford. February 1965 can be considered to be the start of the “Harrier story” at RAE 
Bedford, which continued until the closure of the airfield in March 1994. Although the first prototype Hawker P1127, 
XP831, fore-runner of the Harrier, made its first conventional flight at RAE Bedford on 13 March 1961, flown by 
Hawker test pilot Bill Bedford, further development of the aircraft took place mainly at Dunsfold, with little 
involvement of RAE Bedford. This is not surprising as, initially, the aircraft was a company private venture looking for 
government support. With official interest confirmed, a contract was awarded for nine Kestrel FGA Mk1 for evaluation 
1964-65 by the tripartite team from UK, USA and Germany. The prototype P1127 XP831 was then made available to 
RAE Bedford, and was delivered to Thurleigh on 2 Feb 1965, flown in by Bill Bedford. The first flight of this aircraft at 
Bedford, by RAE Test Pilot John Farley, was made on 10 March 1965. XP976 joined 831 in July 1965. 

With XP831 in the fleet, Aero Flight could now conduct research on the handling 
qualities and operational potential of the aircraft, particularly the issues of landing 
at dispersed sites in small clearings. For this purpose, a “hole in the wood” was 
created at Twinwoods by the Royal Engineers (RAE News May 1966). Various 
P1127 and Kestrel aircraft were flown into it, and the SC1, showing the full 
feasibility of such operations, which became standard practice in RAF Germany. 

February was clearly an auspicious month for the arrival of VTOL aircraft at 
Bedford, as Harrier XW175 arrived in Feb 1975, although there appears not to be a 
photograph of its arrival. The earliest picture of 175 in the archive seems to be this 
one from 15 Sept 1976 (B4228A).  
Further Harrier studies included Vectoring in Forward Flight (VIFF), identification 
of the best flying techniques for Sea Harrier operations from ships, the first ski-
jump and research into advanced flight control using the renowned 2-seat Harrier 
XW175 (this work was summarised in Issue 2 of the BAHG Newsletter). 

Work in the Archive We are building up our collection of RAE reports dealing with research at Bedford. We 
currently have about 500 at present, of all kinds. Recent acquisitions from individuals have been very helpful, but they 

show, for example, how we are very short of reports from BLEU. 
So, an appeal to all - please donate any reports you may have tucked 
away. They will be properly recorded with your name as the donor. 

Visit to Science Museum Store Following an invitation from 
Doug Millard, Deputy Keeper, Technologies & Engineering at the 
Science Museum in London, three of us (Nick Cooke, Tony 
Manning and Barry Tomlinson) visited the Science Museum Store at 
Blythe House London on 18 Dec 2014. The aim of the visit was to 
review the Museum’s holdings related to the Royal Aircraft 
Establishment, particularly Bedford. Blythe House is the Science 
Museum’s “small object” store for stuff not on public display. 

We were shown one floor partly dedicated to housing the “RAE 
Collection” (see picture, by Nick Cooke) which was mainly stuff 

(about 3000 objects) acquired from the RAE Museum at Farnborough in 1993, when it was closed by DRA. Typical 
objects are wind tunnel models – Saunders Roe Princess, Brabazon and several slender wings and Concorde models – 
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and electronic and other bits, including the speech recogniser trialled in the Bedford BAC 1-11 and delivered previously 
by Nick Cooke. The bulk of what we saw related to Farnborough – not surprising considering the origin of the objects. 
The accessions database, however, reveals that there is a collection of 12 albums with photographs of the construction 
of the National Aeronautical Establishment, Bedford. We plan to inspect these at a later date. Earlier in the day, we 
visited the main Science Museum where the Flying Bedstead, Short SC1 XG900 and prototype P1127 XP831 are on 
public display, with brief mention of the Royal Aircraft Establishment, but not Bedford, where they were operated. 

A Gallery of Memories – some images in the archive from the “5” years – any recollections from readers? 

 
Aero Flight Vulcan XA890, 1965 
(B1561) 

 
Buccaneer XN975?, first (?) launch 
from flush catapult, 1965 (NAD1-3301) 

 
Concorde drop model, 1965 (CL129) 

 

 
Gannet AEW XL502 at Thurleigh 
for arrester trials, 1975 (B3915H) 

 
VC10 XX914 last flight, 1975 (B3915F) 

 
Sea King ZB506 & big radome, 1985 
(B6969B) 

 

 
BAC221 model in 8x8 tunnel, 
1965 (B5663-Bk1A) 

 
Model 480, Tornado, in 13x9, 
1985 (CL1213) 

 
Future ASTOVL combat aircraft in 8x8 
tunnel, 1995 (A10729) 

 

       
New computer room for “Aero Flight” simulator, 1975 (B3825)       RAE Ferry Devons in formation, 1985 (B7175C) 
Only computers were allowed to be air-conditioned at this time!     Devons were replaced by Chieftains 
 


