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As a boy I had all the usual inter-
ests, including one other, a fascination 
with flying. I read no end of books of 
daring deeds of man and machine, 
and constantly visited the Science 
Museum in Kensington to see the old 
planes there.

My favourite one of all was a Cierva 
C30 autogyro. A flying machine that 
could not stall, was apparently so 
safe and easy to fly that well over 
500 had been built and flown, in 
over 25 countries from the 1930s to 
the start of World War II, without a 
single fatality.

With envy and frustration at not 
living in the USA, I read DIY articles 
in Popular Mechanics on building gy-
rocopters from screwed together 2x4 
and plywood that even an idiot could 
fly from their backyard.

As an adult the dreams and the 
interest grew, but life got real, you 
know what I mean…

 Two years ago, the mortgage paid 
off and the kids grown up enough to 
look after themselves, the realization 
dawned that if I didn’t stop dreaming 
of being 007 and do it for real, I was 
more likely to kick the bucket from 
old age, than die in the attempt. After 
all, you only live once.

OK, so where to start? I think a trip 
to Henstridge and some lessons with 
Tony Melody are in order.

Day one. I arrived early on a glo-
riously hot spring Sunday morning, 
raring to get going.

I found Tony and the boys slowly 
getting into gear, drinking coffee and 
tinkering with the paperwork. After 
a long fascinating day drinking cof-
fee and watching the boys expertly 
wheel-balancing their gyros along 
the runway over and over again, 
the time finally came for my trial 
lesson. Strapped into the RAF 2000, 
Tony talked through the procedures. 

This was it, a lifetime of waiting, we 
were off like a love-sick angel into 
the sunset. 

‘You have control,’ says Tony, as 
I grasp the stick even harder. Was 
that me or the stick shaking? A cou-
ple of circuits, moving the stick this 
way and that and we throttle back to 
land. The stick gyrates wildly in my 
hand as the machine is wrestled to 
the ground, giving me the sensation 
of stirring porridge in a giant mixing 
bowl. Tony assures me that it is I 
that landed the beast. I climb out on 
wobbly legs, utterly stirred but not 
shaken in my belief that I have been 
to heaven.

The following weeks flew by as one 
lesson after another failed to materi-
alize. There were days when I made 
the 3h drive down to Somerset on 
the off chance of a lesson, for noth-
ing to happen at all. What with bad 
weather days, the gyro undergoing 
repairs, Tony not being at the airfield 
and myself not being able to make it. 
In all, I managed to fit in one more 

half-hour lesson as the summer dis-
appeared faster than it has taken to 
write this.

This flying lark was just not work-
ing out. What was I going to do? 
Perhaps I should buy a single-seat 
machine and join the other lads at 
Henstridge and become a wheel-bal-
ancing Johnny, condemned by fear 
never to depart terra firma? Could I 
really justify buying a machine, am 
I really this committed or mad? No, 
two-seat lessons seemed the only way 
to go, but of course there was the 
vexed question of what to do when 
I went solo. 

Perhaps three or four weeks in Car-
lisle with Chris Jones were in order? 
But it all seemed to be a big leap in 
time and commitment and frankly I 
was finding it all very hard to justify to 
the wife. Perhaps I could find another 
instructor nearer at hand that could 
fit me in on a regular basis? 

But no such luck. My choice of 
instructors was limited to two: one 
without a suitable two-seat machine 

From Kensington to Kevin
It’s a long way from a child looking 
longingly at aircraft in the Science Museum 
to having a PPL (G) of your own. Sam 
Palmer tells us how he managed it.

doing circuits at tree-top height, inside the field boundary. 
We were both doing okay but sometimes we would make 
mistakes. I know we all make mistakes and that’s fine, 
but in the landing phase when you are slowing down and 
stopping, a mistake can lead to a rollover and, as that 
thing above your head has a tip speed of 400mph, you 
need to avoid this at all costs. But we’re improving.

On Saturday 14 August 2004, the wind was 5kt straight 
down the runway. Charles and I had both had a 1h lesson 
and we were sat in the caravan having a well earned brew 
and chocky bicky. At this point it was announced that today 
was going to be the day that solo flight was to take place 
(much arse clenching was felt, I can tell you). 

When this happens in the RAF 2000 world, one fills up 
a five gallon drum with water and straps it on the pas-
senger’s seat. Gyros act very differently with only one 
person aboard, so we need to fool it into thinking that 
there are two.

First, Charles does it, with no problem,
Then Ronnie does it, no problem either. I land, calm 

myself and then I am so amazed that I carry on and do 
another three circuits. Frustration, what’s frustration? 
Progress, wonderful.

Over the following weeks solo time builds and it’s time 
to do some short cross-countries, triangles drawn on the 
map, you know the sort of thing.

We now are ready for the qualifying cross-country. 
It’s an epic trip to a private strip called Eddsfield, only a 
short trip in a fixed-wing aircraft but in a gyro, it’s a trip 
for a man! In fact it’s so near that it’s a bit embarrass-
ing really.

The rules are these, that any student or pilot with less 
than 40h post-licence P1 time, may not fly in winds ex-
ceeding 15kt. The wind at Melbourne is 8kt and a quick 
phone call to Eddsfield tells us that their wind is steady 
at 11kt. The forecast says little will change, so away goes 

Charles, followed 20min later by yours truly. I take off and 
climb to 1500ft. After a while I notice that my progress is 
slow and ask myself why I am going sideways. Anyway 
Eddsfield is found and a very short landing made. I taxy 
in, and am given a cup of coffee.

There is a Jodel on finals. He has two attempts at landing 
and giveS up as the wind is now 12kt gusting 17 straight 
across the strip. What are we going to do?

We wait for it to drop a bit, then do the return trip. On 
my return I do a cracking landing on the grass, right in 
front of the caravan. What a great day!

All I need now is a GFT, and then the ticket is mine.
On 20 November G-BYIN and I did the GFT. We filled 

in the forms, then received the congratulations and the 
coffee and biscuit. I loaded the gyro into the trailer and 
all but floated the 98 miles back to home.

That night I wrote the cheque to our beloved CAA and 
waited…

Two weeks later a package arrives… and yes, it from 
them. In it is my logbook and all my other bits, also a 
letter saying that because my fixed-wing licence is not 
current I have to resit Air Law, Navigation and Meteorol-
ogy exams again. The B*******.

The ticket, the frustration. 
I do the study, get the exams, and send the papers. 

This time the ticket, my long-awaited PPL (G), arrives. 
So now we have…

Frustration – over.
Ticket – in hand.
And Devil machine – nah, pussycat.

PS: Since that time, a mate and I have embarked on a 
project to build a horizontal tail for the RAF 2000. During 
this project we have had to deal with the CAA. When I wrote 
this article, I didn’t know what frustration really was!
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I flew my three circuits as told to and an extra one for 
good measure, as I had lost count in the excitement. I 
can honestly say I found the experience exhilarating and 
not at all hard. I had been trained well.

During the following weeks Kevin flew with me to distant 
airfields to practise cross-country navigation and also for 
good measure night flying when coming back late after 
one too many cups of tea at a far-off strip (thank God for 
runway landing lights). 

We also practised our low-flying skills while flying into 
a nasty bank of very low-level rain clouds, prompting 
weeks of speculation on <www.pprune.org/forums/show-
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to fly, the other with a VPM but without an engine, who 
would be happy to teach me when the machine was flying 
again, whenever that might be. He suggested that it might 
be quicker to go away and get a fixed-wing licence, and 
then come back to him to do a conversion course.

I decided that doing a fixed-wing course would perhaps 
indeed be a good way to get started. Finding a microlight 
school within easy driving distance was no problem, there 
were so many to choose from. I chose a club flying an 
EV-97 Eurostar, a three-axis all-metal plane of Czech 
manufacture, a 1.5h drive away in Cambridge. Arranging 
lessons could not have been easier, if the weather was 
OK on the day you wished to fly, you could. 

My first few lessons were a revelation. Flying the plane 
seemed simplicity itself. On the take-off run the plane 
tracked effortlessly in the direction it was pointing, lift-
ing gently into the air with no hint of torque and plenty 
of time to set the trim for the correct climb. The controls 
were so light, the trim so effective that flying straight 
and level was all too easy, landing seemed as simple as 
pointing the plane at the runway.

 Just as I was beginning to see that this could all get 
a little bit boring, my saviour came along in the shape of 
Kevin Robinson, at RAF Benson. Kevin had just completed 
his gyroplane instructor (AFI) training and was looking for 
a committed (I should be) gyronut to teach from start to 
finish. I quit the fixed-wing flying taxi lessons and waited 
patiently for a few more weeks to pass as Kevin sorted 
out acquiring a suitable two-seat machine for training on. 
(A VPM very kindly loaned from Tony Wilks).

It was on a cold November day when I turned up at the 
imposing military base in the depths of Oxfordshire, where 
Kevin worked as a police sergeant in helicopter support, 
that finally I was to have my first proper lesson. 

With Kevin in the back and myself strapped firmly in 
the front of the VPM, he put me through my paces. Taxiing 
the miles to the runway, the gyro weaved drunkenly from 
side to side, as I tried desperately to remember which 
legs to push. Kevin in the back was barking out orders to 
keep the stick forward as my puny muscles wilted with 
the exertion. 

On take-off the gyro carried down the runway in anything 
but the direction it was pointing – I was arm wrestling 
the stick to the left to control the torque as the gyro tore 
into the air. Picturing where to land was akin to imagining 
being a flying brick being dropped at speed from 500ft, 
as one pulled back on the stick desperately to brake the 
fall. This gyro flying was hard work; fixed-wing flying was 
nothing compared to this. This was fun.

Passing out drinks: (l-r) Kevin Robinson, Sam Palmer, 
Tony Melody
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For Christmas my children thoughtfully gave me a 
present of a set of dumb-bells to strengthen my nowadays 
underused right arm.

Over the following months Kevin drilled me in the finer 
techniques of flying, such as landing. Apparently the best 
way to describe landing a gyroplane is to imagine a large 
hawk landing on a fence post. The nose is kept down 
until reasonably close to the ground and then brought up 
gradually, trying to time the drag build-up with the rate 
of closure with the ground. Needless to say my landings 
were more akin to Eddie the Eagle’s.

With the lessons growing in number and my bank bal-
ance diminishing, there came the fantastic opportunity 
to purchase with Kevin the gyro from Tony. What with no 
hangarage or landing fees at Benson, was this the answer 
to my solo future? 

So with the blessing of the wife (and my promise of 
undying love and a holiday on a health farm), I emptied 
the remainder of my bank balance and became the proud 
part-owner of G-ODPJ. A gyro that by now had become 
a tried and trusted friend, having survived my every at-
tempt to trash it. Including taking off at various times 
with the pre-rotator engaged, the choke on or the rotor 
brake on.

My inability to follow a checklist (due to advancing senil-
ity?) was a real problem. Every week was an adventure. 
If something could go wrong then it did. Practice engine 
failures turned into the real event. A flapping radiator hose 
that burnt through on touching the exhaust, losing the 
coolant and forcing us to abandon the gyro at Abingdon 
army camp for the night. For Kevin and myself this was 
all a steep learning curve.

Oh yes! There was the other incident (you have prob-
ably heard of it by now, as Kevin’s been telling everyone). 
It just so happened I was getting bored hanging around 
on my own as Kevin flew off for a lesson with a fellow 
student. I decided that it might be instructive to stroll 
over to the flight line and watch the take-off. It was only 
as I ambled across the grass did it slowly dawn on me 
that the runway was ºso much further than I thought and 
that wandering around in the open on a highly sensitive 
military base was perhaps not such a good idea. 

As I hurried back, a jeep sped towards me. Out jumped 
two squaddies, my protestations that I was not a terrorist 
in disguise fell on deaf ears as I was promptly driven off 
at gunpoint for interrogation. Needless to say it all ended 
OK, with me being told off for leaving my pass in the car 
and Kevin getting a bollocking for allowing his student to 
be so stupid.

One of the things I found difficult to do, when practising 
and concentrating hard on flying, 
was being visually aware of my 
surroundings. On more than one 
occasion while flying and on the 
lookout for an airfield, I have heard 
Kevin barking in my ears to look 
down or left or right, only to find I 
had been flying over it all along.

The day dawned 14 months 
on from the start of training with 
Kevin, that the gods Kevin, Tony 
Melody, weather, the gyro and 
myself finally got together for my 
day to go solo. 

After a quick flight with Tony to 
check me out it was time to go it 
alone. I strapped the ballast and 
myself in the front of the gyro, try-
ing not to be nervous as I imagined 
that my guardian angel (Kevin) 
was sitting in the back barking 
his orders at me to keep the stick 
back/forwards, and remember my 
checks etc. 

thread.php?t=252101> of the identity of the UFO that 
was spotted flying out of the murk near Aylesbury. They 
never did guess. My cross-country solo trips to Terwe-
stone and Enstone went well, apart from a great fear of 
getting lost and a small hitch of not being able to see 
the screen on the radio when coming back in failing light 
from Enstone, which had me circling for some time twid-
dling the knob not knowing if I had Benson zone, tower 
or ground selected. 

Finally I gave up and called blind for a downwind join. 
Luckily Kevin, who at this stage was beginning to think 
me lost, had gone to the tower and had the insight (he 
knows me well) to suggest that they listen in for me on 
all the three frequencies, and sure enough, there I was, 
forlornly calling my downwind call over and over again 
into the ether.

We moved the radio to a more visible position after that. 
Having to use the RT at Benson while having so much 
going on when learning is hard on the concentration, but 
puts one in good stead when finally on one’s own in the 
big blue yonder.

In no time at all I had completed all my required solo 
hours and the big day finally arrived when Tony Melody 
once more dutifully turned up at Benson to put me 
through my paces for my GFT. Tony was so laid back that 
the test was a pleasure and a simple formality. A quick 
hand shake all round and I had passed my PPL (G) with 
flying colours. 

In all it had taken me 72h over a period of 18 months, 
cost me a small fortune and had been worth every penny. 
I have made many friends in the process and cannot 
thank Kevin enough for all his hard work and for putting 
up with me for so long. His voice in my head will always 
be a constant companion looking out for me on my travels 
to come.

The C30: one of the dream machines 
that inspired Sam as a kid
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