LANGFORD LODGERS ‑ BUCCANEER S.2B XV361

For many visitors to Langford Lodge the first aircraft they see as they enter the display hanger usually has the effect of making them pause as they try to take in both the size and classic lines of this centerpiece of the collection, the Blackburn designed Buccaneer S.2B XV361, an example of a great aircraft type produced by a British company and which up until the types recent retirement has served in both Fleet Air Arm and Royal Air Force service.

The Buccaneer story spans over forty years the idea being initially conceived in 1952 in response to an Admiralty requirement, NR/A.39, which sought an advanced carrier‑borne naval strike aircraft capable of operating close to the sped of sound at very low level. Barry Laight, designer to the Blackburn Aircraft Company which had a long and distinguished tradition of naval aircraft, drew up plans for a design known at that time as the Blackburn B.103. It was designed to meet the stipulated requirements for an aircraft with an extremely robust airframe which could withstand deck landings on the pitching deck of a carrier which also demanded a low approach speed, and which could also withstand stresses imposed during low‑level manoeuvres. In July 1955, from more than a dozen tenders, Laight's design was selected for production and an initial order was placed for a development batch of twenty aircraft.

Many new pioneering features were incorporated into Blackburn's design. In order to provide enough lift yet still keeping the wing small enough to fold for carrier stowage the American‑pioneered boundary layer blowing system was incorporated in which hot air bled frown the engine was taken along ducts inside the wine and discharged rearwards over the flaps and drooped ailerons. More was discharged over the wing leading edge where leading edge slits also gave protection against icing, and the remainder was discharged from the undersurface of the tailplane. Although this feature obviously detracted from the engine thrust the powerplants selected for the design were two already derated De Havilland Gyron Junior turbojets and subsequently the addition of air cooling of the turbine enabled the full 7,OOOlb of thrust on each engine to be obtained with the boundary layer control system in operation. This amount of thrust was still marginal for the aircraft's size and as time would prove this was to be a major factor in later development.

In order to provide the required structural strength Blackburn made extensive use of integrally‑machined skin panels, spars and ribs. As the British aircraft industry was at that time lacking in this field of technology, Blackburn was forced to design their own skin mill which was in operation within eleven months, this being the first of three similar machines which were to turn out Buccaneer parts for the next twenty years. Blackburn's designers and structural engineers realized from the start that it is one thing to design an airframe that is initially strong enough but quite another to design one which will remain strong after years of service. With the as yet unnamed NA39 design the company avoided sharp changes in section or other features likely to concentrate undesirable stress loads. This great attention to detail, while ensuring an adequate fatigue life for their new low‑level strike aircraft, was later to pay off handsomely throughout the active life of the Buccaneer.

Construction of the prototype, XK486, proceeded rapidly although this aircraft did

Not feature foldings or any operational equipment. Because of limited space the aircraft could not fly from where it was built but engine running tests on the large blue and white aircraft were carried out in March 1958 after which it was painstakingly dismantled and, in order not to give away any details of the new aircraft to possible Russian agents, was transported under wraps by road from the factory at Brough on the banks of the Humber to RAE at Thurleigh near Bedford. Within a few days XK486, assembled and checked, was ready to fly. The taxiing trials were carried out first but after one high‑speed run heavy braking severely overheated the brakes and one of the main wheel tyres burst. The point of rupture ironically happened to be pointing straight up into the wheel well with the result that the violent blast of air caused severe damage to the skin of the nacelle on the inner wing. A major effort was made to repair the damage quickly and finally on 30 April 1958 with test pilot Lt‑Cdr Derek Whitehead and observer Bernard Watson aboard the blue and white NA.39 prototype thundered down the runway and took off. On this first flight, which lasted 39 minutes, the aircraft climbed to 17,000 feet and the flight was later reported by Whitehead to be a real success and that he was convinced that this latest Blackburn project was going to be a winner.

Flight trials were carried out with development aircraft from Holme‑on‑Spalding Moor, an ex‑wartime airfield some 18 miles from Brough which had been taken over by Blackburn in 1958 as the factory runway was too short for the new aircraft. The second and third aircraft and all subsequent aircraft, which were fitted with folding wings, were towed on their own wheels from Brough to the Moor and were almost ready to fly on arrival. For trials for its intended naval role the aircraft made use of two arrester gear installations which had been added to the main runway 4.5 inches above its surface supported by rubber bobbins which allowed the aircraft wheels to run over the cable yet held it high enough to engage the hook.

Other novel features on the new aircraft included an internal weapons bay with a rotary door and large rear airbrakes which opened to slow the aircraft considerably for carrier deck landings or which could also be used to give a high rate of descent, without building up speed. When trials at sea were carried out on HMS Victorious and HMS Ark Royal in 1960, the size of the aircraft posed a problem in transferring it to and from the deck hanger. For this procedure the nose was hinged sideways and the airbrakes were opened to shorten the fuselage by almost twelve feet. Even by doing this the aircraft cleared the carrier structure by just two inches! A retractable air to air refueling probe was tested on early aircraft but was found to be unsuccessful and this was later replaced by a fixed probe mounted above the nose.

Blackburn's NA.39 design was officially named the Buccaneer S.1 in August 1960 and the Fleet Air Arm formed 700z Squadron at Lossiemouth in March 1961 for crew training, its first two Buccaneers being XK531 and XK532. In July 1961 the type was granted a C of A release, its official license to fly. Production Buccaneers immediately followed the last of twenty development aircraft and XN922, the first of forty ordered flew for the first time on 23 January 1962, only to be written off later in the same year when it crashed into a hanger at Boscombe Down. Buccaneer S.1's served aboard the carriers HMS Victorious, Eagle, Hermes and Ark Royal and also operated from shore bases. The final Squadron to use the S.1 was 803 Squadron at Lossiemouth, and the S.1's were finally pensioned off by the Navy in December 1970, going to Lossiemouth Aircraft Holding unit for disposal.

As a result of the performance limitations of the Gyron‑powered Buccaneer S.1, work had been progressing on an improved variant to be known as the Buccaneer S.MK.2. A new engine, the RB.168 Spey, had been developed by Rolls‑Royce as an economical turbofan for the new De Havilland Trident airliner and when it was substituted for the Gyron to power the new Buccaneer S.MK.2 it increased thrust by about a third with its lower fuel consumption giving increased endurance and therefore a more significant radius of action. Two development aircraft were re‑engined with the Spey to serve as S.MK.2 prototypes, the first of these taking to the air in its new guise on 17 May 1963. The first production Buccaneer S.MK.2 flew in June 1964, and all three front‑line S.1 Squadrons re‑equipped with the new variant between 1965 and 1967. During this period the Blackburn company had been absorbed into the Hawker Siddeley group and it was as the Hawker Siddeley Buccaneer that all future production was carried out.

As a low‑level strike aircraft the new more‑powerful Buccaneer S.MK.2 was capable of carrying a formidable weapons load. The weapons bay in the belly of the aircraft did not rotate to expose its load until the target had been reached and thus offered protection for such varied loads as four 10001b bombs or 5001b bombs, one 440 Imperial gallon fuel tank or one reconnaissance pack housing six cameras. In addition to the internal load the Buccaneer has four wing pylon stations which can also accommodate a wide variety of stores up to a maximum load of 12,000lbs. Wing mounted loads often included bombs, drop tanks and on many aircraft the Martel air‑to‑surface missile which had been developed jointly by Britain and France. This television‑guided precision tactical missile system provided the Buccaneer with useful stand‑off capability, reducing its vulnerability and giving it an increased element of surprise. Although well equipped for action, Naval Buccaneers were thankfully never required to fly in anger, but an opportunity did arise for the type to demonstrate its attack capabilities when in March 1967 Buccaneers were used to bomb the supertanker 'Torrey Canyon' which lay wrecked on a reef off the Scilly Isles.

After having served with the FAA for several years as its major low‑level strike aircraft the Buccaneer S.MK.2 was chosen in 1968 by the Royal Air Force. This choice came about as a result of muddled defence thinking in the mid‑1960s. The first blow to the RAF was the Governments cancellation of the new TSR.2 bomber, after which US‑built F.111K's were promised to the RAF as an alternative for the low‑level strike role but these, too, were cancelled on grounds of economy. To the RAF the remaining option was the Buccaneer and in July 1968 it was announced that a batch of 26 Buccaneer S.MK.2's had been ordered for the RAF and that 60 Fleet Air Arm aircraft would be progressively phased into RAF service as the Naval force gradually declined due to the retirement of the older, larger aircraft carriers.

Newly built aircraft for the RAF were designated MK.2B's while surplus FAA aircraft were upgraded to the same standard at Hawker Siddeley’s factory at Brough and also at the Naval Aircraft Yard at Sydenham in Belfast.

The first aircraft to wear RAF camouflage was XV350, an ex‑naval aircraft converted at Brough, which first flew in its new Air Force colours on 11 February 1969. Sydenham's first conversion was XV339 but this aircraft crashed during a test flight on 6 October 1972 prior to delivery. The first of an eventual total of 46 new production S.MK.2B's for the RAF was XV525, flown at Holme on 8 January 1970 and Buccaneer production was to finally end when the last three aircraft (XZ430 to XZ432) left the Brough factory at the end of 1976, the final deliveries being to the RAF in Germany in October 1977.

Honington was selected as the RAF's first Buccaneer base but it was Laarbruch in West Germany which became home to many Buccaneers during the days of the Cold War. Although the Buccaneer gave excellent service, a fact which caused many in the RAF to regret the fact that they had initially snubbed this sound design which the service could have procured many years earlier, the tide began to turn when in 1980 the RAF's entire Buccaneer fleet was grounded after an accident due to a suspected metal fatigue problem, about half the fleet being withdrawn when this was confirmed. By 1984 the Buccaneers based in Germany had been fully replaced by Tornadoes, the last in service being those of No.16 Squadron at Laarbruch on 29 February.

The Buccaneer was to remain in front‑line RAF service with No.12 and No.208 Squadrons for yet another decade. Most were based at RAF Lossiemouth in Scotland operating mainly on NATO supporting duties, but other operations included the deployment of several, aircraft, including our own XV361, to RAF Akritori in Cyprus during the Lebanon Crisis in 1983 to enable support to be provided to British troops in what became known as 'Operation Pulsar'. Apart from three low‑level overflights of Beirut however, the Buccaneers were not needed and they returned to Lossiemouth in March 1984.

One foreign operator, the South African Air Force, also purchased; the Buccaneer, ordering 16 aircraft with a further 14 examples on option. The first,'411', was the sixth production Spey‑engined Buccaneer, making its first flight on 9 January 1965. One aircraft was lost on its delivery flight when it ditched off the Canary Islands, but this was not replaced nor did any options become firm orders. This was due to a change of British Government and political policy which limited the supply of any further aircraft to South Africa beyond the initial 16 previously agreed on. The SAAF Buccaneers, known as S.MK.50's, flew combat operations against Angola and Zambia, and for 'Hot and High ' operations could be fitted with two BS.605 auxiliary rocket motors in the rear fuselage to provide 30 seconds of extra thrust on take‑off. They were completed without hydraulic wing‑folding equipment,, but the wing‑fold capability was retained and operated manually. The high cost of maintenance eventually brought about the end of SAAF Buccaneer operations and they ceased on 30 June 1991 when just five examples remained airworthy.

The Buccaneer's final call to arms came during the Gulf War Crisis of 1991 when twelve aircraft bearing a temporary overall pink camouflage were deployed to Saudi Arabia to participate in Operation Desert Storm. The aircraft carried 'Pave Spike', a laser guided target designator, to pinpoint targets for the Tornado fleet and were also used to bomb targets themselves. In total the twelve Buccaneer's performed 216 sorties flying for a total of 678.5 airborne hours.

With the end of Desert Storm, the final honour bestowed on the Buccaneer was when the aircraft was chosen to lead the Queen's Birthday flypast in June 1993. Finally replaced in service by the Tornado GR.1B, the Buccaneer was retired gracefully from operational flying on. 31. March 1994 ending some 31 years of service.

Although most of the 193 British and 16 South African Buccaneers have now been scrapped, some, but only a few, have been kept for display purposes. It is therefore particularly fortunate for the Ulster Aviation Society that when a number of Buccaneers were put up for sale by the Ministry of Defence just prior to their final retirement., one example, XV361, was obtained by the Society at a cost of £9000 for preservation and display in our aircraft collection at Langford Lodge. The final aircraft of a batch of 30 Buccaneer S.MK.2's ordered in 1956 for the Fleet Air Arm, it was flown in the strike‑attack role from the carriers HMS Victorious and HMS Ark Royal. Transferred to the RAF on 18 November 1978, XV361 served at RAF Lossiemouth in a primary role of anti‑shipping, and as previously stated was one of several Buccaneers based in Cyprus In September 1983 to support the Army on UN peacekeeping duties in Lebanon. The aircraft transferred from No 12 to No 208 Squadron after the airframe was updated to enable it to carry the new BAe Dynamics Sea Eagle missile.

On 7 April 1994 XV361 was flown from Lossiemouth to Aldergrove, but plans to tow the aircraft to Langford Lodge were abandoned because of the number of trees and telegraph poles along the planned route. Thanks to the Royal Air Force however this was remedied on 18 April when pilot Squadron Leader Martin Hopkins and navigator Flight Lieutenant John Parsons climbed once more aboard the Buccaneer. They powered up the Spey engines and departed Aldergrove at 11.00 immediately turning left to touch down on runway 21 at Langford Lodge after a flight time of just 92 seconds, believed to be a record as the shortest planned flight by a Buccaneer. As the engines fell silent and the crew climbed out to board a waiting helicopter back to Aldergrove, Buccaneer XV361 had completed her final flight and had arrived safely at her new home.


The fact that Buccaneer XV361 was flown directly into Langford Lodge to join our

 collection of preserved aircraft serves as a constant reminder that this magnificent aircraft is complete in every way. Our aim now is to care for the Buccaneer in its retirement, preserving it as an example of yet another fine British aircraft design that has reached the end of its flying career, and to continue giving the public a chance to view and walk around the aircraft, or perhaps even to rekindle memories with other visitors to whom the Buccaneer was once well known as a vital link in the chain of Britain's defence.
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