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Fly at Mach speeds
Forget the Boom!

The relentless march of humanity 
has pushed the travel dimensions 
across time and distance. The early 

modes of intercontinental travel were 
through maritime route; however the 
Wright Brothers were instrumental in 
changing the face of travel forever. The rapid 
expansion and technology growth, post the 
World Wars helped the air travel sector to 
connect airports and continents quicker. 
The increase in the range of commercial 
aircraft transformed a historic transatlantic 
event to a day-to-day event. The continued 
quest for reducing the time taken resulted 
in rapid research and development funding 
in the area of increasing the speed of travel.

The result of multiple attempts to 
reduce the travel duration was showcased 
in 1969, wherein the world witnessed first 

flight of the Concorde. The Aérospatiale/
BAC Concorde was a Anglo- French 
supersonic aircraft. It could travel at 
twice the speed of sound, which resulted 
in halving the time between transatlantic 
destinations. The average cost per ticket to 
save a few hours was around 25-30 times 
higher than the cheapest airfare option. This 
was one of the key reasons that the airline 
which operated these aircraft could maintain 
profitability in the routes it operated, despite 
high maintenance costs.

The total programme cost was around  
$ 10 billion (adjusted to 2017), the unit cost 
was around $ 160 million. Around 20 units 
were built between 1965- 1979 and the two 
key operators were Air France and British 
Airways. The Concorde was retired in 2003, 
the fatal crash of Air France Flight 4590 and 

the withdrawal of support by Airbus drivers 
for the early retirement.

There has been a lot of discussion 
on the relaunch of Super Sonic Aircraft, 
however the high maintenance and the 
availability of multiple low-cost options 
are challenging factors to the programme 
and an airline. A simple example of the 
maintenance cost would be the possibility 
of the tyre of a supersonic aircraft to burst 
is 30 times higher compared to a sub-sonic 
aircraft. These factors makes supersonic 
jets only viable for the small population 
of High Net Worth Individuals which has 
helped in shifting the focus of supersonic 
jets development to the business jets market.

There are around seven business 
jets which are now in various stages of 
development, around which around 4-5 are 
from the United States. The aviation sector is 
an ecosystem, which means the dependency 
on the adjacent link is high. The business jet 
manufacturers need to work in tandem with 
the airport authorities and their suppliers 
in the areas of maintenance, fuel efficiency, 
noise levels and the sonic boom. 

The sonic boom would prevent the 
full performance of supersonic aircraft 
over- populated area. This means that 

Boom Supersonic, the aerospace 
company building the world’s 

fastest airliner, unveiled its supersonic 
demonstrator XB-1 in mid-October 
2020, history’s first independently 
developed supersonic jet. To design 
and build XB-1, Boom recruited a team 
of experts from around the industry 
and forged relationships with key 
suppliers. XB-1 is slated to fly for the 
first time in 2021 and will undergo 
a 100% carbon-neutral flight test 
programme. 

After rollout, XB-1 will complete 
its ongoing, extensive ground test 
programme before heading to Mojave, 
California in 2021 for flight test. 
At the same time, the company 
will finalise Overture’s propulsion 

system and conduct wind tunnel tests 
to validate aircraft design. When XB-1 
breaks the sound barrier in flight, 

Boom will be finalising the design 
of Overture, whose own rollout is on 
track for 2025.

Boom Makes History with Supersonic XB-1 Rollout
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Virgin Galactic Holdings, Inc, a vertically integrated aerospace and space 
travel company, which includes manufacturer of advanced air and space 

vehicles, The Spaceship Company, has announced the first stage design scope for 
its high speed aircraft design, and the signing of a non-binding Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) with Rolls-Royce to collaborate in design and development 
of engine propulsion technology for high speed commercial aircraft. This follows 
the successful completion of its Mission Concept Review programme milestone 
and authorisation from the Federal Aviation Administration’s Centre for 
Emerging Concepts and Innovation to work with Virgin Galactic to outline a 
certification framework. 

Boom Supersonic and Rolls-Royce have an engagement agreement to explore 
the pairing of a Rolls-Royce propulsion system with Boom’s flagship 

supersonic passenger aircraft, Overture. The aim of the new agreement is to 
work together to identify the propulsion system that would complement Boom’s 
Overture airframe. 

the supersonic aircraft can be flown at its 
optimal performance over sea, like on a 
transatlantic route.

Boeing has partnered with Aerion to 
develop a supersonic business jet and it 
is expected to demonstrate its first flight 
in 2023- 2024. The AS2 aims at a speed 
of around 1000 mph with the aircraft as 
the first ever aircraft designed for carbon- 
neutral operations. The other significant 
aspect includes 100% biofuel capability and 
no afterburners.

It is expected that the aircraft could 
be certified by 2026. The company has 
around 300 staff and its order books are  
for around 20 aircraft. The estimated price 
is around $ 120-160 million and it expects 
to manufacture around 300 aircraft in the 
first ten years. The key suppliers of the 
programme include GE Aviation, GKN 
Aerospace, Aernnova Aerospace, Safran and 
Potez Aerospace.

Meanwhile, Lockheed Martin’s X-59 
is designed to reduce the sonic boom 
which could allow the operability of 
supersonic business jets over land. The 
X-59 is expected to conduct its first flight in 
2021. The experience of SR-71 is expected 
to help Lockheed Martin in their quest for 
supersonic business jet, the SR-71 having 
exceeded Mach 3 in 1971. The other 

promising aircraft programmes are involve 
countries like Japan and Russia. The Russian 
SSBJ, a variant of Tu-160 bomber is also a 
possible contender in this market.

The introduction of some new business 
models in this market, like air taxis and 
fractional ownership has helped to entice 
new operators. However, it is important to 
note that the cost of travel in a supersonic 
jet would be much higher compared to a 
sub sonic business jet, and it would not be 
easy to estimate the demand for business 
jets based on the Post Covid business jet 
operators market. The Covid has positively 
impacted this market, where there is a surge 
in demand for business jet travel compared 
to Pre- Covid times.

Having considered the small market 
demand and the current supersonic business 
jet in development, we will wait and 
watch on the outcome. The first launched 
supersonic business jet would definitely have 
the advantage of higher market penetration, 
provided the brand represents a symbol of 
safety and trust. 

Boom Supersonic and Rolls-Royce 
in collaboration

Virgin Galactic unveils Mach 3 aircraft & 
signs MoU with Rolls-Royce
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Virgin Galactic Holdings, Inc, a vertically integrated aerospace 
and space travel company, have revealed the cabin interior 
of its first SpaceShipTwo vehicle, VSS Unity.

Aspiring astronauts and space enthusiasts around the world now 
have the opportunity to explore the Virgin Galactic cabin design 
and spaceflight experience through an augmented reality enabled 
mobile app, which launches after the live event, and is available to 
download (for free) at both the App Store and Play Store.

One of the defining hallmarks of the Virgin brand over 50 
years, has been the use of inspired and bold designs to transform 
the customer experience, such ethos successfully applied across 
industrial sectors and design disciplines: from aircraft cabins and 
hotel bedrooms to fitness classes and personal banking.

Virgin Galactic, in collaboration with London design agency 
Seymourpowell, has striven to remain faithful to that tradition by 
developing an elegant but progressive, experience-focused concept 
for the cabin of its spaceship. While this has been created to integrate 
seamlessly with every other aspect of the Virgin Galactic astronaut 
journey, the cabin is also the design centrepiece; providing safety 
without distraction, quietly absorbing periods of sensory intensity 
and offering each astronaut a level of intimacy required for personal 
discovery and transformation.

Individually sized seats, created using the highest-grade 
aluminium and carbon-fibre manufacturing techniques, reinforce 
this sense. The importance of astronaut comfort to optimise 
performance is accentuated by the use of engineered foam and 
technical fabrics. Virgin Galactic’s partner Under Armour developed 

Virgin Galactic reveals cabin interior
the astronaut spacesuits and also the fabric technology featured in 
the cabin seats. The colour palette of the cabin has been carefully 
curated so that it complements the architecture of the seat, the cabin 
itself and spacesuits. The golden metallics resemble luminous desert 
sands, blues conjure celestial spaces and teals inspired by the ocean 
ground travelers back to Earth.

Each seat has been engineered to match dynamism of the 
flight. A pilot-controlled recline mechanism, optimally positions 
astronauts to manage G- forces on boost and re-entry and frees up 
cabin space to maximise an unrestricted astronaut float zone when 
in zero gravity.

SpaceShipTwo’s cabin was deliberately sized to allow for an out-
of-seat weightlessness experience for the astronauts on board. The 
interior design focusses on this critical part of the experience. Soft 
cabin surfaces and elements become intuitive hand and footholds, 
allowing astronauts to explore the cabin freely and fully. The ‘Halo’ 
surrounds to twelve large windows have soft extended edges, which 
allow astronauts to perfectly position themselves for 360 degrees of 
awe-inspiring views, from the infinity of outer space to the beauty 
of our home planet.

Richard Branson, Founder of the Virgin Group stated, “When 
we created Virgin Galactic, we started with what we believed would 
be an optimal customer experience and then built the spaceship 
around it. We will continue with that ethos as we expand our fleet, 
build our operations and underpin Virgin Galactic’s position as the 
Spaceline for Earth. This cabin has been designed specifically to 
allow thousands of people like you and me to achieve the dream of 
spaceflight safely – and that is incredibly exciting.’’ 
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Air Vice Marshal (R) Cecil Parker and…..

OCTOBER REVISITED
The month of October has two dates 

of commemorative significance, one 
professional and the other personal. 

On 8 October 2020, our air force marked its 
88th anniversary and 28 October 2020 was 
the 68th anniversary of my bale-out from a 
blazing Tempest aircraft.

at the Officers Mess; all the functions 
were attended by both serving and locally 
resident air veterans. In mid 1970s the 
observance of Air Force Day was changed 
to 8 October, its legal birthday. Post 1986, 
when I took premature retirement, I still feel 
privileged to receive an invitation to the Air 

Club, available Flight Safety records indicate 
that there was only one successful bale-out 
from the Tempest IIA in the (R) IAF which 
operated it from 1946–54.

On 28 October of every year my wife 
never fails to remind me by organising 
something special wherever we were posted. 

I share a year of birth with the IAF 
which was born by Govt. sanction on 8 
October 1932. It actually came into being 
on 1 April 1933 when the first Indian 
officers and airmen were inducted into ‘A’ 
Flight of No 1 Squadron alongside the RAF 
which itself had been born on 1 April 1918. 
Since the IAF grew out of the RAF, like so 
many other procedures/traditions initially 
adopted, it also continued celebrating Air 
Force Day on 1 April. In early 1951, much 
against my father’s wishes, I joined the IAF 
as I had a keen boyhood desire to fly.

While under training and as young 
officers we were taught the significance 
of Air Force Day which in early years 
comprised a station parade, small flypast 
of locally based aircraft, a glass of beer with 
the SNCOs followed by a Bara Khana in 
the Airmen’s Mess or Squadron hangar. 
In the evening there was a formal dinner 

Force Day function from all four local IAF 
establishments, two of which I commanded 
and the other two I trained at. This year 
of course, Covid 19 sanctions involved a 
‘virtual’ celebration at home!

On 28 October 1952, as a newly 
commissioned young pilot officer still short 
of my 20th birthday, and undergoing fighter 
conversion at the CTU Hakimpet, the 
engine of the Tempest aircraft I was flying 
caught fire and, after a great struggle, I just 
about managed to bale out safely with some 
minor burn injuries. It was a traumatic, 
near-death experience for a new pilot with 
just under 200 hours of flying. On hearing 
the news my father flew down from Calcutta 
intending to take me back home but was 
surprised to learn that this was not possible 
and that I would shortly recommence 
flying – which I did. Many years later, while 
researching for an article on the Caterpillar 

In October 1971 my parents (in their 
sixties) paid us a visit in Pathankot where 
I was in command of No.20 Squadron 
then flying the Hunter Mk.56A. They 
were very impressed with their first visit 
to an operational air base. On 28 October 
1971, just before they left, we invited all 
my squadron officers and their wives to 
dinner and my parents were delighted to 
meet the lively bunch of air warriors and 
their families. In December 1971, back in 
our family home in Madhya Pradesh, they 
heard from AIR about the award of MVC 
to their son.

In October 1972 I received a very last 
letter from my father now diagnosed with 
terminal cancer. It dealt with instructions 
regarding his finances, family, property and 
so on. It terminated with an admission that, 
despite his opposition to my joining the air 
force he was very proud of me; seven months 
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Afterburner

After facing resolute Punjabi fists (and 
more) in the Galwan Valley, the Chinese 
have resorted to playing Punjabi songs, 
recalling the tactics employed by Chinese 
Han Generals some 2200 years back during 
the ‘Battle of Gaixia’.  According to legend 
the opposing Chu soldiers had then got 
homesick which weakened their resolve, 
and the war was done.

Not ours!  The Punjabi soldiers up in the 
freezing heights would probably break into 
Bhangra to taunt today’s Han soldiers. 

Yaks and Worms

Rafales sans potholes
manufactured by Rajkot-based Shrijee 
Gaushala.

And it is available in abundance – for free! 

 Cartoon image from Times of India

Punjabi songs on the LAC

More on the PLA deployed in Eastern 
Ladakh: sources have it that the Chinese 
troops are heavily dependent on Yaks not 
only for patrolling but (shamelessly) eating 
them! What is more repugnant is that a real 
delicacy for them is to first mix worms with 
the Yak meat and then feast on it.

Ugh! Enough to make one vegetarian!

Pride of the Indian Air Force are their 
new Rafales, steadily being flown in 
from France to India, with AFS Ambala 
as their first home base. This is possibly 
the oldest Cantonment in northern 
India (after the Partition) and houses 
not only the IAF’s first and finest but is 
headquarters of a Strike Corps as well. 
Pity then that potholes on the roads of 
Ambala Cantonment make motoring so 
very tedious: 

But the Rafales are secure and remain at 
jet speed (cartoon courtesy Amul)!

Anti-Radiation  
dung chips
As explained to the Indian Express, “cow 
dung is anti-radiation”, stated the RKA 
Chairman as he unveiled a ‘chip’ made of 
cow dung and claimed that this significantly 
reduced radiation from mobile handsets. 
The chip named Gausatva Kavach is 

… uber Alles! 
 9 years late and far beyond its original 
budget, this international airport could 
well have been planned in the third (or 
fourth) world – but amazingly this was 
actually in Berlin, the capital 
of Germany! Work began 
in 2006 and should 
have been completed 
5 years later. But a 
series of technical and 
planning goof ups 
forced abandoning 
of six successive six 
opening dates. The project 
became a national joke and 
greatly embarrassed the Germans who have 
traditionally been uber Alles.

The Berlin Brandenburg Airport Willy 
Brandt is now open for business (Covid 
willing).
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