
Web Site  www.bahg.org.uk 

Bedford Aeronautical Heritage Group 
Don’t forget, to contact us with any news or comments, please email  (bahg-bt@hotmail.co.uk). 

BAHG Newsletter 
 

Issue 21, December 2015 
 

Apology  Our apologies to all for missing an issue – we didn’t manage one in September. We have been 
extremely busy preparing the display for Bedford Borough, and then having to make an unexpected move of the entire 
archive. See more on both below. 

Bedford Borough The Group’s biggest activity this year has undoubtedly been to prepare, and then mount, an 
exhibition about RAE Bedford addressed to the Bedford Borough Council. The main aims were to remind the Council 
(councillors and staff) about RAE Bedford and its aeronautical achievements and to draw attention to BAHG’s efforts 

to preserve its history and legacy. Our main message was that these 
achievements are something of which local people should be 
proud, that we in BAHG are custodians of the archive and that, 
without action to achieve a permanent home, the archive collection 
could be lost to Bedford. The photo shows the display of placards 
in the Council Suite. Each placard took a theme and described in 
words and pictures the research undertaken by RAE Bedford, 
trying to bring out where Bedford’s work has been of lasting 
benefit. The placards were professionally printed and made a very 
good impression. 

This presentation was held in the Borough Hall, and opened on 14 October just before a 
full Council Meeting and closed on 27 November. The Visitors Book recorded many 
positive comments. Preparing the display took several months of work from the BAHG 
team but was worthwhile in terms of the impact it made and the response we received 
from the Mayor (pictured) and Councillors. The Mayor assures us “we are now on his 
radar”. We hope for progress. We would also like to put on a similar display in 2016 in 
a more publicly accessible space. 

Archive Move At very short notice, the Site Manager on the wind tunnel site at Bedford 
required us to move the entire archive to a new location in a different building. This was 
physically hard but accomplished in 3 weeks. The need to move was a surprise, but enabled 
us to bring home to Bedford Borough Council why we need help. Fortunately, the archive 
contains very few large objects. It consists mainly of photographic negatives (over 100 000, 
see picture of some of the cabinets), films (2000 plus), loose prints, VHS tapes and other 
media, reports and papers, and lots of filing cabinets. Nevertheless it was a surprise just 
how much stuff we had accumulated! The move has revealed some work is required. 

FASTA AGM FASTA is the “membership” element of the Farnborough Air Sciences Trust, our “parent” 
organisation. After the formal business of an AGM, FAST provided a series of presentations about its work, and we 
were invited again to review activities at Bedford. We summarised the Bedford Borough display and the move of the 
archive, and also took the opportunity to remind our Farnborough friends of some of the major “firsts” achieved at 
Bedford. As we created the display for Bedford Borough, we ourselves had been impressed with RAE Bedford’s 
achievements. Considerable interest was shown from the floor about BAHG activities and an invitation to put our RAE 
Bedford placard display on at FAST was offered and accepted. This will probably happen in Spring 2016. 

Thurleigh Airfield Open The official date of the commencement of flying operations at Bedford was 14 November 
1955. This is recorded in the first Operations Record Book for Flying Wing, RAE Bedford compiled by Wg. Cdr. 
H.G.F. Larsen (in January 1957) and now held in The National Archive. He wrote “Up to October, 1955, the airfield at 
Bedford had been used only on a few occasions for specific experimental tasks originating at 
Farnborough. There was no air traffic organisation and no resident officer complement, 
apart from the Naval officers concerned with the scientific work of NAD.” The aircraft of 
Aero Flight and Naval Flight arrived from Farnborough on 14 Nov 1955. Airfield facilities 
were not complete, although all runways were serviceable and fit for their task. The control 
tower was still under construction (completed Sept 1956). Hangar 1, the maintenance 
hangar, was completed towards the end of November 1955, while the Aero Flight hangar 
was still being constructed, together with the Aero Flight pilots block. 

Storm Research and “Roughrider” The nature of winds and turbulence in and near 
storms has been a theme of research since the early days at RAE Bedford, as well as 
turbulence at low levels. Cliff Spavins has contacted us to remind us that April 2015 saw the 
fiftieth anniversary of the departure of three RAE aircraft plus scientific staff and ground 
crew, bound for Oklahoma under the official exercise name "Storm Form" but better known 
as "Roughrider" (see certificate, neg B1658), under the leadership of Jack Burnham. 
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The aircraft involved were a prototype Canberra PR9 (WH793) and a Scimitar (XD231) from Aero Flight Bedford, seen 
here (B1594) on the dispersal prior to departure, together with another Canberra from Structures Department 

Farnborough, under the leadership of Anne 
Burns. In addition the RAE aircraft were 
joined by a USAF F-100 from Wright 
Patterson Field and a Canadian NAE T-33. 
Others taking part in this thunderstorm 
investigation included UK Meteorological 
Office and Air Registration Board personnel 
as well as university and airline 
representatives from the UK and USA.  

The background to the work was the arrival of pure jet airliners, which expected to "fly above the weather" but very 
soon clear air turbulence was being experienced and what became known as "Jet Upsets" were becoming commonplace 
on certain routes. Recorders were fitted in some airliners and the Civil Aircraft Airworthiness Data Recording 
Programme (CAADRP) was initiated. Also Concorde with its variable geometry intakes controlled by outside air 
temperature needed consideration. Further trials took place in California using the PR9 and in Singapore, using the PR9 
and a USAF RB57F. Instrumentation was also installed in an RB57F, based at Kirtland AFB, Albuquerque. 

Vulcan XH558 With 2015 having been the final display season for this iconic aircraft, the last flying example in the 
world, it is appropriate to recall that Aero Flight and BLEU each operated a Vulcan (respectively XA890 and XA899) 
as research platforms at RAE Bedford from 1959 to 1968, but not at the same time. XA899 arrived in 1959, to be part 

of BLEU’s programme to develop an autoland system for the V-force. It left in 1961. The 
picture, left (C5542), was taken in 1960. 

XA890, pictured right in 1965 (B1561), arrived in Aero 
Flight in January 1964, on transfer from Farnborough. 
It was used for several tasks, including trials of a take-
off director. XA890 left Bedford in August 1968, after 
more than 150 research flights, with 272 directed 

takeoffs made by 33 pilots, including the two Concorde chief test pilots, Brian 
Trubshaw and Andre Turcat. An earlier claim to fame was doing a barrel roll at the 1955 Farnborough Show. 

It may not be widely known that the terrain following radar team's first flight trials led by Ron Newbery used Vulcan 
VX777. Several modifications to improve the Vulcan low level TFR system were successfully flight tested in 1972 
using this aircraft operating from RAF Scampton. The flight trials took place over the Welsh mountains but due to 
limitations in the forward looking radar system it was not possible to recommend reducing the flight clearance height to 
the required 200 feet agl. 

Some Anniversaries Here is a reminder of some aircraft arrivals and 
departures in the “5” years. 

The Short SB5 arrived at Bedford on 20 Sept 1955. The picture, dated 2 Nov 
1955 (B3418-Bk1A) shows the SB5 on the apron with an Avro Anson in the 
background. The SB5 made its first flight at Boscombe Down on 2 Dec 
1952, with a wing sweep of 50 deg. Wings with 60 and 69 deg sweep were 
subsequently fitted at Bedford. The aim was to investigate the flight 
behaviour of highly swept wings that were planned for the English Electric 
Lightning. The aircraft transferred to ETPS Boscombe Down on 1 Dec 1965. 
It is now on display at the RAF Museum Cosford. 

Varsity WL665 made its last flight at Bedford on 29 Oct 1965 (B1786C).  

VC10 XX914 made its last flight at 
Bedford on 6 May, 1975 (pictured), 
after 102 research sorties. It remained 
at Bedford until finally broken up in 
1984 (fuselage went to Brize Norton). 
The tail was removed in 1982 for use in 
RAF VC10 ZA141. As mentioned in a 
previous issue, the history of “our” 
VC10 and all others can be found at 

http://www.vc10.net/Airframes/cn_825__gatdj_xx914.html 
Talks There are several scheduled for 2016, but currently the next one is not 
until April. 


