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| monoplane, and brilliantly inaugurated a new era in the
AERONAUTICS history of aerial navigation.
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‘And make your
chronicle as rich
Wlth Praise, — Henry V /

On Saturday 25 July, 94 microlights, with 140 crew, flew the English Channel, following /
in the wake of Louis Blériot 100 years previously. Andy Oliver was there




‘And gentlemen in England now a-bed
Shall think themselves accurs’d they were not here
And hold their manhood cheap while any speaks’

THROUGH the length and breadth of this scepter’d
isle, microlights are being prepared. Not for a flight,
but on a mission. Four hundred miles away, as the
Quik flies, lies Calais. Lost to the English in 1558, it
is about to be taken by the Brits again. With strict ob-
servance of weight limits, confident hands load tent-
age, fuel, maps of France. Hangar doors are opened,
trike covers taken off, windscreens cleaned of sum-
mer’s dead insects, new immersion suits put on,
weather forecasts and oil levels are checked. Courage
high. Hearts aglow. Loved ones are kissed, Propellers
of solid British oak turn. The microlight community
is on the wing.

From points throughout the United King-
dom, small aircraft pick their way south and east.
Microlights from Barton, Caernarvon, Carlton Moor,
Dunkeswell, East Fortune, Newtownards, Old
Sarum, Otherton. Via Maypole, Stoke, Lydd, Head-
corn, Sywell, Berck-sur-Mer, Abbeville, Laon.

‘We will in France, by God'’s grace, play a set.
With winged heels, as English Mercuries.
For now sits expectation in the air’

‘Enregistrement pour participer au centenaire de Blériot’
proclaimed the full-page advertin May 2009 MF. This
was the point at which rumour started to become re-
ality. Minds were focused, bluffs called, money put
on the table.

25 July 1909, Les Barraques — now renamed Bléri-
ot-Plage — was where it all began. The concept was to

stage a commemorative mass crossing of the English
Channel. Hundreds of microlights of many nationali-
ties would form a veritable ‘nuage noir’, coasting in at
Dover while waving to massed crowds of cheering,
awestruck spectators. To left and right, above and
below, would be our chums. The fraternity of avia-
tors, each playing his, or her, or their, part in a salute
to great achievements in very small aircraft. Unfor-
tunately it was not the only concept for the celebra-
tion weekend — and when it comes to the flying food
chain, guess who is at the bottom?

‘Twould give all my fame for a pot of ale, and safety.’

The Friday forecast was for rain in the UK and a
fair old wind for France. Some 35 aircraft were in
by Thursday: from Barton came Joe Smith, Simon
Jackson, Stan Facey and Richard Higton; Mike and
Elaine Devonport arrived in their Popham-based Es-
capade; Alex and Madeleine Cosser from East For-
tune, via Full Sutton, Headcorn and Abbeville; Ben
Goodridge from Devon & Somerset Microlights out
of Dunkeswell. There were three Otherton Raiders
— John Young, John Higham and Graham Wiley, the
latter with quite the most stunning bird ever seen to
grace an airfield — a pristine, blue A22-L Foxbat; and
from Pound Green direct, in a GT450, in 3h 12min,
please welcome Kevin Mallin and Derek Lawrence.
The Roll of Honour began to build. For some it
was already over. Word filtered through of a group
in Burgundy, touring before the event, who waited
in winds that showed a red 65kph on the French
forecast. The winds, and their aircraft, never lifted.
Bernard & Jean Bader’s Blade was in pieces, prop

shattered, wing mangled and trike ripped. They had >
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“Planes
appeared
to hover
on finals.
In the
camp, the
observers
applauded
every
landing”

That maYoress’ speéch in full

As heard by Andy Oliver

‘Mesdames, Messieurs, pilotes Anglais heroique, et de Pays de Galles
et un peu d’Ecosse et Irelande-Nord. En behalf de Calais et ses burgh-
ers je welcome vous, et vous remercie pour vos contribution generouse
a la vin ‘blanc de blancs’ et petites snacks pour remplir les visages de
tous les politicians locale. C'est amusant, nest-ce pas, que les speeches
seront plus long que vos vol retour d’Douvres (ou Deal si vous avez le
mal chance étre dans les groupes 4-6). Au contrast avec les pilotes de la
Patrouille de France, les ultra-legeres britannique vol through la pluie
et l'heure de dejeuner. Bravo! Et sans l'equipe de support avec tous
les baggage dans un grand Transal, meilleur de vos Hercules. Vous
representez la gloire de le sport aéronautique. Je vous salute,

> been turned over on the

runway within seconds

of landing. But they

were uninjured, and
smiling.

‘He that outlives this

day and comes safe
home

Will stand a tip-toe
when this day is
named’

We all had the
Right Stuff. But, when the
time came, every pilot had to make their own
call. It was a difficult call to make. On Friday bands
of rain and low cloud meant that those who had the
intention also needed the capability to pick their way,
hop by hop, airfield by airfield, to a jumping off point.
The Met Office rainfall radar received multiple hits,
and there were two definite waves of aircraft landing
on Friday after lunch. By 15:30 we were up to 70.
Rob Grimwood responded to my questions about
his trip out with ‘the thunderstorms were unpleasant
— getting to the coast was a challenge’. Sion Llewelyn
and Ceri Hughes came from Usk and pre-positioned
in Abbeville in a GT450 registered as G-ERYR, which
means eagle in Welsh. After this eagle had landed
Sion felt that, while he had had his licence for a year,
he had graduated at Calais. Mark Fowler, with daugh-
ter Chloe in his Blade direct from a strip in Bucking-
hamshire, reported thunder and low clouds at 1000ft
over Kent, but he found a gap and was able to coast
out at 1500ft.

Over the Channel the air was clear but at Calais
the afternoon wind was a minimum 30mph, straight
down the runway. Kirk Sutton’s Raven set its slowest
ever speed over the ground, his GPS showing 22mph
on an interminable finals. His summary was ‘Smooth
over water. Rough over Calais. Hideous taxi!’ Mike
Evans and Andy Fell observed that ‘Once you found
the gap it was quite pleasant’. Timing and patience,
intention and capability, were the order of the day.

In the campsite the observers were applauding
every landing. In the mid-afternoon slots, there were
at times three planes appearing to hover on finals.
Ray Osbourne’s effort in his CTSW (G-CEWT) to
complete the final feet was watched in a tense silence,
followed by a mass exhalation of held breath.

Richard Meredith-Hardy had a manic grin; Brian
Milton deployed his passenger, Cath Billson, to hold
him down. In Brian's own words: ‘The weather on
Friday was exceptionally bad at times. We left Plaist-
ows Farm and flew along a rain front down to Chris
Draper’s place at Medway, where we landed ahead of
heavy rain. When we set off about 90 minutes later,
direct for Calais, the air over Headcorn seemed to be
deep in clag, and a huge thunderstorm headed across
our path. It was very bumpy and unpleasant reaching
the coast. After a simple — single — crossing, the GT
Global Flyer, the 12-year old 912 Quantum Sport in
which I flew around the world, found itself on the
downwind leg to the airport at 98mph, with an air-
speed of just over 60mph. I would say that anyone
who made it safely to Calais on Friday, July 24, can
contemplate bigger adventures with confidence.’

So we were flying with giants. Rumours of a
microlight crashed in Kent, perhaps of a fatality, be-

gan to circulate. The Patrouille de France (the French >

viaiment amateurs dans Topinion de moi, et le DGAC
aussi. Beaucoup de grit et esprit, comme M Bleriot
lui-méme. Quelle dommage que tout le monde else
prennez la priorite...’

(Continuez pour quelques heures until les
Anglais tombent dans une faint de hunger
et soif.)

777e Aancasﬁ Fe Fe .-
‘ / L, /e
Zheir retiersn FFors ﬁ/e:ad;oivog

R ——
| —

18  Microlight Flying



The virgin

The ‘old and bold’ and the ‘faded
and jaded’ may have seen it all
before. Here Paul Leigh, recently
qualified, tells the story from the
tyro perspective. Perhaps the
biggest benefit of the taxing
conditions was that there are now
many pilots who can undertake
bigger foreign adventures with
confidence

FOR our first crossing of the Channel we had chosen
what promised to be one of the busiest mass crossings
of microlights possible, and as a low-hours pilot I was a
little apprehensive. But I'd been advised by other pilots
that crossing the Channel isn’t such a big deal and that
afterwards I'd wonder what all the fuss was about.

Flight plans were duly sent and approved, but 1
wouldn’t have got even that far without the help and ad-
vice received from the e-group and BMAA forum contrib-
utors — thank you, one and all.

Our allotted arrival time in Calais was Friday 14:00-
15:00. Our airfield is in mid Kent, so a flight time of 1h
was all that was needed, meaning we should take off at
noon local time. The drive on the way to the airfield was
very wet, the wipers were on double speed and we could
see large dark masses of clouds to the south. In my mind
[ was already picking a route through them to Dover.

The QuikR was rigged, checked and packed with tent,
sleeping bags and all the paraphernalia that accompanies
a camping trip, and we were almost ready to go. Then the
heavens opened and the rain that had been threatening
our departure arrived overhead, so we sullenly retired to
the ‘hut’ and had a dull hour waiting for it to pass.

Looking around we could see a large mass of black stuff
towards Dover but it was clear to the south. Our route was
therefore to head south and around the problem area. The
plan worked well; we avoided all the rotten weather by
skirting the north of Lydd and following the coast up to
Dover before making that turn to the south for France.

The decision to turn is the big leap, the bit that you re-
ally reflect upon. Do you go, or stay in your comfort zone?
Those clouds; do you rise above them or stay below? I
asked Sarah, my wife and passenger, was she sure she was
okay to do this? A reassuring ‘Yes’ came back over the
intercom.

We turned towards Calais. We couldn’t see France ini-
tially as there was some cloud around, but it was a nice
trip picking through the spaces in the clouds and spotting
the various craft below. After about 10min, France came
into view and it was time to announce that the border was
crossed. At this point it felt a little too easy. Was that really
all there was to crossing the Channel? Yep, nothing to it.
Just point at France, wait for 15min, then follow the ferries
to the port! Now I understood what the more experienced
pilots meant.

Next on the agenda was finding the aerodrome and
putting the QuikR down through some chunky gusts
of wind. For me it wasn't too bad; the small wing of the
QuikR really just shrugs off the gusts. We got down safely
and smoothly though I was very glad of the French guys
who helped to hold down the wing until we had hobbled
it and folded the wings for the night.

It was great to meet a lot of people I'd already chatted
to on the forums and to meet new faces, connections and
friends of friends. Everyone seemed to be in high spirits,
befitting the occasion. I felt some empathy for Keith Negal,
trying to organize the return leg of our journey amidst
some confusion at Calais, with us required to get over the
Channel by a certain time and the French display team
taking priority.

The return leg of the journey was for me the best sec-
tion; we had clear blue skies, smooth air and, upon taking
off, we could clearly see the white cliffs of Dover — a very
welcoming sight. We landed at Headcorn for a bite to eat
and then headed home shortly after. Verdict — can’t wait
to do it again!

Left: In Kent, Sarah and a rain-washed QuikR wait for the
right moment to set out. Above: Paul in France, job done!
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> Fléches Rouges) arrived with their large C-160 Transal
support aircraft. Tankers, recovery cranes, men with
dogs. They departed, performed over Calais town
and returned. The crowd of spectators, missing the
point of the event completely, melted away.

‘We few, we happy few, we band of brothers!’

The biggest turnout for the event was from Hamp-
shire Microlight Flying Club. The Thursday advance
guard was Sandra Reid, Daryl Cornelius, Jonny Sum-
mers, Harry Simons and Colin Green. The Friday
main body was Derek Hall, Paul Coppin, Geoff Bea-
vis, Dave Robbins, Dave Baker and Richard Wells.
Wendy Lawrence acted as logistics director. In their
party, all the way from South East Queensland Gyro
Club near Brisbane, were Paul & Kaye Escott.

‘Give them great meals of beef and iron and steel,
They will eat like wolves and fight like devils.”

[t was thirsty work. So, sweep the hangar floor; put
up the trestle tables; roll out the barrel. But this is no
ordinary fly-in. For us it is a gala dinner in the town
hall. All you can drink for £25 a head. Dancing gitls,
speeches, floral garlands, kisses on both cheeks. Ex-
pectation was high, despite the initial 20min wait
with no drinks in evidence.

Expectation remained high when Madame la
Maire took the microphone. Expectation wavered as
at least half a dozen local dignitaries, the mayor of
Dover, local historians, and the president of the Aero
Club de France shuffled their notes and waited their
turn. Throats tightened as more Calais officials took
to the stage. After an hour the boys and girls wanted
burgers, not burghers.

Grown men fainted from dehydration as the Pa-
trouille de France lined up to be presented with med-
als. Even the slowest microlight could have crossed
the Channel thrice before the welcome pop of the
first champagne cork was heard. Those who stuck
it out to the end were treated to limitless
champagne, canapés and oysters.

Others diverted to local hostelries
for much-needed, refreshing sher-
bets.
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‘Next day, after dawn,
Doth rise and help Hyperion to his horse.’

The 60 tents are struck, and the 94 aircraft packed
and ready by 8am Saturday. The local flying club, cof-
fers bulging from a roaring trade in commemorative
T-shirts, lays on the French equivalent of a hearty
breakfast. The uncertainties of the Friday night brief-
ing are confirmed, as uncertainties. The big issue
remains. We are to be controlled away with 2min
separations. Taxiing is controlled, with sub groups
of the main groups being called forward from the
apron to the holding point. But the groups are not
yet formed.

Tops of immersion suits are undone. Names are
called, bodies moved into groups. Everyone co-oper-
ates, but time passes.

Not quite everyone.

One microlight had been pulled onto the apron.
One crew is suited up. Not for them the orderly de-
parture, compliant with instructions from the tower.
With a wave to those forming orderly groups in the
briefing hangar, Peter Milbank and Renate Zeiger-
mann taxi off. The first BMAA microlight to cross
on 25 July 2009 is a French Air Creation Kiss 582.
Ironic? We hear that the French pilot in a replica
Blériot has crossed, while the Swede Mikael Carlson,
in close to an original Blériot, has been forbidden to
take off. Conspiracy?

Six groups are formed and the slow procession, to
the metronomic beat of the Calais controller’s watch,
commences. We stop for 90min to let the jet jockeys
roll out, roll about the sky over Calais, and roll back.

Dover is off; we are told to coast in at Deal. We are
warned that if anyone disobeys, the tower then will
stop for half an hour. Queuing in strengthening wind,
Ian Clarkson and Laurence Sams go ‘houleversé’, base
over apex. It must be close to 3pm when the final
ULM Anglais departs. To be free, high, mid-Channel
and with a clear view was fantastic. Never mind that
there is no one in sight, no swooning crowds waving
to the plucky Brits. Headcorn, a bacon butty, and a
decent cup of tea are waiting.

‘There is occasions and causes why and wherefore in all
things.’

—
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