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When I first started dating Bruce Charnov in 2003, I 
thought a ‘gyro’ was a Greek sandwich, and when he de-
scribed himself as a gyro historian, I certainly didn’t know 
what to think. But, having read his book From Autogiro 
to Gyroplane early on, I learned of this amazing aircraft 
and its history, with names such as Juan de la Cierva, 
Harold F Pitcairn and Ken Wallis becoming familiar. And 
while I no longer got excited when he spoke of the other 
women in his life, ‘Miss Champion’ and ‘Little Nellie’, lit-
tle did I think I would ever meet, much less fly with, the 
legendary 007 himself! 

In 2005 we began filming a documentary movie of the 
autogyro history book on a very limited budget. A year 
later, however, the producer told us that he was taking 
a camera crew to Germany to work on a special feature 
dealing with the Nuremburg war crime trials. Suddenly, 
it became possible to piggyback onto that European trip 
with a short stopover in the UK and a day’s filming for 
our project at Reymerston Hall. 

It was only when we were on our way to London that 
Bruce told me he’d been in contact with Ken Wallis and 
asked for a very special favour – that he give me my first 
flight in an autogyro. After all, he reasoned, who could 
turn down flying with 007?

So there I was – after a good night’s rest – up early at 
awaiting Ken’s arrival at Shipdham Airfield. I had actually 
never even seen a real autogyro, just photos and movies, 
and I wasn’t really prepared for the flying lawnchair that 
rose from the nearby Reymerston Hall and slowly made 
its way, descending, to the end of the runway where we 
waited.

As you can see from the photographs, this particular 
aircraft, the Wallis WA-122 Autogyro, appeared to me 
as a 1950s aluminum kitchen chair. Little did I admit to 
Ken that I was scared sh*&%$#@. You see, I’m afraid 
of heights. But I was up for it, telling myself that the 
previous year I’d gone for a ride in a hot air balloon and 
survived the adventure. 

Ken, always the gallant and charming RAF (Ret’d) Wing 
Commander, was fabulous. He outfitted me with a helmet 
and strapped me in the rear seat where the only place to 
put my hands was to hold on to Ken’s jacket. 

So far, so good…and then we began taking off. As we 
took off, the wind began to hit my face and, with the 
increase in elevation, the wind entered my helmet and I 
felt that I was taking off ‘head first’. 

Ken was very solicitous and asked if everything was 
okay. Now at that particular moment would you really say, 
‘Put me down?’ I gave him a thumbs up and recalled the 
gallant English and Polish airmen that gave their lives for 
Britain, surely I could take a 20 minute ride! 

With my head bowed, both to protect me from the wind 
and to keep the helmet from taking off, I began to enjoy 
the ride. Ken pointed out his home and the airfield and 
we were flying above a flock of birds. 

It was a heavenly sight. I had total confidence in Ken and 
the early jitters left me. It’s no wonder that since Icarus, 
man has wanted that pair of wings. And there can be no 
flying experience closer to that described in the ancient 

Flying with 007
Sophia Gordon-Charnov describes a 
memorable first flight

➛

Just put this helmet 
on and imagine you’re 

Bond’s mistress

What have 
I let myself 

in for?

73mph. I also flew a lot of aerobatic demonstrations, 
some of which would have collapsed the wings of almost 
any fixed-wing airplane. 

I owe my very life to the PCA-2. When I was towing a 
huge 9ft high banner of 37 letters, made of muslin, cotton 
ropes, and bamboo spreaders and trying to get above 
1000ft, the engine, without the slightest warning, quit 
cold and the airspeed instantly went to exactly zero! I cut 
the banner loose. The autogyro went into an automatic 
vertical descent at about the same vertical speed as a 
parachute. 

I looked around and there was nothing but resident 
houses under me. I was quickly down to about 500ft when 
I saw a slight open space behind the right-hand wing and 
made a diving right turn toward it. It was at the north 
edge of a cemetery and I landed in it gently without an 
inch of roll, in zero wind and no damage whatever. There 
were gravestones all around me. 

If I had been towing the banner with a fixed-wing 
airplane, it would have instantly dived straight down into 
the houses and I would have been dead on 26 January 
1934. My gravestone would be thoroughly weather beaten 
by now. 

Of course, several experimental autogyros were built 
with Jump takeoff systems, but none were ever advanced 
to Approved Type, for WWII stopped such development. 
So, both the Pitcairn and Kellett autogiros made takeoffs 
with forward speed on the ground, but short ones. As 
for landings, they could be made airplane style too, but 
properly flown, the autogyros have the ability to make 
poweroff birdlike flared landings with little or no forward 
roll at all, by pilots properly trained. 

All of the landings made on the roof of the Post Office 
building in the center of Philadelphia were made in this 
manner, entirely without power or roll, except when the 

wind was very strong, such as 40-55mph, when landings 
were most conveniently made with power to prevent being 
blown backward. I have movies of such roof landings. 

Those flared, no-roll landings are one of the greatest 
advantages of an autogyro in the case of a poweroff 
forced landing, and contributing to the extreme safety 
of autogyros. The Pitcairn PCA-2 is a wonderful aircraft. 
I wish there had been a controllable propeller available 
at that time, for it would have cut the takeoff distance 
almost in half. 

It was a sad day when I had to sell my PCA-2 to a crop 
duster who later left it out in a hurricane without even 
tying down the blades. It was a noble aircraft.

John Miller flying the Kellett KD-1B on the post run in 
Philadelphia

For more on John Miller's amazing career, see: 
<www.vintageaircraft.org/programs/hof/hof_miller.pdf> 
<cityguide.pojonews.com/fe/Heritage/stories/ he_john_miller.asp> 
<www.dmairfield.org/people/miller_jm/index.htm>

GF
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Greek myth than an open-frame autogyro!
I know that Bruce is working steadily with Ron Herron 

on completing his Little Wing Autogyro, and he will then 
go to complete his flying lessons. He’s declared on more 
than one occasion that he would like me to take lessons 
with him. Before my adventure with 007 and maybe the 
best autogyro pilot flying today, I would have scoffed at 
such a suggestion – now… well, let’s just say that when 
he finally arranges for the final hours of flying instruction 
with Terry Brandt at the Groen Brothers Aviation Flight 
Center in Buckeye, Arizona, we’ll want to at least consider 
the group rate. GF
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This picture: Eat your heart out, Helga Brandt!

Facing page: Sorting out the helmet (centre) and 
getting strapped in (top)

Upper right: Ken straps in

Lower right: Ken preflights
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Full time professional Gyrocopter training from April 2008
•	 Training based near York, England
•	 Specialist in MT-03 instruction 

Buying an MT-03?
Coordinate your training around the delivery of your own machine.

Special intensive training courses held during the week
•	 PPL(G) conversion from Microlight / Fixed Wing / Helicopter licences
•	 “Learn to fly Gyrocopters”, from Rookie to PPL(G)

Air Experience Events	
held at weekends, (also Wednesday evenings during the summer)
•	 Want to fly a Gyrocopter? Join one of our “hands on the controls” group 
events. Gift vouchers available.
•	 Organise your own private group event. “Try something different” days. Great 
for flying clubs, Corporate days, Organisations or simply a group of mates.

For full details, register on our website	
<www.theGyrocopterExperience.co.uk> • Telephone: 0845 643 9476
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