Captain Joe

A Chinese man once said that every journey starts with a single step.

For me it all started with a few short steps to an iconic red British telephone box in London's West End
district on the last day of January 1968.
To this day, the same phone box is situated in a quiet alleyway just off Heddon Street close to Mayfair. It
was a solitary red beacon of hope in a rather featureless street; located between Regent Street and Saville
Row.
I was to be twenty-two years old the following September. The time was about 10:45 am on a Wednesday
and for me it would become a day of decision and change. But I didn't know that at the time.

A few minutes earlier; I'd been sitting in a shabby London office building and was trying to pay attention
in a mundane job, which paid very little. I was waiting my turn for a cup of tepid office tea. That in turn
had added to the growing sense of career irritation; but it would shortly force me outside in search of
change.
I'd been working in the sales office of a plastics company close to Saville Row. That was a street not only
famous for good tailors, but also where The Beatles were to make their final live music performance on
the rooftop on No. 3 Savile Row exactly a year later, on 30th January 1969.

In March 1969, the supersonic airliner Concorde made her maiden flight in France. I never imagined that
I’d get the chance to ride on the flight deck of Concorde G-BOAB on 5th December 1988; when I had
breakfast in the UK, a lunchtime sandwich in New York and was home in UK in time for a late supper.

It was a far cry from when my maternal Grandfather travelled with his eldest son on the maiden voyage of
the Queen Mary from Southampton to New York on 27th May 1936. That one-way crossing took hem just
under five days.
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In July 1969, man landed on the moon at 8:17pm GMT. It was a time when the black and white TV news
headlines were full of incredibly inspiring stories. Harold Wilson was the British Prime Minister at the
time.

The trigger for my leaving the office desk that day was actually the tea lady ! She was called Mavis, and
she had been pushing her fragile and dilapidated, wooden mobile tea trolley down the corridor at some
speed towards my desk - across an uneven floor. A dozen cheap ‘Duralex’ overproof cups, saucers and
stainless-steel teaspoons were rattling together in a veritable cacophony of sound.
Mavis unceremoniously dumped a cup of tea in front of me and the contents had almost remained contained
within the chipped and stained cup - but not quite. There was the usual tea spillage in the saucer; just like
there had been on most office days during the past month.
Although this was infuriating; Mavis was a lovely lady who tried hard to do her job well. She came from
the East End of London and sported a cockney accent. Her greying hair was always neatly tucked up with
Kirby grips and rollers, inside the dark nylon hairnet that encircled her head. She certainly looked the part.
Looking back, I had Mavis to thank for delivering the tea in the manner that she did.
"Good mornin' sir," she had said. “Good morning and thanks Mavis," I had replied grimly. How ridiculous
it all was; I was twenty one year's old and she was more than twice my age. Yet she called me ‘sir’ because
I wore a suit.
After Mavis had passed by my desk on which lay a black ‘bakelite’ office telephone; I put my head in my
hands. Not for the first time that week I could have screamed, "What on earth am I doing here?" But in that
micro moment, my decision for the future was made. I had to get out. Escape was the only option.
I'd no idea how to start the process or where to go to; but with quiet decisiveness I stood up and walked out
of the office in search of a public telephone box.
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That short purposeful walk along Heddon Street was to become a journey that would take me nearly thirty
million miles in the years to come. Small steps of frustration were to turn into a voyage of discovery.
In 1968, the telephone boxes usually contained well-thumbed telephone directories combined with a
Yellow Pages section. The directories were part of a set of four volumes that covered name entries from
A-Z; followed by a yellow list of business names. The scourge of phone box vandalism lay in the future.
After a few minutes, I found a possible lead in the Yellow Pages. Although each call was reducing my
dwindling stock of penny coins to an undesirably low level; but I suddenly knew that I was on to something
promising.
I had come across the Aviation section and I already knew that I liked planes. One of the companies listed
was Trans World Airlines (TWA). A phone call to them resulted in an interview a couple of days later at
London’s Heathrow Airport. Though I didn't fully understand the job title that was advertised.
When the job was offered to me, I scribbled a note to my boss and gave one calendar month notice. February
was a leap year in 1968 and there were more than twenty-nine days to run before I could disappear; but I
was fired with enthusiasm. The month flew by. After that, I said my goodbyes, collected my brief case
from the floor and never saw Mavis again. I really had her to thank.
In the three years that I'd been working for TWA, I learned that everyone who worked there just loved
aviation. There were some good chums there as I gained invaluable work experience in how aircraft needed
to be balanced in order to fly safely. Later a transfer was made to work in the Crew briefing section of the
Flight Operations office. I took an American FAA exam that gave me a Flight Planning and Aircraft
Dispatch qualification. The job swept me off my feet. I loved it.
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One cool afternoon on 22nd Jan 1970, I joined many other airline staff who were lucky enough to be
standing in the Ramp area where aircraft parked behind Heathrow's long-haul Terminal 3. The group of us
watched the first ever commercial Boeing 747 Jumbo jet land and taxi in to park just outside the office the aircraft registration was N736PA in the Pan Am livery and with the callsign of "Clipper 102".

Very sadly that aircraft (pictured above) and a KLM Boeing 747 were destroyed in a terrible and tragic,
high speed ground collision accident in fog at Tenerife airport six years later. It happened on the afternoon
of Sunday 27th March 1976, as both aircraft were trying to make a departure in low visibility conditions. A
total of 583 people lost their lives in the accident. The two Boeing 747 aircraft that collided had already
diverted from Las Palmas airport earlier that day - because of a terrorist incident there.

5

Many of the original Boeing 747's used Pratt & Whitney engines and they had serious teething issues with
their giant fan blade engines in the early months. Engines had to be changed regularly because of the
problems. To mitigate, TWA chartered a 'Fairchild Packet' aircraft with callsign TWA 5551 - to help out
in getting new engines to where they were needed for TWA aircraft grounded in Europe. The aircraft was
based in Paris and flown by a French crew.
Replacement P&W engines for TWA aircraft were flown across the North Atlantic strapped to the
underside of one wing of another Boeing 747 (a 'fifth pod' operation) but always into Heathrow. There the
replacement engine would be loaded into the 'Fairchild Packet'.
The ‘Packet' had two propellers and a booster jet engine mounted on the roof, so it was pretty recognisable.
During my days off, I was allowed to spend many hours travelling with her French crew along the Airway
system within Europe on engine delivery flights. I sat on the flight deck 'jump seat' taking it all in. In this
way, stricken TWA aircraft were re-equipped with new engines.

I loved the work; but the constantly nagging frustration of how to find a way to go and fly as a career was
ever present.
During the Winter of 1971, I was having a career conversation with Richard Evans; one of my greatest
chums. At the time he was a medical student at the world-famous St. George's hospital. It was a teaching
hospital that was located at Hyde Park Corner until 1976. He made a remark to me one day; that swung the
balance of my thinking and helped me to make my mind up. He considered that it would be worth taking
more than a year of unpaid Leave away from work - so as to become a commercial pilot.
My fantastic boss at TWA was Mike Spencer. He kindly approved a year’s Leave of Absence in 1972 that
enabled me to start the ball rolling. If it didn't work out, he said that I could return to TWA Flight
Operations. It felt like I was about to climb a mountain, but failure was not an option.
What a splendid offer and great safety net it was though. I went to Air Service Training in Scotland to do
the commercial flying training during the Autumn of 1972 and by November 1973 I was qualified. The
first step of a long journey was complete. Meanwhile my cousin Barbara joined TWA at Heathrow early
in 1976 as secretary to the Station Manager and later moved to their Regent Street office - pretty near to
that red UK telephone phone box.
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It was like a dream come true when 16 years after I left TWA, I was the Captain of a British Caledonian
Boeing 747 that was being positioned from Gatwick to Heathrow. When we parked right outside the former
TWA office behind Terminal 3; I remember thinking, “Wow - I used to work there”. A picture of Mavis in
her hair net had flashed through my mind. It had worked out; there was no need to look back.
Captain Joe (left) passing through Dubai in 1988

One of the people that I got to know in TWA was a New Zealander called John Adams. He had joined
TWA at their central London Office in December 1966. But we both started working at Heathrow in the
same TWA office in the Spring of 1968. We were roughly the same age and were doing the same job. On
our days off, we would sometimes take great advantage of the free travel that airline staff were entitled to.
But after I left and went away to learn to fly, he returned to New Zealand to take up a different career and
over the intervening years, we totally lost touch.
Then a few decades later I unexpectedly found myself in a hotel room in Queen’s Street in downtown
Auckland. They still had telephone directories in hotel rooms in those days. It was on a whim that I decided
to see if I could track down John in the New Zealand phone book - but it’s a big Country.
After calling well over a dozen Adams’ with an initial containing a ‘J’ and then asking whoever replied if
they had ever worked for TWA; a slightly suspicious voice on the other end of the line said “Yes”.
We’ve kept in touch ever since !
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Occasionally, one is asked if there are any memorable events that I’ve experienced in my flying career. For
me two exceptional events happened on the same day !
It was early in 1991; following the invasion of Kuwait by Iraq. The first air and ground 'Persian Gulf War'
ran from 17th January until the Iraqi defeat and retreat from Kuwait on 28th February.
At the end of the second week in March 1991, I received a phone call at home from the British Airways
Crew Scheduling Office. They asked if I was prepared join a large group of Crew leaving for Saudi Arabia
the following morning. It was to operate a series Ministry of Defence charter flights on one aircraft that
would make several round trips between Dharan and Hannover. The objective was to bring the British
troops home after that Gulf War. I think that those passengers were part the Desert Rats.
The Iraqi’s possessed large stockpiles of chemical weapons, which had been used frequently in the 8year war with Iran during the 1980s. There was tremendous fear in 1991, that the US-led coalition
forces (which included British forces) in this Gulf War, would face the same threat. In the end that did
not happen.
We left Heathrow on board an empty older variant Boeing 747-100 series aircraft; whose registration was
G-AWNG. Arrival into Dhahran, Saudi Arabia was several hours later and thereafter, rest in a hotel was
provided.
It was the 17th March 1991. I was part of the crew operating the first evacuation flight out of Dhahran
(DHA) at sunrise the following morning. The destination was Hannover (HAJ) in West Germany; where
repatriation with families would take place.
There were concerns on the day about the smoke-filled air that had drifted down in the north-east wind
from the area near Kuwait; where the defeated Iraqi army had been ordered to ‘torch’ the Kuwaiti oil
wells. It took several months to extinguish those fires. Incredible photographs were taken on April 7th
1991 by the orbiting Space Shuttle STS-37 from an altitude of more than 200 miles above some of the
drifting smoke.

All was routine as we taxied out in the B747 prior to take off. The morning sun was about to rise above a
mostly clear eastern horizon - a magical setting. Including the crew, there were nearly four hundred
people on board. Clearance for take-off was given by Air Traffic Control.
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The aircraft reached the take-off safety speed (V1) and rotated normally into the morning sky. The landing
gear was selected up and then it happened …….
The whole aircraft suddenly began gently shaking and juddering with a mild vibration. From the flight
deck we could hear the most unusual noise as the aircraft, with a new price-tag of more than €100 million
pounds started her climb out. The flight controls were normal, the landing gear retracted and stowed
normally and the Flight Engineer confirmed that all engines were operating normally; but then he opened
the Flight Deck door to the Passenger cabin. We knew instantly what the source of the vibration and noise
was.
As a civilian, it’s very hard to imagine what it must feel like as a soldier to be leaving a war zone alive;
having had a real threat of chemical weapons too - and suddenly knowing that you’re on the way home.
Well that was the moment of spontaneous release of their anxiety !
There were around 370 people wearing army boots back there. They were stamping their feet on the
aircraft floor in complete delight. The cabin crew told us later that there was cheering, shouting, whistling,
screaming and clapping with arms raised; in expression by any means they could think of; to express their
complete and utter joy to be heading home.
During the seven-hour flight I took leg stretches. The scene in the cabin was like nothing like I had ever
experienced or witnessed. If there was traditional in-flight entertainment, it was certainly not a priority
to those guys. When the seat-belt signs were switched off, most of them were standing up in small groups
- chatting animatedly. Hardly anyone was seated for long. We had numerous visits to the flight deck during
the seven-hour flight to Hannover; because those visits were allowed back then. Real war stories that
beggared belief were told to us. There was also underlying sadness for their colleagues who would not be
coming home; but mostly they were just so happy to be alive.

9

The second half of this story took place after we had landed In Hannover. Our instructions were to taxi in
and park at a remote area of the airfield. There were airport staff waiting with steps and equipment there.
There were police and there were passenger buses. The parking area happened to be close to a small
road that had a perimeter fence that separated the airport from the outside world. There were scores of
people standing outside the perimeter fence; I guess that they had had a tip-off as to where we would
park.
Families who knew that their loved-one’s were arriving on our flight were told NOT to go to the airport.
The soldiers on board would be taken by bus to their temporary barracks for family repatriation. But some
of the families came to watch our arrival anyway.
After we had parked and the B747 aircraft engines had been shut down; what happened next was
absolutely extraordinary. As the military personnel started to disembark down the front and rear steps
onto the tarmac towards the waiting buses; so did the onlookers outside the perimeter fence break
through it !
The police had the good sense to stand back and let it just happen. There was no threat to anyone. There
were wives and children and friends of the servicemen just hugging each other in absolute joy on the
tarmac on the left side of the aircraft. You could not make this up. It was real life.
In those days mobile phones did not have cameras; so none of us were able record what was a short, but
momentous event. I will never forget it.
Prior to writing this story down; I looked to see what had happened to the aircraft (G-AWNG) in the 30years that have passed since that memorable day.
*** The aircraft was withdrawn from British Airways service in 1998. Her final flight was to Roswell, New
Mexico in December 1998 - destined to be scrapped. However the front section of the aircraft (serial
number #20269) was acquired and painstakingly restored inside. It is now on display at the Hillier Aviation
museum, in San Carlos, California in the livery of Flying Tigers.

*** The startling truth behind The Gulf War in 1991 began to be unravelled on 25th February 2004. On that
date, a case brought by the UK Crown Prosecution Service against a former GCHQ employee who leaked
a document was unexpectedly dropped. The truth was later highlighted in the breath-taking movie “Official
Secrets” (available on Netflix). It was not until 2010 that Lord Goldsmith’s advice to the British Prime
Minister in advance of that Gulf War was made public. He had clearly advised him that war without a new
UN Security Council resolution would be illegal.
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